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      The white rockface of Sheercliff towered over the city, and a long, tired line of refugees waited to get inside. The reports had been right. Monster presence in the region was rising, and now they saw the reality of what that meant.

      A number of adventurers were on the road too. The call was out, adventurers were needed in Sheercliff, and they came in droves from all across Alveron.

      Hump sighed. “I don’t fancy waiting in that line.”

      He was seated on Prancer, the usually docile stallion digging at the ground with one foot, excited at the sight of so many people. Where there were people, there was usually food. Though Hump couldn’t help but think the city might be running short.

      Bud pulled up beside him, resembling a rusty bandit more than ever. His chestplate had been destroyed in the fight against the gorger, and the dented remains were now strapped to Asoltef’s saddlebags. In its place, the knight still donned the chainmail layer that went beneath, but it was old and worn, with a jagged tear through the middle—ill-suited for a noble.

      “How can there be so many?” Bud asked, disbelief in his voice.

      “We were told it was bad,” Hump said.

      “Yeah, but not this bad,” Bud said. “It’s only been three months.”

      “I suspect the rumours of dungeons in the region are more truth than fiction,” Vivienne said, joining them with Dylan not far behind. “This is where the people come when their homes are no longer safe. It will only get worse.”

      Bud grimaced, eyes roaming the ever-increasing line of refugees. “Gods help us,”

      “They already have,” Hump said grimly. “This is bad for them, but good for us.” The knight frowned at him, and Hump added with a shrug, “More monsters means more work.”

      Bud snorted, part amused, part horrified he’d even said it. “You’re terrible.”

      “What I am is hungry. And right now, there’s a thousand people between us and the inn. Tell me you have some good news for us, Celaine.”

      She was a little way ahead of them, eyes faintly shining with the power of her dragon’s blood as she studied the city. She pointed. “I think they’re letting adventurers pass through the gates.”

      Hump followed her finger and squinted, barely able to make out the giant head of Osidium upon the white cliff, let alone find the city gate amongst the jumbled mess of shops and houses that was the city outskirts. They were in there somewhere, leading into the Lower City.

      “Are you pointing because you think we’ll be able to see that too?” Hump asked.

      Celaine glared back at him. “Aren’t you just a barrel of laughs today.”

      Hump was about to retort, when Vivienne kicked her own horse into motion. “Come on. They’ll shut the gates come nightfall, and we still have a ways to go.”

      She was right. It was getting on for evening now, and judging from the crowd, Hump guessed it would be a good while longer before they were inside. They’d still have to find an inn that could take them, and he expected it to be busy.

      “Hey, Bud,” Hump whispered as they rode. “Say a quick prayer and help us find an inn, would you?”

      Bud sighed. “Sometimes I think you want the gods to curse you.”

      Hump grinned, though it didn’t last long. From a distance, he could dissociate from the refugees. As they neared the crowds, his eyes fell on their dirtied faces, filled with hunger and desperation. It was always the poor that paid the price first. Bud’s eyes were torn in a hundred directions at once, his face pale as a ghost.

      And they hadn’t even reached the encampment outside the city yet.

      A group of children by the road went to their knees, hands outstretched. Hump saw himself in them. Hungry, homeless, desperate. It was only on the whim of his master that his fate had changed.

      “Hold on,” Dylan said, dismounting. “We’ve got food we can spare.” He took what remained of a sack of oats from his saddlebags, along with some other bits and pieces, then moved between the rest of the party.

      Hump handed over what he had left—a few pieces of fruit and some jerky. It was like war had come to Sheercliff and not some petty squabble between lords. This was an invasion. There had to be thousands of people camped out around the city, and hundreds still trying to get inside.

      We should have brought more, Hump thought. All they’d been able to give was a meal or two for each child, but chances were slim these kids would get to keep it all for themselves. If they didn’t have families, they’d have bigger, older kids to contend with.

      They’d only left Fishers Lake three days ago, a letter from Randall of all things being the reason. Lady Helen Astida had submitted her report to the guild, and an investigation into Vivienne’s actions during the shade attacks was now just a matter of time. She’d decided to take the initiative rather than let them come for her, and the rest of the group had gone with her. At least for a while, Hump expected Sheercliff to be the main hub for adventurers still in Alveron. For bronze and iron rankers, there were few better places.

      It had been a long couple of weeks. He was thankful, after that initial unsettling sight, that Lucile’s ghost hadn’t visited him again, at least not while he was awake. He chalked it up to tiredness. A reasoning he’d needed to occasionally remind himself of, particularly after a night of nightmares. Hump’s hands still hadn’t quite healed from where he’d grabbed Hestia’s Star within the gorger’s spiritual form. Scars marked the back of his hand and wrists like wisps of flame, and even with Vivienne’s medicine, he’d have permanent scarring.

      There hadn’t been much time to mope about and recover. Vivienne wanted to explore every inch of the ruined temple before leaving it to be discovered by the rest of the Wizard’s Society or otherwise erased by the Pantheon. After seeing that Hump could record the ancient spell formations of the temple, she’d taken him with her, having him test everything that could remotely resemble an artifact. They’d found a few minor formations, but nothing as exciting as the Three Eyed Seal that had been upon the temple doors. It hadn’t been a total loss for Hump either—he’d managed to recover the gorger’s original heartstone.

      And Vivienne had stuck to her promise, training him on spells and fundamentals he was missing. Mostly cantrips, though they were working together to create a version of her Water Missiles that used earth instead. It was a good way for him to practice precision and control rather than continuing to rely on power.

      The crowd broke apart for their horses, letting them through. He and the others wore their adventurer’s medallions over their clothes, and nobody challenged them along the way. It wasn’t long before they passed the growing encampment around the city. What had once been grassland was now trodden to mud. Tents and wagons made up most of the accommodation, but some didn’t even have that. They formed shelters out of dissembled parts where they could, for there were no trees anywhere nearby.

      Things didn’t get better inside the city either. The alleyways were stuffed full of people, crouched on the wet and filthy dirt paths, clutching worn clothing to their bodies for some semblance of warmth.

      “How can Countess Daston leave these people out here under such conditions?” Bud asked quietly.

      “People like this don’t have tents,” Hump said. “Someone must have provided the ones they do have, and there must be at least some food and water being handed out if they’re choosing to stay. If she’s like you said, I expect she’s doing something.”

      “It won’t last for long,” Vivienne said. “Without farmers working the fields, they’re going to have to figure out a different solution. A city like Sheercliff can’t survive without a supply line.”

      It was slow progress along the main road, and as they neared the front, they started to attract more angry looks. It was mostly tradesmen and merchants this far up. Those with enough money to think themselves above the masses—if even a little. Although, their eyes turned downcast when they noticed Vivienne’s bronze rank medallion.

      Nearing the gates, they were ushered to the right side where adventurers were being allowed through and told to dismount. There was only one party ahead of them, the guards conducting a thorough search of their wagon before waving them in. Vivienne took the lead when Hump’s group was gestured forward.

      “Name and business,” the guard said mechanically.

      “I am Wizard Vivienne, and these are my companions. Lord Robert Blackthorne, Chosen of Kelisia,” she gestured to Bud. “Dylan, Chosen of Krioc, and Celaine Chosen of Owalyn, as well as Wizard Humphrey. We’re here to help the city.”

      The guard didn’t seem to pick up on the fact that Celaine wasn’t a Chosen of the Pantheon, which didn’t surprise Hump. Beneath the Twelve were many minor gods like Krioc and Hestia.

      The guard glanced at Vivienne’s medallion, no doubt noticing she was Bronze 4, only one step away from silver. “New rules, my lady. We need to search your things before we can let you past.”

      “Why the strictness?” Bud asked.

      The guard glanced around to see if anyone was in earshot. He stepped closely, and quietly said, “Soul eaters walk the streets, lord. Many have been killed already.”

      “Gods help us,” Bud muttered. “As if things weren’t bad enough already.”

      “What makes you think they’re soul eaters?” Hump asked. “People are starving. I’m sure many would kill for a meal.”

      The guard shook his head assuredly. “Not these ones. No. Their eyes are burnt out, the sockets black as soot. I’ve seen it myself. Orders are to keep it quiet.”

      “We won’t speak a word of it,” Vivienne said. “And we’ve got nothing to hide. Go ahead with your search.”

      They didn’t take long, and only when their group was through the gates, did Hump ask Vivienne, “What did you make of that?”

      “I’m not sure,” Vivienne said. “If they feared monsters, I don’t know why they would take so much time searching us.”

      “You think people are behind the killings?” Celaine said.

      “I hope so,” Vivienne said. “Because if there’s monsters powerful enough to walk amongst us, nobody is safe.”

      She stopped herself from continuing. Even here, people were watching them. Adventurers from the look of their equipment, likely eyeing the competition. Then Hump noticed a few too well-dressed to be simple adventurers. Their armour bore the sigil of Lady Light, and Hump’s heart started to race. The Pantheon were keeping watch over those that entered the city. That was bad news for an accidental warlock like him.

      “Come on,” Vivienne said. “Let’s find ourselves an inn and some food. We’ll wait until tomorrow to visit the guild.”

      Hump had hoped the inn they’d stayed at before was far enough outside the price range of most to have rooms to spare. He was wrong. There wasn’t an inn anywhere within the guild sector with space. In the end, they found a quiet inn off the beaten path, charging thrice the fair of an inn twice as nice. Still, it had stables, beds, hot food, and baths. They were better off than most.
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      The guilds were all centred around the Carriageway Plaza, where metal carriages on a chain pully system connected the Upper and Lower City, ensuring nobles didn’t need to travel too far to reach it, and that their plateau above never became too crowded by commoners.

      They’d come early in the morning to avoid the worst of the crowds, finding the gates to the Adventurers’ Guild easily. Its grounds were housed within walls of white stone, the single entrance manned by a team of gate guards. They showed their medallions and were waved through, then followed a wide stone path that led to the courtyard. It was almost as large as the entire town square back in Fishers Lake, surrounded by every facility an adventurer might need.

      An entire independent society housed within a city.

      It had been fairly busy when they’d last been there, and now even more so. The final dregs of the night lingered in the tavern, but most had congregated toward the training grounds or shops. People bartered exploits from their time out in the field, trading for equipment, resources, and anything else they’d need. Hump kept an eye out for any good prices but nothing caught his eye. His boots and wizard robes had been turned to scraps in the gorger’s armoury, and he’d resorted to his spare clothes for travel. It was far from suitable for adventuring though.

      Hump sighed.

      “What is it?” Celaine asked.

      “With so many adventurers in the city, prices will be up, and our heartstones won’t sell for two-thirds of what they might have. We’ll be able to get Bud some new armour though.” He nodded to the armourer—an entire shop by itself, a dozen smiths inside working the anvils. “And I need some new kit too.”

      “We best cross our fingers the quest pays well then,” Bud said.

      The guildhall was on the far side of the courtyard, standing out as the grandest of any building in the grounds, or this sector of the city for that matter. It was made of the white stone of Sheercliff, said to be formed by Osidium himself. A clock hung over the entryway, the time nearing eight o’clock.

      Hump led the way inside to find a crowded lobby, people scrutinising the request boards for their next quest. They’d needed to put some extra boards up to compensate for the additional work coming in, and from the looks of it, the backlog was only getting larger.

      The five of them headed to the long counter set against the back wall, twenty-odd workers manning the station.

      “Go on without me,” Vivienne said. “I need to collect my mail.”

      She headed to the far side of the desk for assistance, while Hump spotted the same man he’d spoken to before. He approached the desk, catching his eye. “Timond, wasn’t it?”

      The man’s eyes perked up. “That’s right! How may I help you?”

      “We’ve returned from Fishers Lake,” Hump said, pulling out the quest token that Mayor Arnold had given them. It was a large brass coin with a reddish tint, imprinted with the guild logo, an area number that connected it to Sheercliff, and a quest reference number.

      Timond swiped it up off the desk, briefly glancing at it, then searched for it in his ledger. “Ah, Fishers Lake, now I remember.” He eyed Vivienne. “Seems you found your wizard friend after all.”

      “We did,” Hump said.

      “Very good. Well, just give me a moment.” He read through the listing. “You’ll be pleased to know the quest rating was increased to bronze rank by Lady Astida. Do you require split rewards?”

      “We can divide them up ourselves,” Hump said.

      He nodded, taking out a small paper notebook and wrote down the details. “Here’s a receipt for your reward. To redeem it, head outside and two doors down. You won’t miss it. I’ll need to see each of your adventurer’s medallions too. I expect you’re due a promotion.”

      The three of them handed their medallions over, and he entered them into a mirror reader one by one. Each time confirming that they’d jumped a division, meaning they were now Iron 3. Hump was surprised at the jump in rank, but he supposed working with powerful nobles had its benefits.

      Unfortunately, as Dylan was not yet registered with the guild, he’d been unable to accept any benefits for participating in the quest. They signed him up straight away and had him register as their fourth party member. They’d offered him the position on the day they’d left, and he hadn’t hesitated in agreeing. The trio was officially a quartet.

      They joined Vivienne at the mail office, and Bud used the guild’s services to send a runner to Countess Daston, informing her of his return and requesting an audience. Vivienne, however, didn’t look up. She was frowning down at a letter.

      “What is it?” Hump asked.

      She handed over the letter for him to read.

      
        
        Vivienne,

      

        

      
        Forgive my brevity. News has reached the Council that Seth is dead, killed by his apprentice. I know you were close. A bounty is out, but we have no record of his name. Send word if you can.

      

        

      
        ~E

      

      

      “Who’s E?” Hump asked.

      “A wizard Seth and I studied with,” Vivienne said. “She’s a close friend of mine from the academy, and she’s on his way here. This letter was dated two months ago.”

      “That’s fine,” Bud said. “Hump didn’t do anything. We all know that, so you can clear his name, right? I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”

      Vivienne’s frown deepened as she read through her other letters. “A wizard called Abraxus has been assigned the job. We… didn’t get along. They’ll be arriving with the other wizards coming to reinforce Sheercliff. Many of which I’m sure will preside over my trial.”

      Something didn’t add up. The only people that knew about his master’s death were the receptionist in the Bledsbury Adventurers’ Guild branch and Overseer Oswald, the former lacking the reason to contact the Society, and the latter he trusted. “How do they know he’s dead?”

      Vivienne shrugged. “It doesn’t say.”

      “What is it?” Celaine asked, staring at him.

      “I don’t understand how they’d know,” Hump said. “I didn’t report it. Unless… it really wasn’t just goblins that killed him.”
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      “Are you certain you told nobody else?” Vivienne asked. “Just Oswald and the receptionist at the guild?”

      Hump shrugged. “Vamir knows too.”

      “He wouldn’t have said anything,” Celaine said.

      Sighing, Vivienne leaned against the counter, for all the world appearing tired beyond reason. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. I never believed Seth could have died to goblins alone. The idea that someone from the Society wished him dead is far more plausible. Though I didn’t expect them to try and pin it on you.”

      “Did your master have many enemies?” Bud asked.

      “He butted heads with other adventurers occasionally,” Hump said. “That’s the nature of the business. It’s competitive. When jobs are short, people need to compete. There were certainly people that didn’t like him, but I can’t think of anyone that would have hunted him down like this.”

      “Is it possible they just want to investigate it to close off lose ends?” Dylan asked.

      “Or maybe that receptionist reported you after all,” Celaine said. “I told you that you shouldn’t have provoked her. Though… she didn’t exactly seem like she had the nerve for something like that, especially after Bud used his title.”

      “Somebody from his past then,” Bud said. “From the academy or his adventuring days before he met Hump. At the end of the day, the accusation means nothing without proof.” He turned to Vivienne. “Are these people important?”

      “They’re not above the law,” Vivienne said. “That doesn’t mean they cannot find evidence where it does not exist. If someone from the Society truly did kill Seth and has now succeeded in directing the Inquisition toward Hump, fabricating evidence is hardly a difficult next step.”

      Hump gripped his staff. He tried to keep himself calm, to think clearly as his master had taught him. Deep down he was furious. It welled up from his core like a pulsing warmth. It wasn’t just bad luck. Someone had targeted his master—killed his master. They had to die. No. Dying wasn’t enough. They had to suffer for what they’d done, they had to—

      “Hump?” Celaine asked, touching his shoulder.

      He looked up, taking a breath and willing that anger down. For now, it was just a theory. “If they’re after me, I can think of only one reason why. Vivi, you said someone came after his spellbook before. What if they didn’t act alone? What if the reason my master left the academy was because there were too many potential enemies. It would explain why he didn’t want to get you involved.”

      Vivienne furrowed her brow. “It’s plausible.”

      “Whatever the case, the safest thing I can do is leave,” Hump said. “They’ll be able to find me if they check where my master’s medallion was last used. Perhaps they already have. I can go with Celaine to her home and finish my training there.”

      Celaine’s face said that was a bad idea. “You’re not ready. My people hold little value in the lives of outsiders. If you do not have the strength to claim the egg for yourself, they will not let you keep it. And there is only one way to break the bond.”

      Death. She didn’t have to say it. So that was a no-go.

      “Maybe this isn’t so bad,” Bud said. “The news is out, and the truth is irrelevant. You need to face this head on. Use it as a chance for you to clear your name for good.”

      “This is the Wizard’s Society, Bud,” Hump said. “I’m a nobody. If they want to arrest me, they’ll do it. And once they do, it won’t be long before…” He trailed off. Everyone knew what would happen if they conducted a thorough examination of him. His soul was tainted, and that alone would be enough evidence.

      Bud shook his head. “That isn’t true. We’ll go to Countess Daston today. She’ll help us, I’m sure. Hiding will only incriminate you further. Instead, you need to secure alliances. You are not alone. You have Overseer Oswald’s backing, Vivienne’s, and mine.” His eyes were furious, and Hump had to admit, it felt good to have a friend that would get angry for him.

      “And we’ll stand beside you,” Dylan said. “Even if Celaine’s blessing counts for little here, the word of two Chosen of the Pantheon is powerful.”

      “He’s right,” Vivienne said. “If you are to take a stand, there is no place better. Seth ran all his life and it got him nowhere. Perhaps this is your chance to break free of his past.”

      “Or this will be a very brief insight into why he was running,” Hump said grimly. He rubbed his chin, but no other options came to him.

      He could run and hide, live a lonely life on the road like his master, or he could continue on his path. And that was only if he was lucky enough to evade their search. Hump tried to stay calm, except his heart refused to stop racing. The most powerful group of wizards in the kingdom were now after him for the murder of his master.

      And perhaps someone amongst them was the culprit. Could he really live with himself if he took the easy way out? He didn’t need to think much about that answer.

      “I’ll stay. If it’s a misunderstanding, I’ll clear my name.” Hump clenched his jaw, then said through gritted teeth, “If it’s not… well, I’ll do something else.” His party’s expressions filled with concern. “What?”

      “Your eyes,” Bud said quietly. “It’s like a shadow has fallen over them.”

      “My eyes? What?”

      “The whites have gone cloudy.”

      Hump quickly turned his gaze down, rubbing them. He forced the dark thoughts from his mind, heart hammering. He’d been doing fine before arriving in Sheercliff. There’d been no second visit from Lucile, and for the most part, whatever damage the gorger had done to his soul was healing. He opened his eyes when he felt normal again, and awkwardly looked at Bud. He knew how hard this must have been for the knight, but so far, he’d said nothing.

      Bud forced a smile, and it did look forced. He turned to the closest staff member and called, “Cancel my messenger,” before turning back to the rest of them. “We shall go to Countess Daston ourselves. This is too urgent to wait.”
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      The carriage jerked as it started moving, and Hump’s stomach lurched at the sudden motion. He’d not had a chance to try the famous carriageway when they’d previously been in Sheercliff. The machination worked on a rotary system, carrying carriages to the top of the cliff on chains before sending them back down. It was a masterpiece of artificing and engineering, turning what would be a multiple hour hike up Sheercliff into a brief ride up the cliff face.

      Yet, it wasn’t the application that was so impressive—an enchantment like this was difficult, but even Hump could have theorised a few ways to accomplish it—instead, it was the durability of the enchantment. Day after day, passenger after passenger, it kept on going.

      The view was fantastic, though Hump was too furious to feel anything but annoyed. He felt out of place. This was something for the wealthy, for the pompous nobles too good to walk, and now that he was inside… it reminded him of his time in the dragon’s mind, falling down to a forest of broccoli. Now, it was a city laid out before him, thousands upon thousands of people going about their business.

      Oh how he wanted to fly through the skies above.

      It took about fifteen minutes to reach the plateau above. They stepped out into a wide, nearly empty street, flanked by fine inns and restaurants. People were seated along the edge of the cliff, overlooking the city. They were dressed in fine gowns and fancy suits, with jewels that made all the coin Hump had earned on his quests look like pennies.

      From this angle, he understood why it was so easy for the nobility to look down on people like him. They were ants, scurrying about the streets, working most of their waking hours just for the little coin they needed to survive. Meanwhile, it was the people up here that benefited. Enjoying a late breakfast, even while in view of the encampment of refugees on the city outskirts struggling for food and shelter.

      Hump felt sick from the sight. Pompous arseholes, the lot of them. Lording over their peasants like they were better. Nobles! Hump practically scoffed. But he’d done worse things than flatter a few nobles to survive, and at least Bud had spoken highly of Countess Daston.

      As they walked through the city streets, Bud confidently leading the way, Hump grew increasingly uncomfortable. Everything was too… clean. The roads were pure white. There were no children playing, or women cleaning and doing the laundry on the doorstep, or workers taking a moment’s break. Each building was made of finely carved white stone, with tall walls and grand windows, or with balconies that gave them a view of the city.

      Bud walked through the streets comfortably, despite the odd looks and glances their party drew. The knight didn’t seem to notice. Hump supposed it wasn’t uncommon for Chosen and adventurers amongst the nobility to return looking a little worse for wear, though probably not this bad. He’d bathed, though his change of clothes were far from clean. The finest thing he had was his Lockleaf Cloak, which after a little essence to restore the fabric, had cleaned up nicely.

      The Daston Estate was at the top of the plateau, the very height of Sheercliff. The road leading up to it was filled with the grandest of manors, becoming ever finer as they neared. There were two guards stationed at the gates. They moved to block their approach, and Hump sensed auras rising from them. They were Chosen.

      Hump was shocked. He’d seen them act as guards on expeditions, but never on such a mundane duty as this. Perhaps the monster issue wasn’t as bad as they thought if she had Chosen to spare.

      “State your business,” the closest of the men said. Up close, Hump realised he was young, probably in his early twenties.

      “I am Robert of Blackthorne,” Bud declared. “I’ve come to speak with Countess Daston. She’ll see me if you pass on my name, and please add an apology for arriving unannounced once again.”

      The guard looked him up and down, then whispered something to the other. The second man ran off into the grounds while they were left to wait. It wasn’t long before he returned and directed them to meet her at the tower. Whatever it meant, Bud seemed to understand.

      He led them down a small winding path. There were a few flowers that still bloomed, though for the most part the trees were rather bare. They were nearing winter now. Soon, Hump noticed a tower farther up the hill. It was old—far older than anything else he’d seen here. And it looked over the Lower City like the throne of a god.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” Bud said, gesturing all around them. He made his way up the slope, peering down at the city below.

      “It’s certainly something,” Hump said. He stood beside his friend, the wind on his face. “Are you sure we should be walking around the countess’ garden like this?”

      “I suspect it may be one of the few places with no risk of prying ears,” Vivienne said.

      “You think she means to speak with us about something important?” Bud asked.

      “We’ll soon find out.”

      “Are you alright?” Dylan said. Hump glanced at him, to see he was watching Celaine.

      She stood quietly at the edge of the cliff, staring off into the distance. Her eyes were wide and her mouth slightly open, her arms stretched out at her side. The wind billowed in her hair. For a few moments, Hump couldn’t do anything but stare. She looked ready to take flight, like a bird about to leave the nest.

      “When I was young, my sister used to take me on flights,” she said. “We would ride together on Starfall’s back.” She smiled, but her eyes were sad. “She wouldn’t let anyone else ride her. Just us. It’s been a long time since I saw the world from up here.”

      Celaine stepped back from the edge and clasped her hands behind her back. She nodded to the left, and they looked over to see a woman approaching from the other direction. Unlike those they’d seen galivanting in the restaurants mid-morning, Countess Daston was not carelessly idle. She was in her training gear—simple trousers with a tunic tied around her hips with a leather belt, and a sheathed sword. Her hair was tied up behind her head, slightly damp from sweat. It seemed they’d interrupted her morning practice.

      Hump expected someone on the far side of middle-aged. Instead, she appeared to be hardly a day over thirty, with the toned figure of someone that had trained her entire life. He sensed nothing from her. Bud had told him she was a sixth circle Chosen, and she contained it well.

      “Robert!” she said, a fond smile on her lips, approaching them warmly. “You’re making a habit of arriving unannounced.”

      Bud scratched the back of his head and laughed boyishly. “I really don’t mean to, Lady Daston. It’s good to see you again.”

      “I remember telling you to call me Justine when you were last here.”

      “Ah, indeed you did.”

      She chuckled. “It is good to see you too. I was concerned when word reached me of the… situation in Fishers Lake. I’m very glad to see you are well. You must introduce me to your companions.”

      Bud did so, gesturing to each of them.

      “It’s my pleasure,” she said, nodding to each of them. “Now I presume you are here for an urgent matter. Should we forgo the usual pleasantries and move on to business?”
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      Hump tried his best to sound innocent, though the longer he spoke, the more difficult he realised that was. He told Countess Daston of his… predicament, starting with when he and his master had been ambushed on their way through Bleakwood Forest. And, somewhat surprisingly, she actually seemed to care, listening as if he weren’t just some random kid that showed up on her doorstop.

      He skipped over anything related to the Book of Infinite Pages, or the idea that someone in the Wizard’s Society might have been behind the attack, focusing instead on the fact that he was innocent.

      “You’ve come a long way in a short time, haven’t you, young wizard?” Countess Daston was smiling, though Hump couldn’t figure out her meaning behind the statement.

      “I don’t think my master would believe it if he was still around.”

      “No, I suspect he wouldn’t. A wizard that slayed a dragon. A boy that killed a prince. And now you return from a realm beyond our own, hunted by fellow wizards. What am I to make of you?”

      It suddenly occurred to Hump that Countess Daston may very well be the most powerful person he’d ever spoken to. Not just in terms of political strength, but she was a sixth circle Chosen. Not just that, she was one of the few Chosen of Imira, the moon goddess, and one of the Twelve. It was perfectly feasible that she could draw her sword and behead him before any one of them could do a thing to stop her. And likely, the most serious consequence of her doing so would be smearing her well-maintained garden with blood.

      Hump’s heart pounded like beating drums. She knew too much. He licked his lips, trying to think of something to say. What could one answer to that? He’d hardly mentioned the dungeon, let alone the details of what happened inside. He glanced at Bud, for a moment suspicious the knight had somehow gone behind his back, though his face was equally confused.

      “Are you not said wizard?” she pressed. “I know of Robert’s involvement in Bledsbury, so unless he found himself a new wizard…” she trailed off. Waiting. Face unreadable.

      “Prince Kassius died valiantly in battle so that the rest of us might live,” Hump said. “My role was only a small one. As for the other realm—” Hump shrugged. “I got lucky.” After a second’s thought, he added, “Very lucky.”

      “Is that so,” she said. “I have ears in high places, and word of Kassius’ fall has gone far.”

      Gods, how he hoped that word hadn’t included mention of him… The last thing he needed was a rumour like that making its way around the upper echelons of Alveron. It didn’t matter whether Kassius was good or evil. Royalty was royalty. If word got out that he was involved… well, that alone might be enough for the Wizard’s Society to arrest him, even without fabricated proof of his master’s murder.

      “Countess, how many people know of this?” Vivienne asked, following his line of thought.

      “A few amongst the nobility and other organisations,” she said. “The official report only details the involvement of a young wizard. I only worked out it was Humphrey here by piecing it together during Robert’s previous visit. As far as I’m aware, I’m the only one to have done so.” She looked back at Hump, addressing him specifically. “You have nothing to fear from me. You’ve done the kingdom a service.”

      Hump frowned. Bud had mentioned her knowledge of Kassius’ death before, but he hadn’t been prepared for this. It caught him off guard, and now he wasn’t sure how to get the conversation back on track. She just knew too much for him to feel comfortable. At the same time, if after all that, she still wanted to help him, maybe she would make as strong an ally as Bud seemed to think.

      There was just one problem. Nothing was ever free in this world. The question now was why a sixth circle Chosen was interested enough in him to see him like this. The only thing that came to mind was his time in the Remnant Realm.

      “He has,” Bud said. “Really, Hump’s nothing like the wizards I’ve heard of before. He’s courageous, often first into the fight, and always willing to put his life on the line to help people. I didn’t bring him here just because he needs help. I brought him here because he deserves it.”

      Hump was a little taken aback. He’d never had such high praise from anyone, not even his master. To hear it right in front of him… now he really wasn’t sure how to respond. If it were anyone else saying this, Hump might think they were kidding.

      “It sounds like you have found your path after all,” Countess Daston said to Bud. “I think your mother would be proud.”

      Bud smiled faintly, and she turned back to Hump.

      “I’ll admit, I was a little curious of you, Wizard. Even three months ago, after news of Bledsbury reached me. That has only grown. To think, a mere iron ranker escaped a gorger of the Remnant Realm. You’ve become quite the topic in the city. Randall Ferrand sings your praises, which may well be the first good word I’ve heard from him about anyone.”

      Well, that wasn’t good. His name was out there.

      “You don’t look pleased,” she said.

      Hump sighed. “It’s going to make it easy for the Wizard’s Society to find me when they arrive. They’re already here to investigate Vivi. It’ll hardly take a genius to connect the dots.”

      “No, it won’t,” she said, turning thoughtful. The corner of her lips dropped into a frown. “I cannot stand against the Wizard Society at this time. Not to protect an unaffiliated wizard.”

      Hump’s stomach dropped.

      “Justine—” Bud started to protest.

      She held up a hand and gave Bud an annoyed look. “What I absolutely can do is support one of my students.”

      Hump gawked at her. “You want me to join the Sheercliff Academy?”

      “Yes. It would mostly be for appearances, though feel free to use our training facilities. I believe each of you are more than qualified to graduate already, so that isn’t an issue.”

      “Then what’s the purpose?” Hump asked.

      “You presume I need an ulterior motive?” she asked.

      “I—erm, no, I didn’t mean.”

      Countess Daston chuckled. “It is nothing sinister. We are desperately short on adventurers. I’m sure you have already heard the rumours of dungeons in the region. They are true. We have located three dungeons, the farthest of which is less than forty miles from Sheercliff. Expedition leaders will be announced in the coming days, and I want your party on my side.”

      “Gods above,” Bud said.

      “Have they been charted yet?” Vivienne asked.

      “Not officially, but estimates place them at least at Tier 3.”

      That was already as strong as the Bledsbury Dungeon, even after they’d discovered a dragon guarded its core. And there were three of them…

      “Wizard Vivienne, I must admit, I’m rather surprised to find you here,” Countess Daston said. “Randall was rather emphatic regarding your interest in the old temple discovered in the lake.”

      “Yes, well I didn’t see much choice,” she said. “With the Wizard’s Society sending a representative to interrogate me on recent events, I decided I would rather get ahead of the situation.”

      “Is there reason to be concerned?”

      Vivienne frowned, hesitating. “No. But there is a keen interest in old magics and otherworldly powers. They will seek my research.”

      Countess Daston perked up at that. “We must speak more on the matter some other time, Vivienne. I’m keen to know more of what you might have found. I fear it may be more relevant to our monster threat than we first realised. It is too much of a coincidence for three dungeons to open just as a gateway appeared in Fishers Lake. There is a connection, I can feel it to my core.”

      Hump remembered the many other rifts he’d seen in the sky across the Remnant Realm. There was every chance these dungeons might just be the same. Other gorger’s peering through the veil, or perhaps even more powerful monsters.

      “I would be more than happy to speak with you, but I’ll need access to the information you have if you truly want my help,” Vivienne said.

      “I still don’t understand,” Bud said. “We’re only iron rank. What difference could we make?”

      “Call it an investment,” Countess Daston said. “I have high hopes for your future, both in service of Sheercliff and the rest of the kingdom.”

      Bud frowned. “That’s all well and good, but surely you’d be better off going to the Pantheon for support.”

      Countess Daston gave a bitter laugh. “Believe me, I am pursuing every possible avenue. There is more. Essence stone mines were found near each of the dungeons. It’s caused a,” she searched for the words, “conflict of interest.”

      “By which you mean every faction in the city is staking their claim and refusing to work together,” Vivienne said.

      “To put it bluntly, yes. They are blinded by their greed. As it stands, I fear the dungeon mouths will be at our gates before we produce a coherent force.”

      “That can’t be,” Bud said. “Let me speak with the priests, or even Vivienne. I’m sure we can convince them of what we saw and the need for action.”

      Countess Daston shook her head. “The matter is well in hand, Robert. Right now, the Pantheon have their hands full. They are stirred up like a hive of hornets with bodies drained of their souls on the streets. The matter at hand is Wizard Humphrey. Will you join my academy?” She turned to Vivienne. “I hope I am not overstepping.”

      “Humphrey isn’t my apprentice,” Vivienne said, shaking her head. “He may do as he sees fit.”

      “But I am,” Dylan said. “And I intend to remain that way. If I don’t misunderstand, you want to recruit us as a party. I won’t take a new master.”

      “Your loyalty speaks volumes,” Countess Daston said. “And I wouldn’t expect you to. This is an arrangement on paper only, though you would all of course be free to use our facilities, so long as you follow the rules, and tutelage would be available if it is called for.”

      “Then what’s the catch?” Celaine asked. “No offence, but this sounds a whole lot better for us than it does for you, whether you call it an investment or not.”

      “Celaine…” Bud snapped, pressing his lips together.

      “No offence taken. There is…” she trailed off, looking Celaine over. “You are not of our Pantheon, are you?”

      Celaine raised her chin and shook her head. “No. I am a Huntress of Owalyn.”

      Countess Daston nodded in recognition. “The Mother of the Great Tree, I know of her. You are most welcome here. And there is no catch. Robert is the son of a once dear friend of mine, and you are a party of three Chosen and a wizard of impressive achievement. You would have a place at my academy regardless of the necessity. It is a small matter for me to step in should the Wizard’s Society see fit to press their adgenda.”

      “Once this is over, is there anything that will hold us to you?” Hump said. “I don’t mean that we’ll leave without reason. We’re here to work, and if your academy is willing to pay us, we’ll take the job. But once it’s over, we have our own things to do.”

      “I only ask you to follow the standard Adventurers’ Guild practice,” she said. “If you accept a quest, either complete it, or return the token unfinished.”

      Hump nodded. He looked at his party and shrugged. “Anyone disagree?” Nobody did. Which meant only one thing. “Then we accept.”

      Countess Daston smiled, and this time it seemed real. “Wonderful. Why don’t we start with a tour of the facilities. I’ll have my daughter, Marcela, show you around.”
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      Marcela was in her last year at the academy, and a little older than them. She struck an almost equally imposing figure as her mother, standing almost as tall as Dylan, with an aura none of them could replicate. She must have been close to Soul Manifestation already with an aura like that—the power to exert one’s soul on the world. Perhaps she’d already achieved the six blessings of the first three circles. She looked over them with impatient eyes, and Hump got the feeling they’d interrupted an already busy day. Still, she was polite and quick to do as Countess Daston had asked.

      Vivienne remained behind to speak with the countess alone, and they were to meet up later for a trip to the Wizard’s Society. In the meantime, they followed Marcela’s lead. The academy was a large campus near the Daston Estate, built along the far side of the plateau, away from the rest of the city. From the courtyard they had a view of the lands that stretched out below.

      “Sir Isaac always says that the point is for us to look out at the world and see what it is we must protect,” Marcela said. “Not just the city. But everything. That is the purpose of our training, and the purpose of the Chosen.”

      Hump had to admit, it was a spectacular view. A road twisted its way over shallow hills and through farmland, winding its way toward the horizon. There were no other mountains on the open plain. It was only Sheercliff. A divine wonder risen from the ground by Osidium himself, or so the legend went.

      The academy wasn’t as Hump expected. When his master had spoken of his own time studying in the capital, he’d described it as a place where princes from foreign lands came to study. A place full of noble children attending pointless classes that wouldn’t count for anything in a real adventure. Sheercliff Academy still had the nobles, but at least from what Hump could see of the training grounds, it looked like quality.

      The grounds took up the space where a courtyard would usually be, both to save space, and show off the skills of those that practiced there. Marcela pointed out the artificery on the left, renowned throughout the kingdom for its fine magical items. It had been founded by the man behind the creation of the carriageway, and now produced many of the training facilities and equipment for the city’s Chosen.

      Marcela paused her telling of the school’s history as a pressure descended on the city. Hump felt it on his core, weighing him down. He turned toward the temple district as a beam of silver and blue light pierced through a section of clouds above, landing amidst the buildings. Even from a distance, Hump was engulfed by the essence. It swept out like a flood, full of all-consuming power. At his sides, Dylan, Bud, and Marcela bowed their heads slightly in that direction.

      Hump didn’t. He stared at it with wide eyes, taking in every second of it. This was true power. One of the gods of water had claimed their next Chosen, perhaps even Sumi herself. He felt damp as the essence settled over him, covering him like morning dew. After only a few seconds, the beam condensed into a thin line, then vanished entirely.

      Gone.

      Hump swallowed, his mouth dry. It was hard not to feel jealous at the sight of such power. The strength contained within the god pillar would have been used to forge the circles of their Chosen or grant them a blessing. It was power that only a select few would ever know. Power Hump craved.

      “We’ve been blessed by many new Chosen of late,” Marcela said. “With the arrival of the refugees, many have climbed the pilgrim’s steps seeking sanctuary and a blessing for their newborns.”

      “How many new Chosen?” Hump asked.

      “At least one or two each day over the last week,” she said.

      “Dark times must be ahead for the gods to be so active,” Dylan said.

      “Without their help, perhaps,” Bud said. “But have faith. They grant us the power we need to fight. We must trust in them.”

      They continued through the training grounds, passing a few magical constructs along the way, stacked neatly inside a sheltered section of the yard. The largest of which, even in its curled up dormant form, was a boulder as tall as Hump. The golems looked to be made of white clay, every inch of their form inscribed with channels and runes. He’d seen a few cheap one’s in the training grounds of Adventurers’ Guild branches before, but they were wooden imitations or spiritual constructs. Nothing like this.

      “They’re made with the white stone of Sheercliff,” Marcela said. “Its unique properties give it the ability to store essence and take to enchantments extremely well. The golems are even able to repair themselves with a little essence.”

      “They look incredible,” Hump said. “Do you build them here?”

      She nodded. “We have many Chosen of Loften in Sheercliff. The large one in the centre is our most powerful golem, equivalent to fourth circle.”

      Most monsters didn’t go through Soul Manifestation. For a construct to possess such strength, it meant pure force. It was no wonder the golem was so large. Only something that size had enough space for all the runes it would need to function, let alone store the essence to power it.

      Marcela was already moving on to the main academy building, but Hump paused. According to Vivienne, Loften was responsible for the creation of warlocks during the War of the Firmament. He wondered if his Chosen used similar techniques. Perhaps there was something he could replicate to help keep his own essence under control.

      “Hump,” Celaine hissed, urging him to keep moving. He quickly caught up, the five of them entering the main building.

      “I’ve heard many stories of your mother and mine,” Marcela said to Bud as they walked. “She talks often and fondly of her days as an adventurer. The excitement, the travel, the wonders, and the horrors of the world. A part of me can’t wait to see it, another part dreads taking the next step in my training. How are you finding it?”

      “There’s definitely a mixture of both.” Bud scrunched his brows, thinking carefully on his answer. “It’s not as I expected. Deep down, I always knew the stories were just that—stories. There truly are wonders, but there have been moments…” His voice caught in his throat and he took a breath. “It gets bad, Marcela. Bad in a way I never imagined.”

      Hump noticed something in her eyes as she cast a curious glance in Bud’s direction. She’d been polite since they’d met, but it was clear she viewed escorting them as a chore. Now the boredom was gone from her eyes. If anything, she seemed a little taken aback. Hump guessed that to her, they were juniors her mother helped due to a relationship with an old friend. Now perhaps she realised even the little experience Bud had was enough to separate him from the other nobles who walked these grounds. People like Randall and Madeleine who might have the skills of an adventurer, but hadn’t yet developed the stomach for it.

      “I know only a little of Fishers Lake, but it sounded like a complicated quest,” she said. “Did you see a lot of combat?”

      “Certainly enough,” Bud said. “But it’s not so much the fighting that wears one down. I could fight a different monster every day and keep on going, so long as I was uninjured. It’s the time between that’s truly testing. The moments of doubt. The flashes of unfair cruelty. I suppose I never quite realised the frailty of life until I saw how easily so much of it could be ripped away. Is questing a regular part of your training here at the academy?”

      “Somewhat…” Marcela said. “In truth, I’m a little embarrassed about my lack of experience. We go on quests, but only to deal with local monster threats. And there is always a more powerful adventurer alongside us.”

      “I was the same,” Bud said. “We would quest through the local areas, dealing with minor threats, usually far removed from people. It was only once I entered Bledsbury Dungeon that the truth of how sheltered I’d been was revealed. Hump helped with that. He was crawling through dungeons while I was still tripping over practice swords in the yard.”

      “Is that so?” she said. “You’re a wizard, correct?”

      “I am, yes,” Hump said. “Bud’s exaggerating though. My master was a hedge wizard, so I grew up on the road. Crawling is a bit of a stretch for the part I played, but I would follow along with the other adventurers in the dungeon on occasion.”

      “I mean no offence, but that must have been horrifying for you as a child.”

      Hump shrugged. “Life’s hard. It’s only thanks to his teachings that I’m still here today.

      “I suppose so. It must have been difficult.” She turned back to Bud. “Come, I must introduce you to Sir Isaac. If you have any queries, he’s the person you should speak with.”

      Hump scowled at her back as they walked on ahead, knowing what she was thinking. Marcela wasn’t interested in a lowly wizard. He’d been overlooked by the gods after all. He couldn’t be important.

      “You keep staring at her like that, people might think you have bad intentions,” Celaine whispered.

      “Yeah right. She looks at me as if I’m Bud’s squire.”

      “You’d make an awful squire,” Dylan said. “You’re too frail.”

      Hump bit his cheek. “Thanks, Dylan.”

      “And you’re argumentative,” Celaine added.

      Hump glowered at her, and she smirked.

      They carried on, largely ignored by Marcela. She told Bud of the various classrooms, potion laboratories, libraries, and eating areas. All of it was fine as anywhere Hump had ever been. Staff kept the hallways cleaned, and with lunch time nearing, the scent of savoury wine hit him. Some sort of stew perhaps. He could go for stew.

      Sir Isaac Kelway wasn’t dressed like a silver ranked adventurer, nor the fifth circle Chosen Hump knew him to be. He was a scholarly-looking man that appeared to be a good decade older than Countess Daston, though it was always so difficult to tell with more powerful Chosen. He was dressed in a fine blue tunic and trousers, hemmed with gold embroidery. He wore glasses, one side with a second lens that could be flicked down over his eye. Tiny runes marked each of the corners, too small for Hump to distinguish their purpose. Some sort of mana reader perhaps?

      He was in the middle of paperwork when they entered and didn’t set down his pen until he reached the end of his paper. When he looked up, his eyebrows lifted. “Ah, Marcela! What do you need of me, my girl?”

      “Good morning, sir.” She smiled and gestured at Bud. “This is Robert Blackthorne and his party. My mother asked me to show them around the academy and introduce them to you. She’s offered them a position at our academy as part of the expedition team.”

      “Is that so?” he looked over them curiously. “You all look a little more battered than most that walk in here.” Then he broke into a wide, toothy smile. “We could use some of that. Bronze rankers?”

      “Unfortunately not, sir,” Bud said. “We just reached Iron 3.”

      He nodded. “Good enough.”

      He told them of what it meant to join the expedition force. The Adventurers’ Guild would soon be announcing six expedition forces, each led by a silver ranker. Their purpose—to combat the threat of dungeons and monster sightings.

      “For many of my students, this will be their first time questing alone,” Isaac said. “But times are dangerous, and we need all the numbers we can get. Quests will be assigned following the official announcement, but you’re part of the team now. Which is a good thing. Our iron rankers don’t get thrown to the beasts.” He barked a laugh. “Could you imagine if we tossed our young lords and ladies right into a dungeon. Their parents would come here huffing up a storm.”

      “It would certainly cause quite a stir,” Marcela said. She turned back to them. “Our expedition hasn’t been assigned to one of the dungeons yet, but once it has, we’ll be taking care of the requests of villages in that region.”

      “We’ll take whatever comes our way,” Bud said.

      “You’ll do well here then, young man,” Sir Isaac said. “Now if there’s nothing else, I must get on. I’m sure Marcela can see to the rest.”

      “Of course, Sir Isaac,” she said.

      Hump turned to leave, when suddenly the man snapped.

      “Wait! You, boy, what is your name?”

      Hump cringed, then turned around, trying not to show how uneasy he was. “Humphrey Woodrow, Sir.”

      “Where did you get that cloak?” he went on, hardly seeming to have heard, jabbing a finger in Hump’s direction.

      Hump pressed a hand to his shoulder, feeling the wool garment under his hand. He had a sudden sinking feeling. “I found it in the den of the monster we fought on our recent quest in Fishers Lake. The original owner didn’t need it any longer.”

      “I should think not,” Isaac said. “The Springleaf is a sigil that fell from the books over a hundred years ago. I’m amazed to see an artifact of theirs in such quality. May I look?”

      Hump, though reluctantly, took it off for the man to see. Sir Isaac placed it on the table, straight on top of all his paperwork, then flipped down his enchanted lens, studying it.

      “Fascinating. The runes are a little worn, but they’re nothing that can’t be repaired. We don’t often see them done in this pattern anymore,” he said, indicating how the channels connected to runes in each of the four corners. “While it’s an effective way of spreading the enchantment across the entire piece, the channels are prone to damage which can cause the entire item to fail.”

      Hump frowned. His spellbook hadn’t mentioned any damage. “I hadn’t realised there was anything wrong with it.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing major. Though most artificers won’t have the knowledge to repair runes of this structure. Tell you what, leave it with me and I’ll see to it. You can collect it once the official announcement is out. I’d like to dig a little deeper into the design anyway if that’s alright with you.”

      Hump glanced at Marcela who was frowning at him, then back to Isaac. He didn’t feel too comfortable leaving his artifact with someone he didn’t know, especially if it might be valuable, but at the same time, saying ‘no’ didn’t seem like an option. And if there was a man to trust on the topic, it was a Chosen of the crafter god.

      “Then yes,” Hump said. “That would be extremely helpful, thank you.”

      “Wonderful!”

      Hump hesitated a moment, then added, “I don’t suppose I could watch you work on it? I’d like to learn.”

      Isaac gazed at him curiously, peering through the enchanted lens of his glass. One of the runes shone, and the lens changed colour. “You’re a wizard.”

      Hump hesitated, caught off guard, and fearing what the man had just seen. “I am.”

      “Wizards make fine artificers,” he said. “We train many here, but your time might be better spent on more foundational artificery first.”

      Hump got the message. He’d been pushing his luck, but Sir Isaac had extended an offer that was almost as good. “I’ll do that.”

      Hump lost most of his interest in the tour after that. He felt awkward walking the halls, especially now without his cloak. It was the one fine garment he had. The rest of his clothes were worn and ragged, and well out of place here. Students glanced their way, and he heard their quiet laughs behind them as they passed by.

      Spoilt noble brats, Hump thought.

      He was pleased when they left, and even more pleased when Vivienne came to find them back at the inn. They had a quick lunch, before preparing to go their separate ways. Bud, Dylan, and Celaine were going to collect their reward from the Adventurers’ Guild Vault and see about stocking up on new equipment, while he and Vivienne were going to the Wizard’s Society.

      “I’m still not sure about this,” Celaine said. “Isn’t this going to make it too easy to find him?”

      “He’s not trying to hide,” Bud said. “Hump’s innocent, and it’s on them to prove otherwise. With Countess Daston’s support, there’s nothing they can do but follow the law.”

      “They’re going to find me eventually anyway,” Hump said. “It’s better that I’m affiliated with the Society when that happens. There aren’t many wizards that avoid signing up, and those that do usually have something to hide.”

      “Which you don’t?” Celaine said sarcastically, narrowing her eyes.

      “Not as far as they’re concerned!”
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      There was a fundamental difference in how the Adventurers’ Guild operated in comparison to other major factions. It was a government organisation at its heart, even if everyone with wealth to spare had a hand in it. Its purpose was solely to protect the kingdom from monstrous and regional threats. While Alveron did have a standing army, it was generally just that. Standing. The army protected their cities, defended towns, and followed their lords in wartime. They were paid a salary and bound by contracts that could see them hanged for things like desertion. Adventurers were more like mercenaries, only they were paid upon completion of a request rather than in advance.

      The Wizard’s Society on the other hand, was a private institution, brought about for all things magic. Their services were available to anyone that could pay for them. It was a steep price, and one few wizards could afford to pay. Stepping into the entry hall, Hump could see where that wealth had gone. The front desk was of dark, polished wood. Gilded carvings etched scenes across the front as if from a tapestry: wizards casting powerful magic, felling armies, creating buildings.

      Spellbooks, alchemical ingredients, potions of essence recovery, and artifacts—the cost of it all added up quickly. Magic wasn’t something you could learn without guidance. If you weren’t lucky enough to have a master, every aspect of becoming a wizard cost a fortune.

      The Chosen were lucky. No, that was stupid. The Chosen were blessed, and the favour the gods gave them existed from their name day. Little could go wrong in their training with the gods guiding their power through circles and blessings. Where one overzealous attempt at a spell might be the end for a wizard, or a case of bad essence use. Chosen would experience little beyond fatigue.

      It took strict and dedicated study to learn to wield even the most basic of cantrips. Typically, a wizard’s foundation education lasted about ten years, before formally advancing from apprentice to a fully-fledged Rank 1 wizard. By that point, a wizard should have supposedly mastered basic cantrips for their affinities and be competent in a few Rank 1 spells. The true test of promotion was to perform a Rank 2 spell perfectly and consistently, or at least as close as a teenager could come. For Hump, that had been Rockshot. And he was fortunate to have had a master willing to train him for as long as he needed it.

      A man looked up from the front desk and tugged skittishly at the sleeves of his robe. He looked to be around thirty. Hump noticed a medallion around his neck, marked with a focus crystal radiating essence—the Society’s sigil. For him to be working a job like this likely meant he had little talent. If one hadn’t manifested their soul by that age, chances were they never would.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “I hope so,” Vivienne said, striding up to the desk. “I am Wizard Vivienne Loresse, and I’ve come to Sheercliff to await council.”

      The man frowned at her. “I see. I should be able to help you with that. Could you tell me your rank along with your charges?”

      “Rank Five,” she said. “And I’d very much like to know the official charges myself.”

      “Rank 5?” His eyes widened and he stammered, “I-I see. Just… would you give me a few minutes. Wizard Valorn is in office today. He’ll be more able to assist.”

      “Excuse me,” Hump called, but the man scampered off before giving him the chance to speak. Hump sighed, he needed to sign up too.

      Vivienne tapped her fingers on the desk. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      “Looks like you’ve scared him off.”

      Vivienne smirked. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      Hump glanced over to the tall double doors to the left, the word Library above them. Through large glass windows he was able to see the room inside, where aisle upon aisle of bookshelves formed a maze.

      “Do you think I can take a look inside while I wait? They won’t mind, will they?” He walked over, trying the handle—locked.

      She joined him, opening the doors without any trouble. “They’re sealed against anyone outside of the Wizard’s Society. You need to possess a medallion to get in. See if you find anything that strikes your interest. Remember what we discussed.”

      Hump nodded. He started to close the door behind him, then paused. He didn’t much like the idea of getting trapped inside, so he took out his canteen and used it to prop open one of the doors.

      He glanced at Vivienne. “They won’t mind, will they?”

      “They’ve called me to stand trial before a council. I don’t think it matters either way.”

      Hump let his gaze wander over the many bookshelves, roaming from ornate leather covers to old, thread-bound paper. He and Vivienne had discussed what he should look for, but stepping inside, it left him feeling odd. He might be buying from the very organisation that got his master killed. It didn’t sit right. At the same time, that was his emotions speaking. The logical side of him told him to take every advantage he could from the Wizard’s Society, and if he turned out to be correct about their hand in Master Seth’s fate, use that advantage to avenge him.

      There was an index card attached to each aisle, and he searched through one hoping it might stand out to him. Bookcases eight through nineteen were all designated for spellbooks—a lot of books, considering most were less than thirty pages long. He started from the beginning, finding that almost three-quarters were dedicated to cantrips, many of which were duplicates. Each one was a single-use item, inscribed painstakingly by a wizard to store their intent and essence into each formation. It could still be read without that intent and essence, but actually deciphering the spell was far more difficult. He pulled off one that sounded vaguely useful, attempting to test for restrictions on the book in case he might be able to use his spellbook to record anything he wanted in the library.

      There were restrictions. Which was probably for the best anyway. Each book was like opening two blocks of wood bound together. There was an enchantment over the rest of the pages that made them act as if they were glued together. Hump had seen it before. The binding made it so that even magical attempts to unbind it usually destroyed the spellbook. Only with the related artifact, likely at the front desk, could they easily be opened.

      A location with so much stored value was sure to have other protective wards in place, and getting caught trying to rob them would likely get him thrown in jail whether Countess Daston backed him or not.

      The only pages he could actually read were the introductions. There wasn’t a smidge of content he could use to decipher the spell, just a description of its purpose and who it was suitable for. Now that he’d seen the power of the Book of Infinite Pages, it made all the more sense. There must be good business in stealing and copying spellbooks.

      Hump moved onto the rest of the collection. There wasn’t a huge selection of battle magic, and many of the spellbooks were for spells he was already familiar with. He couldn’t find one for the Water Missiles spell Vivienne had been trying to teach him, nor any earth or fire variants that would make the process of converting it himself easier. There were some basic gravity manipulation spells, but even at a glance Hump realised they were far too mathematical for him. His master had tried to teach him some of the basics—it wasn’t going to happen. He had a look for Molten Stone in the Tier 4 section, but didn’t find it, soon realising there wasn’t a single lava magic spell in the collection. At least, not amongst the unrestricted spellbooks available to him here, which were at most Tier 5.

      Not that he couldn’t guess why. Fire was an already coveted affinity and highly regulated, and from what he’d experienced of its combination with earth magic so far, the effect was devastating.

      There were a few earth spells that did tempt him, however. Orbiting Shield combined a standard Shield with earth magic, creating a storm of stones around the caster. Useful for keeping an encroaching enemy back, but most of his magic was more effective at close range anyway. Earthen Strength allowed the caster to draw power from the earth, becoming stronger, more durable, and heavier, though it seemed more suitable for internal wizards or martials. Create Stone Golem fit the bill for some utility, which he and Vivienne had decided he desperately needed. At the same time, golems required a lot of essence and often an independent essence stone to draw power from, like the constructs in the academy.

      And then there were a number of highly useful spells that any other earth wizard would have taken up in an instant, Stonewall and Shatterstone being the most interesting of the lot. The former was a power control spell, and the latter would give him a more precise destructive ability that could be used to manipulate terrain or blast the enemy. The thing was, Hump was pretty sure he could use the Book of Infinite Pages to figure these spells out anyway. He’d unlocked spells in the past by improvising with the abilities he already had. With some experimentation, he could do it again. And right now, anything that could save him some coin would be a bonus.

      Hump heard feet scuffling nearby and the same skittish man from the front desk approached, flashing a friendly smile. “Have you found anything that interests you?”

      “A few things with potential, though not quite what I’m after,” Hump said. “I’m not used to having such a selection.”

      Which was true. He and his master didn’t have many choices for spellbooks, as he’d always kept as far from the Wizard’s Society as possible.

      “We’re rather proud of our stock here,” the man said. He extended a hand. “I’m Gordon Friss, by the way.”

      Hump shook it. “Humphrey Woodrow.”

      “Well, if you’re looking for some inspiration, Humphrey, you may want to browse our catalogues. You are a member, aren’t you?”

      “That was actually why I came today. I intended to purchase a new spellbook and sign up, so thought I’d slip into the library for a look while Wizard Vivienne got everything sorted.”

      Gordon winced. “We’re not really supposed to allow that.” He cast a nervous glance at his manager, still speaking with Vivienne. “As you’re about to sign with us though, let’s not worry about it for today. Catalogues start on case twenty-three. I need to get a few things for Valorn, but if you still want to sign up, I can help you with that afterwards.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Hump said. “Thanks, Gordon.”

      The man smiled. “Of course. Good luck with your search.”

      Hump had looked through a few catalogues before, but they were usually for only the most typical paths a wizard could take. Spell lists for construction wizards, dockweavers, sailwinds, clerks, and other important but boring areas of study. They were broken down by affinity, helping young wizards pick out of the many fields.

      Except Hump already knew exactly what field he was going for. Battle magic. And searching through the affinity combinations, he found exactly what he wanted. A Wizard’s Guide to Earth and Fire.

      He’d not spent a huge amount of time considering the non-combative paths available to him, and after flicking through the guide, he quite liked the idea of being a smith. If not for the demand of extreme physical strength that is. As Dylan had said, he didn’t quite have the figure for a squire, let alone a blacksmith…

      There were three major offensive paths outlined. Obsidian, which focused on lots of piercing attacks and terrain creation. Metal, being a more internal based specialty. And magma, the ability to turn the earth into molten rock and manipulate it like liquid. It made him excited, and a little afraid at what he could do with it. Fire was a horrible way to kill…

      In the end, he settled on Burning Wisps as his next spell. It was Tier 3 and of the fire affinity, benefiting from a strong will and firm intent, two things Hump now felt more confident in than anything else. The caster could manifest fire constructs that could obey simple intent, acting as a floating torch or homing explosives. What really sold Hump was that it taught necessary fundamentals for the Tier 5 spell, Magma Grunts. A key defensive ability for lava wizards. Turns out, swaths of lava aren’t so useful when cast directly underfoot. The speciality was liable for friendly fire.

      Hump went to find Gordon, taking the spellbook with him. The registration process was a simple one. He gave a soul reading, which was bound to a medallion, giving him access to some of the most basic facilities, namely laboratories and libraries. There was, however, a one gold fee.

      One entire gold, just for a silver-plated medallion. It was robbery, but Hump handed over the coin anyway. He’d decided going in that it would be worth the cost. He felt vulnerable too. If anyone in the Society was involved in his master’s death, they may connect Hump to him, but they’d made their decision. He wasn’t hiding. If they found him, he would face it.

      “Far superior to the Adventurers’ Guild, if you ask me,” Gordon said as he worked the artifact. “It’s almost impossible to fake these medallions.” Gordon handed him his medallion as if he hadn’t just robbed him.

      Hump took it. “Only almost?”

      “Well, one can never be certain, can they? Did you decide on a spellbook? Ah, yes.” He took it. “Burning Wisps. That’s an interesting choice. I didn’t take you for a fire wizard.”

      By that he meant he didn’t think Hump looked like he had the money to be a fire specialist. “Our recent quest paid well. I decided it was time to splurge.”

      “Oh, you’re an adventurer, are you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Not for me that business,” he said. “I’m perfectly happy here, working away at my studies. Leave the monsters to the Chosen if you ask me.” He barked a laugh.

      Hump smiled awkwardly, struggling to get a read on the man. He was nattering on pleasantly, but still tugged at his sleeves.

      “I grew up apprenticed to a hedge wizard. Didn’t have much choice.”

      “Looks like it worked out for you. I wish you the best of luck out there, but it looks like Wizard Valorn and Wizard Vivienne have finished. I better get going. Always more paperwork to do, you know how it is.”

      “Of course. Appreciate the help,” Hump lied. He absolutely didn’t know, and the very concept sounded miserable.

      He joined Vivienne at the door and asked her, “How did it go?”

      “Exactly as expected. I must wait here until my council decides to show up, however long that may be.” She let out a frustrated sigh, then saw his spellbook. “May I?”

      He handed it to her.

      “I’ve not heard of this one,” she said.

      “It’s a Tier 3 fire construct spell,” Hump said. “All the battle magic I have currently requires me to have line of sight on my target. This one allows me to attack from afar, and they’d make good scouts next time we’re in a dungeon. I did not like being the main light source back in Bledsbury.”

      She nodded, handing it back to him. “No, I should think not. And this was a good choice. You’ve got a strong soul, Hump. I know things aren’t entirely right with it at the moment, but training like this will do you good.”

      “I hope so.” He caught sight of a pair of Chosen patrolling the streets, their armour bearing the sigil of Lady Light. Every one of them would hunt him down like a dog if they knew what he was. “I truly do.”
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      Twenty-five gold coins. That was what their contribution in Fishers Lake had come to. If not for the many close encounters with death, and the weeks locked up in the gorger’s den, Hump might have thought it was worth it. As it was, not so much.

      They had a few days now until the Adventurers’ Guild announcement, and until then they couldn’t take on any new quests. He endeavoured to spend the time as relaxed as he could. He splurged on quality food, heated himself a bath each night, and was just about to drink himself stupid for the first time in months. He smiled down at his mug of ale, took a big gulp, and sat back in his chair happily.

      He’d been looking over the Burning Wisps formation in his spellbook, trying to memorise the intricacies of the runes.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Burning Wisps

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 3 | Range: Short

      

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Manifest basic constructs nearby that will obey simple intent. Benefits from a strong will and spiritual ability.

      

      

      It would be a while before he could cast it without a formation, though he hoped to get the gist of it down over the next few days. There was something about the idea of an army of minion flames following him around that sounded great. It would take him a while, from the complexity of the spell, he didn’t expect to be able to maintain more than four at once at his current rank, but one day.

      “How can you be so happy?” Bud asked, tapping his foot under the table. “The city is in crisis, and you’re being hunted as a murderer.”

      They were at the inn, the two of them at the table while Celaine and Dylan grabbed their meals.

      “Don’t forget, my soul was recently ravaged by a gorger,” Hump said. “Best to remind me of everything if you want to worry me.”

      Bud’s features became lined with impatience. “That isn’t my intention. I just don’t understand how you can stop thinking about all this.”

      “That’s quite simple really,” Hump said. “First of all, we’ve done all we can. And secondly,” he took another big swig of his drink. “I plan to keep on drinking until I forget.”

      “Hump! This is serious.”

      “There is nothing we can do until the guild makes an official announcement. We’ve had a tough few months. Enjoy the short break while we have it, otherwise you’ll wear yourself out before you know it. Even Chosen need some time to relax.”

      “I can’t relax.”

      “Then drink until you can.”

      Bud stared at him, clearly not buying it.

      Hump let out a long sigh, sitting up. He noticed Dylan picking up two plates over at the bar and grinned. “Here, watch this.” He focused on Dylan’s mug of ale unattended at their table and held out both hands toward it. He gathered his essence, harnessed his will, then said, “Hide Object.”

      The mug vanished from sight, and Hump sat back in his chair looking as innocent as he could. Bud’s mouth dropped open with a mixture of protest and amusement. He was about to say something, but Dylan was already on his way back. The druid set his plate down on the table, sliding the second over to Hump.

      He frowned at them. “Are you both alright? You look… odd.”

      Hump glared back at him. “Hey! You’re the only one looking odd here!”

      “Right…” Dylan said. He searched the table, frowning further. “Did one of you nick my drink?”

      Hump muffled a snort, and Bud rubbed a hand over his face, hiding a smile.

      Celaine strode over and set down the other two plates, then reached over and grabbed the mug straight out of the veil, handing it to Dylan. She turned a thin-lipped frown on Bud and Hump, who couldn’t suppress it any longer. Hump burst out laughing, Bud joining him.

      “You are both such children,” Celaine chided.

      “Now that’s just mean,” Hump said. “Find me a child that can cast such a fine veil.”

      “You have gotten much better at that,” Dylan said with a smile.

      Hump grinned back. “You know more than any of us what Vivi is like. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Yeah, she never lets weaknesses like that slide. She used to force me to make tea using Grasping Vines until I could control it properly. I went months without a mug.”

      Hump winced. “Ouch.”

      It was a good meal. Vivienne had gone to meet with some of her associates in the city, so it was just the four of them. After dinner, they moved onto the more serious matters. They had a few days before the official guild announcement where Hump expected the dungeon situation to be revealed to all. By that point, he wanted them to have all the equipment they needed for a quest chain that could potentially last months. Demand was already soaring, and would no doubt go higher once the full details were known to other adventures.

      “I still think we should have waited before ordering all my armour,” Bud said.

      Celaine groaned. “How many times? You need your armour, Bud! You’re a knight, and we could be leaving any day. The smithy needed all the time he could get for adjustments.”

      “I know, but we didn’t talk it over, and I hate spending more than my fair share. Replacing my chest plate would have been more than enough.”

      Hump clasped his shoulder. “I know you’re perfectly happy looking like a bandit, but the rest of us don’t like it. You’ll be taking the brunt of most fights and we can’t have you getting wounded. This is just as important as healing supplies.”

      “I suppose if you insist.”

      “We do,” Celaine said. “What about you, Dylan. Are you sure you don’t need some armour?”

      The druid shook his head. “No need to worry about me, I’m fine as is. Anything like that restricts my connection to nature. Metal is the worst of all, and these hides are tough as nails.”

      “If you say so,” Celaine said.

      “I haven’t been able to find any new wizard robes within budget,” Hump said. “We’re going to need most of what’s left for potions if we’re going to move forward with more caution. We’ll need a good stock of healing and utility potions.”

      “We can have a look through what we brought from home once we’re done here,” Dylan said. “Tomorrow we can find somewhere to pick up the rest.”

      Hump smiled. “I know just the place.”
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        * * *

      

      He and Dylan went the next morning. Hump feeling worse for wear after a rough night of sleep. His dreams had been vivid—probably all the sugar in his drink. And unfortunately, they weren’t good dreams. Lucile’s hollow eyes and wide grin—either mocking or cursing him from beyond the grave.

      It was just the two of them. Celaine wanted to explore the city alone, and Bud had been going on about wanting to attend a sermon from High Priest Agaron, the leader of the Osidium temple in Sheercliff.

      Hump led the way confidently past the Alchemist Association, peering down the various side streets as they went. It was a busy morning in the city, and with rumours of monsters in the alleys, people were sticking more and more to the main roads.

      “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Dylan asked sceptically.

      “Absolutely. It’s down one of… there it is!” The door sign in the shape of a leaf glowed with the luminescent green of essence infused pain. “These back-alley places are always cheaper.”

      “I’m guessing they’re not altogether legal either,” Dylan said.

      “It’s good enough for the Ferrand’s, so it’s good enough for me.”

      “Randall was here?”

      “Oh yeah, that’s how we met. Though I’ll admit, at least his visit was less than legal.”

      Inside, the pungent smell of herbs greeted them, and Hump took it in deeply. He looked over the shelves of dried goods and jars, to the apprentice stacking them.

      The young man instantly recognised Hump. “Well, if it isn’t my wizard protector!”

      Hump was pleased to see the apprentice still in the shop. They’d met on his first trip to Sheercliff, right before Randall visited and gave the young alchemist a hard time over a limerick cocktail. He’d have felt bad if his little stunt with the ursa root had cost the apprentice his job. “I hope I didn’t cause you too much trouble last time, Pete.”

      “Not enough that I’ll kick you out. My master still has me cleaning the alchemical waste buckets, but I’m still here!”

      Hump winced. “That’s tough. Your’s ever make you drink ginger tonic?”

      “Oh yes! I think that’s every alchemists’ favourite. Either that or chilli water.”

      Hump grimaced. “Fortunately I was spared that. How about you, Dylan? Vivi ever hit you with the ginger tonic?”

      “Thankfully not,” he said laughing. “I was a bit too old for such when she took me on. Certainly scrubbed a lot of pots though.”

      “Never too old for ginger tonic,” Hump said. He imitated his master’s voice, “‘No better way to keep the stupid in your head where nobody else has to listen to it,’ or so my master would say.”

      “Judging from your last visit, I don’t think it worked,” Pete said.

      Hump laughed.

      “So, what can I do for you?” Pete continued.

      “We’re going to be questing to the south and need to stock up on a few bits before we go.” Hump pulled out a list, handing it to him.

      Pete ran a finger down the list, nodding as he went. “We’ve got most of it in stock, though a few bits might be dried rather than fresh.”

      “We’ll make do,” Hump said.

      Pete moved through the shop, collecting the various ingredients Hump specified, weighing each out into precise portions. He wrapped them in cloth before putting them in a paper bag. Hump handed over the gold and silver coins reluctantly, another five-and-a-bit pieces down the drain. Adventuring was expensive…

      A few good days of brewing, and Hump would be better stocked than when he’d first started adventuring alone. Their preparations were going well, at least as far as he could tell.
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        * * *

      

      It was three days later when the announcement came. There had to be a thousand people in the Adventurers’ Guild courtyard when Hump and his party arrived. A small army, many of whom were more than a little unhappy to have been refused quests over the past few days.

      Hump spent the time assessing the competition, noting those in parties, or those standing apart from everyone else. Perhaps even more importantly, the people everyone else seemed to avoid. He’d learnt to keep note of such details following his master. The things separating a man that might kill you for a few gold coins, and those who fought monsters for more than money.

      Equipment was always the deciding factor. Rookies stood out through their lack of use, while there was a well-worn, yet maintained look to the adventurers that knew what they were doing. They tended their equipment well and looked after each other. Those that only cared for themselves didn’t last long in this line of work.

      There was a raised platform built to one side of the courtyard, where he noticed Marcela was talking to a man that appeared to be about thirty, carrying a finely-made spear. He seemed powerful. Powerful enough that he might just be their expedition leader. And with them stood a number of other well-dressed figures, including Lord Randall Ferrand, the ever-loyal Shieldmaiden, Madeleine, at his side. That meant Skander was likely lurking somewhere nearby too.

      The chatter throughout the courtyard quieted down as the Sheercliff Guildmaster, Francis Dordrel, strode briskly to the centre, taking the stand. He was a stout man with a moustache, donning a uniform that could have easily been mistaken for military, though Hump recognised it for what it was. He was one of the Kings Chosen. The elite guardians of the kingdom. A comrade to Lucas Fellgreen—the man Kassius had enthralled.

      “Good morning, adventurers,” he said, his voice projecting across the courtyard. “I know there has been much confusion over the past few days, and I have come to make clear the situation. I’m sure many of you are already aware of the rumour of dungeons near our city. They are true. Three dungeons have opened in the Sheercliff Region, and they are growing quickly. The purpose of gathering all of you together is to formalise a force to put down the threat. Six expedition teams shall be created, each led by a silver ranked adventurer.”

      He looked over the many faces before him. “There are trying times ahead. But this is what the Adventurers’ Guild was founded for. A place where all people can put aside their differences and work together to combat a threat which affects us all. The good people of Alveron are dying, slaughtered by monsters. Today, working alongside High Priest Gorflin, Countess Daston, Wizard Puldry, and Practitioner Jut, we launch our counter attack. Your party strengths and desires have been considered, and each of you has already been assigned to an expedition.”

      The crowd surged with shouts and protest, to which Francis raised a hand, silencing it with a pressure Hump could sense even though he hadn’t called upon his aura. This man was powerful. As powerful as Countess Daston perhaps.

      “I know we ask much of you. With King Henry’s support, we are prepared to reward double the usual rates for completed quests, pay twice the market rate for every heartstone, and for every claimed dungeon core, all party members may retrieve a treasure from the Adventurers’ Guild Vault. Check your nearest noticeboards for your assigned expedition, and may the gods be with you all.”

      With a tight turn, he strode from the stage as quickly as he’d come. People rushed to meet him, calling out questions, but he vanished back into the guildhall, leaving the restless crowd for the rest of the expedition leaders to deal with.

      Energy swept through the crowd. Excitement, fear, anticipation. This might mean their deaths, or it might mean fame and fortune. There were few better opportunities for adventurers.

      “Good to see you lot back in Sheercliff,” a jovial voice came in Hump’s direction. He spotted Skander making his way through the crowd, a great big grin on his face. “Perfect time to be back, eh?”

      “That’s one way to look at it,” Hump said to the rogue. He nodded toward the platform. “Why aren’t you up there with Randall?”

      “It gets too fancy for me behind the scenes. I dipped out as soon as I could. Do you know where you were placed?”

      “We’re with the academy,” Bud said.

      Skander scrunched his nose. “How the hell did you land a spot with them?”

      “My mother and Countess Daston were close,” Bud said. “She’s been kind enough to offer us a spot.”

      “Oh, well lucky you. They say she can see the future, so I hope she cut you a good deal.” He gave them a wave and started walking back toward the guild hall. “Anyway, until next time.”

      “Yeah,” Hump said, still processing what he’d said. He turned to Bud. “Is he being serious?”

      “I don’t know,” Bud said. “She is a sixth circle Chosen of Imira. Who knows what the goddess of the celestial has whispered in her ears.”

      Hump snorted.

      “What?” Celaine asked.

      “I never bought that divination rubbish. It’s like tarot cards—the reading is always so general it could fit anyone.”

      They hovered in the area a while longer. Another guild representative introduced the various expedition leaders, the spearman Hump had spotted before amongst them. His name was Ricard Godward, and Hump was surprised to find it wasn’t a name he was familiar with. He must have been a fairly recent promotion. They were directed to various halls to meet with their expedition leaders, where quests would be distributed.

      “I guess it’s time to find out whether this was a big mistake or not,” Celaine said.

      Hump studied their new leader. The politician’s smile, fancy equipment, and well-mannered composure. If anything, it made him uneasy. “I doubt it. We probably won’t know that until something’s about to eat us.”
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      The meeting point for the academy expedition was unsurprisingly on the academy grounds. They took the pilgrim’s steps to the top this time, partly to save on coin, but mostly because Bud had been on at them for days about wanting to experience the climb at least once. And they were an experience…

      Hump stopped bothering to count when he reached five-hundred and wasn’t even halfway to the top. There was a constant stream of people moving up and down to the plateau; many were traders, and many were refugees on their pilgrimage to the gods. Hump hoped they found some solace in it.

      They were one of the last parties to reach the academy, and drew many odd glances from the various students and nobles that had been accepted into the expedition as they passed through the courtyard. Hump did his best to ignore them, trailing behind Bud as they headed inside where Ricard Godward and a woman handed out assignments to the final few.

      There was something about him that put Hump on guard, as if he could instinctually tell this man was powerful. He’d caught a few words about him at the guild and learnt he was a former graduate of the academy and had now been a professional adventurer for eight years. Anyone that reached silver rank before thirty was a person to be impressed by. A metal spear with a long, pointed blade rested against the wall behind him, a red tassel on the end and fine enchantments woven up the shaft. Not only was he powerful, he was wealthy.

      Brilliant, Hump thought. Another noble prick to pander to.

      Ricard looked them over as they approached and gave a friendly smile. “You must be the new ‘students’ I was informed of.”

      “That’s right, it’s good to meet you, sir,” Bud said, then introduced each of them.

      “I’m pleased to have you all onboard,” he said. “I was briefed on your exploits at Fishers Lake, a difficult quest indeed. We need people like you.”

      “We learned much from it, and we’re here to learn more,” Bud said. “Most importantly, we’re here to help, so send us where you need us.”

      “Wonderful attitude. I must say, I’m looking forward to seeing what you can do. It’s not often that Lady Daston takes a personal interest in a party. Speaking of…” He shuffled through a stack of parchment and pulled out three pieces. “Here are your assignments; they’re in the southern region, and I expect them to be a good challenge for you. Two have an Iron 3 rating, while the third is Iron 4, so they will go a long way toward promotion.”

      While it wasn’t unheard of for parties to take on quests beyond their rank, it didn’t slip past Hump that these may have been saved for them for less noble reasons. Or more, depending on how one looked at it. They needed to keep the most important people safe after all—the future leaders of Sheercliff. Better to risk a relatively unknown party than one such as Marcela’s.

      Hump looked through the assignments. The Iron 3 quests were standard stuff: a nest of unidentified monsters had settled on farmland and were eating the crops and attacking anyone that came close; another village was being hunted by a beast in the forest. There were a few dead, but so far it only attacked villagers caught alone. The final quest, however, put Hump on edge.

      “The Iron 4 quest requires us to hunt down bandits,” Hump said.

      “Correct,” Ricard said. “They’ve been ambushing tradesmen along the Southsea Road, and now a caravan has been found dead near Milton. Awful stuff, to think people are killing their own in a time like this. The guild suspects they’re from one of the nearby villages and have been forced to go rogue, but the rating has been upped as some information is lacking.”

      It was exactly because it was a time like this that people were forced to kill their own, but Hump decided not to voice that.

      “It will be alright, Hump,” Bud said. “We can handle it.”

      Hump looked at him, but the knight didn’t seem to realise what he was saying. Hump had killed one man before, and it was to save a person. At the end of the day, if it paid, Hump would do it. He wasn’t so sure about Bud and Dylan though…

      “Is there a problem?” Ricard asked, studying Hump. Just from the way he spoke it was obvious he knew very well what circled Hump’s thoughts. He’d spared their prized students the task of hunting down humans, setting that weight on their shoulders instead.

      Celaine snatched up the parchments and looked through the quests. “No problems. We can handle it.”

      “Very good,” Ricard said. “Good luck to you all. I shall look forward to your return.”

      As they left the hall, Bud caught Hump’s arm. “What was that about?”

      “Nothing,” Hump snapped. “It just annoyed me that he’s singled us out for the dirty work.”

      “It needs doing,” Bud said. “Bandits are as much a plague as monsters.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Hump said. “But tell me, can you kill a man that’s powerless to face you? Could you freeze them solid with your god given power or carve them into pieces with your sword?”

      Bud frowned.

      “They wouldn’t be the first I’ve killed,” Celaine said. “And they won’t be the last.”

      “I…” Dylan paused. “Those that take from others have turned their back on the path of the gods. People should be held accountable for their actions.”

      “Exactly that,” Bud said stoically. “They have chosen their path. They have turned their backs on the path of the gods and committed evil. If the only path to preventing further atrocities is their deaths, then it is necessary.”

      “Good,” Hump said. “Then we have no problems. There aren’t many iron ranked quests like this. It’s a good opportunity. Now then, we best start getting our gear together. I’m going to see if Sir Isaac is finished with my cloak.”

      “We’ll pick up our orders,’’ Celaine said. “Do you want me to get some new wizard’s robes for you?”

      Hump shook his head. “We won’t be able to afford anything worth having. I’ll manage like this for now. Best we save what coin we have left for an emergency.”

      She nodded. “We’ll see you back at the inn.”

      He didn’t find Sir Isaac in his office, instead, his assistant directed him to the artificery. Hump felt more out of place than ever as he walked across the courtyard to the other building. Every party of students from the academy were gathered outside, talking over their quests. They glanced at him as he passed them by.

      The artificery itself was a massive workshop. Sir Isaac was at the front, helping a student with their gear. He spotted Hump as he approached and called him over.

      “Ah, Wizard Humphrey, wasn’t it?”

      Hump nodded. “Good to see you again, sir. We’ve received our quests, and I was hoping to collect my cloak.”

      “Of course, son. It’s all finished for you. Here, follow me.” He led him into the backroom. “Just wait here a moment, I’ll go get it.”

      Hump watched him go, then looked around at all the artifacts, a little wide-eyed. It had to be worth a fortune. Immediately, he thought of his spellbook. It would take a few minutes to identify anything, so he had to pick carefully. He strolled through aisle after aisle of artifacts, many with dust gathering on the surface. Hundreds, no, thousands of gold worth of equipment gone unused.

      His eyes fell on a set of dark grey wizard robes, so dark they were almost black. Hump glanced over to the door where Isaac had gone, the man’s footsteps echoing down to corridor. He took out his spellbook and examined the various runes visible on the robes, willing his book to record it. The footsteps stopped, and his heart started to race. He heard the creak of a door.

      Come on, Hump thought. And then the spellbook shook, lights shone across the page, and ink started to shift.
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      Hump traced a hand over the cuff of one of the sleeves, the fine wool incredibly soft to the touch. It was covered in dust, and from the looks of it, Hump wasn’t sure it had ever been worn.

      Isaac’s footsteps started again in his direction, and Hump quickly put his book away.

      “Fantastic piece, isn’t it?” Isaac said. He had Hump’s Springleaf Cloak over his arm. “It was a class project. The devilshorn wool was harvested while questing in the field and we brought it all back here. The class did everything themselves, from harvesting to turning the parts into usable materials.”

      “Students made this?” Hump asked, more than a little impressed.

      “Yes, well, they had a little guidance too.” He smiled. “It was a good few years ago now, back when I was still an instructor.”

      “It’s never been used?”

      Isaac shook his head and laughed. “That’s the thing about the exorbitantly wealthy, son. Most have generations of heirloom artifacts just waiting for them. Myself, I believe there’s something profound about wearing equipment made by your own two hands.”

      Hump nodded along, an idea forming. “It’s such a waste to see such a fine piece gathering dust. Would you consider selling it?”

      Isaac looked at him—actually looked at him, his eyeglasses down, which wasn’t a good sign… He studied what Hump passed as his clean clothes. “Either they are assigned to someone, or they come here for future students to feel inspired. We don’t typically sell our class projects, not for money at least.”

      “Then what?” Hump asked. His gaze fell onto Hump’s pouch, and his heart almost stopped.

      “Well… I must admit, I’m rather curious about what is in your bag there.”

      Hump gave his glasses another sharp look, noticing the sheen in the coloured lens. Vivienne had enchanted the bag to keep the egg’s essence signature hidden from those with the power to sense it, but clearly it hadn’t been enough to surpass the sixth circle Chosen of the crafter god. Hump felt uncomfortably aware that he was alone in the back of an artificery workshop, far from anybody that could help him. Scratch that, he wasn’t sure a person in Sheercliff could help him right now even if they were there. And he couldn’t escape the thought: if the man could sense his egg, what else might he have seen?

      “Goodness, it’s been many years since anybody looked at me like that,” Isaac chortled. “Even if it is only on a technicality, you are a student of this academy. You have no need to fear me. I mean only to see.” He extended Hump’s cloak to him. “Here, before we get to any of that, you should have this back. I’ve fixed the damage to the channels.”

      Hump took it, examining it. In truth, he couldn’t really tell the difference. He decided not to voice that and secured the cloak around his shoulders, then frowned at Sir Isaac, weighing his choices.

      “All you want to do is see and in exchange you’ll give me this?” Hump nodded toward the battle robes.

      “It is as you said. I had to see a piece as fine as this go to waste when there is somebody that could make use of it, especially when said somebody will be using it in aide of Sheercliff.”

      Isaac winked, and Hump felt a little more at ease. He supposed he had no reason to lie. There was nothing he could do if the man decided to just take it, anyway.

      “Very well,” Hump said, unbuckling his pouch. “But only to look.”

      He took out the dragon egg, carefully holding it in both hands, the smooth scales warm to the touch. Sir Isaac’s eyes widened and he leant in closer. His glasses glimmered, the green tint turning blue, then red.

      “Amazing! Truly stunning. So much life and essence contained within a single egg. You are truly blessed to have bonded such a creature.”

      “You can see that?”

      “It is clear as day to my eyes, a stream of pure essence between your souls. Would you like to see it?” He indicated an artifact nearby. It looked like a box without any panels, just metal edges covered in enchantments. “This is a principle permeator, able to see through the physical and see the essence within. It’s completely harmless, I assure you.”

      He activated the formation with the touch of his hand, the runes shining vibrantly, lighting up one by one. Within the box, pale blue essence gathered, so pure it was almost invisible. Isaac held his hand inside—his flesh vanished to reveal the bones of his hand and a gleaming web of essence channels within. Even in his hand, there was so much power.

      He pulled it out. “Try it out if you’d like.”

      Hump did just that, putting his hand inside. He felt nothing, but the surface of his hand vanished just as it had for Isaac. His essence channels were far from as dense as the man’s, but it was still fascinating to see. All these years he’d envisioned them as a parent river, with only a few smaller rivers splitting off to his limbs. That wasn’t the case at all. There were dozens of them to each of his fingers alone.

      “And it won’t harm the egg?” Hump asked, now curious himself.

      “Not in the slightest. You have my word as a Chosen of Loften, may he smite me down if I say it false.”

      Hump hesitated only a moment before slowly setting the egg inside. And gods above, it might have just been the most wonderful thing he’d ever seen. Light streamed from it in vibrant spiralling wisps, full of red and blue light, and the egg at its core shone brightest of all. Within, curled up soundly in a ball, was his dragon. The tiny creature had soft, smooth scales, and small feet with blunted claws. It had the bump of two horns on its head, and with every beat of its heart, power ebbed from the core.

      Hump wasn’t sure how much time passed when Isaac deactivated the formation, but it wasn’t long enough.

      “What a magnificent being,” Isaac said quietly. “Truly.”

      Hump nodded, taking a gulp to try and get some of the dryness out of his mouth. Even then he wasn’t sure what to say. In the end, all he could manage was, “Thanks.”

      “You may well be the luckiest young wizard I have ever met,” he said. “Be careful that luck doesn’t run out. I wish you well on your travels, and I hope the battle robes serve you well. Just do me one favour, if you are ever done with them, bring them back to me.”

      “I’ll do that,” Hump said, extending a handshake to the man. He may have been a Chosen and a noble, but he was of the kind Hump liked. A man that wanted to understand the mysteries of the world. “It was good meeting you again, Sir Isaac.”

      “And you, son. Take care.”
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      “It’s funny,” Bud said. “Days of travelling, and the whole time I was looking forward to reaching the city and having a hot meal. Then once we were there I could hardly wait to leave.”

      Hump gave Bud a sidelong look. “It’s nice one of us is positive about going monster hunting.”

      “It’s better than being in that godforsaken city,” Dylan said. “The smell, the crowd, the unfairness of it all—I don’t know how anyone stands it.”

      “I’m with them on this,” Celaine said. “Better to be out hunting than locked up in stone walls.”

      “Hump’s just grouchy because he wants to live in a castle.” Bud laughed.

      “Right,” Hump grumbled. “Sometimes I forget I’m travelling with a mad knight and two nature fanatics. We’re going to be deep into winter soon, I’d like to see how keen you are then.”

      “Not as keen as you, I bet,” Celaine said. “I still can’t believe you got that robe.”

      Hump adjusted it as pompously as he could beneath his mended cloak, the material soft against his hand—a far better quality than anything he’d owned before. “It is a damn fine robe.”

      It didn’t take long—a mere day’s riding—for the joy of being back out on the road to wear thin for all of them. By the end, Hump felt as stiff and sore as ever. They’d passed an inn a ways back, but it was packed so full of people they didn’t even have a stable pen to spare. The party had no choice but to continue down the road, setting camp for the night in a patch of thick trees. There wasn’t much in the way of shelter, so Hump crossed his fingers it wouldn’t rain. He didn’t much fancy a night wrapped up in oilskins.

      The weather held for the next few days. He spent every moment he could studying and practicing Burning Wisps, even reading as they rode. Most important of all was memorising the details of the formation—not just how it looked, but how it functioned, and the intent embodying each rune. Even after a week, holding that much information in his head was challenging. He had, however, managed to create some flames along the way. Nothing that resembled the spell, mind you. But it was progress. And now that he finally had a moment to himself, Hump intended to make it count.

      While the others collected firewood one evening, he set about inscribing the formation on the ground. The process was difficult, so he used his essence channel bracelet to help control his essence usage, careful not to overflow any of the runes as he went. It was a challenging spell alright, and one quite foreign to him compared to something like Earthen Grasp. While he’d never had to imbue a spell with intent before, he was confident he could do it. After all, he’d given intent to his essence when fighting the gorger.

      He followed the book to the line, carving out each and every mark into the ground, lacing it with his will. It was far too powerful to use the formation in his spellbook, the limit of Tier 1 spells seeming a certainty at this point. He’d experimented with Rockshot in particular, but no matter what, his spellbook’s Compact Formations wouldn’t allow him to wield the formations of anything over Rank 1. He’d tried to push it, but the book just wouldn’t accept his essence. That didn’t mean the Book of Infinite Pages wasn’t useful. He’d recorded Burning Wisps and could now use the flowing essence lines within to guide him, rather than the more simplistic intent of the ordinary spellbook.

      When it was done, he stood back and searched for any mistakes, making a few adjustments here and there, but generally he felt good about it. The marks were of smooth stone, etched into the dirt with a sliver of essence, packing the crumbing earth into something more solid. They were smooth and consistent. It was time.

      He reached out for the formation with his essence, flickers of red filling the air around him, the runes of his staff shone as power poured through them. When the connection formed, he infused it with his intent and power, taking it under his control. It was a slow process. Rushing would only mean failure. He needed to familiarise himself with the layout of the runes and channels in his mind, moving essence through them with conscious effort. At some point, he heard the others return, felt their gazes on him, but they let him focus. The spell began to form like a spark. The individual elements coming together to create something more, something greater.

      When it felt completely right, its power stable, each rune glowing in time, he whispered, “Burning Wisps.”

      Essence poured from him—far more than the spell demanded, but efficiency would come with practice. Essence flared from the runes, smoking into the air around it. Wasted power. At its core though, a small flame manifested, flickering just above the ground. The flame swirled, and from the sweeping tendrils, a tiny figure emerged. It was hardly bigger than a finger, its body appearing and disappearing amid the flicker of flame as if overwhelmed by it.

      Hump beamed. It was glorious. Not just a spell, but a construct, instilled with its own intent.

      “Oh, it looks good,” Bud said, leaning forward to get a better look.

      “Does it?” Celaine asked. “It’s a bit small, no?”

      Hump was indifferent to their comments, unable to look away from his fascinating little creature as it danced before him.

      “Small but mighty,” he said. “Watch this.”

      He willed it to move to the left, and the flame floated sluggishly in that direction. He commanded it to the right, then made it float up into the air, then back to earth. It was slow, but each time it followed his instruction, Hump’s grin widened.

      “This is amazing,” Hump said. “Bud, pile up some wood. I want to light the fire.”

      Bud created a small campfire that Hump directed his minion toward. It floated into the space, settling beneath dried branches and kindling, the damp wood flaring at its touch. And then Hump gave it purpose. Light the fire.

      The spell grew larger and the wood caught, spitting and crackling in the evening light, smoke billowing into the air.

      Hump shook his fists in excitement. “It worked!”

      The orange flame became hotter and wilder, the flames flickering and turning red. Essence was building, draining from him too fast for him to control. He fought against the pull, and the moment he did… it exploded.

      A boom shook the air. Flames and essence burst outward. Bits of wood and dirt flew everywhere. When it settled, there was nothing left of the fire but waning embers.

      “My minion, no!”

      Celaine spurted out a mouthful of water, coughing hysterically as she laughed. “You’re getting the firewood this time.”

      Hump gawked at her. “Have you no heart?” She just laughed harder, so Hump turned to his more reliable companions. “Bud, Dylan, you’ll help me, won’t you?”

      Dylan chuckled. “You’re on your own on this one.”

      “Shout if something tries to eat you,” Bud added.

      “Brilliant,” Hump grumbled. He tried to collect some of the wood that had been on the fire, but it was all so broken he quickly gave up, heading into the nearby trees instead. The days without rain made it an easy task to find bits dry enough to set alight easily, and he had more than enough essence to spare as they travelled not to worry about saving power.

      He gathered up as much as he could carry, when he heard a strange, stirring sound nearby. He turned back, searching the empty woodland. The trees were dense and full of pine needles, the ground before him thick with brush and deadwood. He searched the shadows but saw nothing, though his gut told him something was coming. His heart raced as a feeling of wrongness snuck up on him. He looked through the trees to the distant slopes beyond. The stirring sound grew louder, like pouring sand.

      A patch of shrubbery shifted unnaturally, then out from beneath it, a line of dirt stirred, coming closer. A very faint shimmer of light broke through from below, barely visible if not for the shadowy ground.

      “Oh, shit!” Hump shouted, tossing the bundle of wood at it and backing up.

      “Are you messing with us or serious?” Bud called.

      “Serious!” Hump yelled. “Very serious. I think it’s an essence burrow snake.”

      Everyone scrambled to their feet behind him, leaves crunching, boots thumping, as they rushed over to support. Bud’s sword was out, Dylan’s staff ready. Celaine leaped up to a thick branch with Spring Step and stared down.

      “I see more of them,” Celaine said. “Four at least.”

      “They must have been drawn by the essence,” Dylan said.

      “Nice job, Hump,” Bud grumbled.

      “Oh, sod off,” he snapped back.

      More lines came into view, and Hump stepped back until he was in line with Bud and Dylan. The snakes were getting brighter, the dirt shifting faster. He heard a hissing like steam as essence started to pour from beneath the dirt.

      “Dammit,” Hump said. “Sometimes I hate being an adventurer.”

      “These should be easy compared to other things we’ve dealt with,” Dylan said. “Can you force them out of the ground?”

      Hump was already on it, unbuckling his spellbook and holding it out in his left hand. It whirled open, flipping on its own to Transform Earth, the pages bright with bronze essence as they brimmed with power. He channelled it into the formation.

      This was the chance he needed to try and force a new spell out. Something specific. He envisioned explosions of earth where the snakes stirred, and with an effort of will, let his essence loose. Essence struck out in tendrils of lightning, striking the ground before the closest snake.

      The dirt burst apart, flying in the air, revealing the thigh-thick snake within. It hissed, though from the size of its scales, Hump guessed it wasn’t pain. It slithered closer, above ground now, pure blue—almost white—essence radiating from it. It had to be ten feet long.

      Bud stepped into it, and it shot from the ground in a flash of power, propelled by essence. The knight swung. Frostfire erupted along his blade, roaring through the air and slicing the head off the snake cleanly. Its decapitated head hit the ground, mouth still snapping at the air. The rest of its body twisted and coiled in frantic death struggles.

      Hump was already moving onto the next. Another explosion. Then another. Celaine pinned one to the ground with a silver arrow through the skull, its body lashing out with both force and essence, tail whipping into the air like a flag caught in the wind. Dylan brought his staff down on the last, smashing it to the earth. He used Growth, green essence coating the end of the shaft, a spearpoint forming which he stabbed down into the creature.

      Five snakes dead, and then it was over.

      Hump withdrew his essence, staff and spellbook still ready as he searched for more. “Anything?” he called up to Celaine.

      She climbed higher up the tree. They waited, ten seconds, twenty. After thirty she said, “Nothing. I think we got them all.”

      Hump smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      “For what?” Bud asked.

      “I just earnt us five heartstones,” Hump said.

      Dylan walked up to the closest snake. “More than just that. These snakes have essence filling their blood. It’s a shame we’re heading away from Sheercliff. We could probably earn a bit from this.”

      “You don’t think the next village will buy them?” Bud asked.

      “They’ll buy them,” Hump said. “Not for much though.” He went over to the decapitated head, the final wisps of essence fading from it. “I might be able to make something from their venom. Could be useful for Celaine.”

      “Let’s take them back to the camp,” Bud said. He reached down for his, when the head snapped at him. He jerked his hand back with a yelp. “On second thought, let’s give them some time to stop wriggling.”

      Hump checked his spellbook and frowned. Still nothing. He hadn’t expected it to be this difficult to figure out new spells.
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      They arrived in Whiteford with the lifeless bodies of the burrow snakes draped across the necks of their horses. It was a small farming village nestled into the bend of a river, a shallow ford of crystal-clear water connecting to the road on the other side. The road cut through thick woodland, leading farther south.

      Fishermen lined the shore, casting out their nets, while women washed laundry and pots nearby. The houses were of wood frame and thatched rooftops. It didn’t take long for one of the to spot the approaching party, and soon a gathering formed along the roadside to greet them.

      It was a huntsman that spoke. “Can we help you, travellers?”

      The man looked to be about thirty. He had a bow sheathed in a quiver at his right hip, and a short, side-sword on his left—he’d been standing guard.

      “I am Robert Blackthorne, Knight of Kelisia, and these are my companions. We’ve come from the Adventurers’ Guild on request of Whiteford,” Bud said. “Is this the right place?”

      “That it is, lord.” The man smiled, nodding his head in a small bow. “My name is Glen Forester. You are most welcome in our village.”

      Around him, the other villagers were murmuring, their eyes wide with reverence as they looked at Bud. Hump wanted to scowl. Just because the knight had his fancy new armour, he was getting even more attention than usual. Until he realised they were looking at him too. Kids pointed at his staff, whispering excitedly to each other, and Hump sat a little taller—or at least, as tall as he could.

      Bud answered their questions briefly, before Glen suggested they move inside to discuss the quest privately. There, Glen told them of the attacks.

      Two of the village people had died already—the first caught off guard while out with the other foresters, the second part of a group that went out to hunt for the beast. Since then, they hadn’t dared step foot into the woods, and with the winter’s bite growing colder, it wouldn’t be long until they ran out of firewood. Traders had been attacked along the road, usually they were travelling alone, the beast preferring easier prey. On the darkest nights, the village folk spoke of growls in the night, and the creature prowling through their streets. Everyone was afraid of the shadows, finding golden eyes peering out, accompanied by deep, rumbling snarls.

      “It sounds like a shadow cat,” Hump said.

      Dylan nodded. “That’s what I thought too. Dangerous creatures, and from the sounds of it this one’s grown confident. Do you have any wounded?”

      “My father,” Glen said. “He was part of the hunting group, and the beast pounced on him. We ran it off before it could do him any real harm, but he got a nasty scratch along his back. It was the strangest thing, like his shadow had folded up from the ground and locked him in place. Couldn’t move him for a good few minutes.”

      “Definitely a shadow cat,” Hump said. “Is he alright? We can tend to his wound if you’re concerned.”

      Glen shook his head. “It’s been a week now and he’s up and about. Please… just get this monster out of our forest.”

      “We’ll do everything we can,” Bud said.

      They gathered what information they could. The creature lurked fairly close to the village, likely patrolling the area of forest beyond the ford. They organised a place for their horses to stay, and then figured out a plan away from the nervous ears of the other villagers.

      “How strong are these creatures?” Celaine asked.

      “They’re usually classed as Bronze 1,” Hump said. “Alone, it would be very dangerous, but it’s nothing we can’t handle though. The problem is that they’re fast and can use Shadow Step. It’ll be difficult to pin it down and kill it in the forest.”

      “Do you think you can track it?” Bud asked.

      Celaine shrugged. “If I get lucky. It’s been a few days since the last attack though, so chances are slim. If it’s as nimble as it sounds, I expect it would hear us coming, even if I were alone.”

      “I think our best bet is probably to lure it out,” Dylan said. “We’ll likely only have one chance at this. If it escapes, we won’t find it, and then these good people will be looking over their shoulders until it inevitably returns.”

      Their eyes all turned to Hump.

      “What?” he growled, a sinking feeling in his stomach. “Why don’t you make Bud the bait? More meat on him, and he’s less likely to get eaten.”

      “Well, Bud’s too big, he’s less likely to get attacked,” Celaine said.

      “And Celaine and I are the most likely to remain hidden when it approaches,” Dylan said.

      Hump sighed. “Can I just say how much I hate this plan?”

      “You’ll be fine,” Dylan said. “You said it yourself, shadow cats are fast, but they aren’t that strong. You could probably handle it alone.”

      “If I notice it before its teeth are in my throat.”

      “That’s why Dylan and I will be there,” Celaine said. “We’ve got your back.”

      “Here,” Bud said, taking out a bag of jerky. “You’ll need this.”

      Hump glared at his friend, snatching the bag out of his hand. “I can’t help but feel like you’re trying to make me smell like food.”

      Bud nodded, doing his best impression of a wise wizard. “Delicious food. The perfect monster bait.”

      “If it eats me, I swear I’m going to come back as a lich and haunt all of you.”
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        * * *

      

      Dylan had given him his hatchet. It went against every instinct Hump had to actually use it. He took a deep breath, accepting his cursed fate, and struck at a tree. Once, twice, three times before he stopped and looked around. His heart raced. Gods, he hated this… He couldn’t see any of his companions out in the woods—not even Bud—and he certainly couldn’t see the damned shadow cat.

      He struck the tree again, hammering at it until his arm hurt, playing his part as a lone forester. It was only a few inches thick, and after a few minutes it came crashing down to the forest floor with a great, echoing crunch. If the creature hadn’t heard him yet, it would have now. He took a seat on the fallen tree and stared out at the forest, holding his staff close.

      The sun was starting to go down. It was late afternoon already, and winter days were short in Alveron. Slowly, the shadows grew. He’d positioned himself in a clearing, trying to stay as far away from any shadows as he could. He hoped it would give him the time he needed to cast Shield.

      He took a bite of the jerky, only tasting wood pulp. He was too nervous.

      A repeating deep, hoarse grunt rumbled from the trees and Hump whirled on it. He dropped his hatchet and gripped his staff in both hands. He didn’t need to fake his fear. While theoretically he could probably defeat it alone, far too many adventurers had died to things that slipped past their defences.

      He knew what it was doing, and he knew how to react. Shadow cats liked to attack from the back. Typically, they growled to draw their target’s attention or to send them running, then leapt out of a shadow at their back. Purposefully, Hump stepped backward and closer to the shadows of the trees behind him, walking into its trap.

      He sensed rather than heard the attack. Essence surged at his rear like a gust of wind.

      “Shield,” Hump barked, the spell already on his lips. The shadowy creature struck the barrier, snarling as it tried to claw its way through. Its mouth stretched open as it gnawed on it, revealing long fangs. When it realised it couldn’t get through, it darted around him, faster than he could blink. A blur of shadow trying to get at his back before his spell could fully form.

      An arrow caught it through the hindleg, imbued with Predator’s Intent, and it let loose a pained howl. It turned to run, aiming straight for a nearby shadow.

      “Light,” Hump shouted, shining upon the creature and the surrounding area in blindingly bright Wizard Light. It snarled and screeched, scrambling in the dirt at the sudden flare, trying to run for freedom. From Hump alone it might have escaped, but Dylan appeared behind it to block its path, vines rising around him to form a makeshift fence, driving it back toward where Bud and Celaine waited.

      The shadow cat tried to skirt around, dashing into the gap back toward the river. Hump pointed his staff, letting loose a blast of essence at the ground before it. It exploded into shards of dirt and stone with an earth trembling boom. The creature scrambled back, baring its teeth in a howling snarl as Dylan stepped closer. It staggered on its wounded leg, its blood near invisible against slick black fur. Bud rushed in as loudly as he could, shouting and waving his blade in the air, Frostfire blazing upon it and his Heart of Frostfire aura expanding around him.

      And then a silver bolt pierced straight through its skull, dropping it dead. Hump let his Light spell fade, and they gathered around the limp body. It was a patch of shadows in the dim light beneath the trees, almost invisible. It’s gold eyes stared out.

      “Good work, everyone,” Dylan said. “That was well executed.”

      Bud came closer, inspecting the beast. “It really was. Nice shot, Celaine.”

      “That first one missed,” she said. “I was aiming for its heart.”

      Bud grinned. “More fun this way anyway. Not often I get to charge in like that.”

      “More fun for you maybe!” Hump said. “Gods above, when it started growling at me from the trees my heart almost stopped.”

      They laughed, and Dylan knelt beside the beast. He took out a thick book on monsters he’d been going through as they travelled and found the section on shadow cats.

      “Anything valuable?” Hump asked.

      Dylan nodded, still reading. “The hide makes fine armour. Perhaps something for myself or Celaine if we can find a craftsman that can work it.”

      “There’s probably a tanner in Whiteford we can leave it with until we start heading back this way,” Bud said.

      “Other than that, its eyes are a popular choice in dark vision artifacts and potions, and its fangs are prized amongst collectors.”

      Hump took a stick and slowly used it to open the creature’s mouth, half-expecting it to pounce up at him. Four incisors as big as his thumb were inside. “I was the bait, someone else can get them out.”

      Suddenly, Hump felt a familiar shake on his belt. He grinned, looking down at his faintly glowing book, and unbuckled it from his belt. The pages folded open in his hand and he watched as ink spiralled across the page, gleaming with fresh essence. He’d spent hours every day practicing, and finally it had paid off.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Explode Earth

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 2 | Range: Medium

      

      

      
        
        Description

        With a burst of essence, cause an explosion of earth at the target location.

      

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        y.921 – Sethril – A favourite of mine, useful for catching unexpected opponents off guard, especially non-magic users. Applied with some creativity, it’s well suited for battlefield control, capable of forming areas of dust clouds or impassable terrain.

      

      

      Hump stared at the page for a long few seconds, not evening breathing. The old man’s voice was in his ears as he read the note. He even heard the snobby, know-it-all tone he would say it in.

      “Are you alright, Hump?” Bud asked.

      Hump rubbed his welling eyes with his sleeve. “Yeah,” his voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “I’m fine. Got a new spell. My master left a note and it just caught me by surprise. All good.”

      Celaine stepped closer and had a look. “Sounds like a useful spell.”

      “Aye, it’s what I was after. Tier 2 actually, so a bit better than I expected.”

      Dylan clapped him on the shoulder.

      They returned to Whiteford with the creature over Bud’s shoulder, saving the butchery for once they were clear of the forest. The village folk gathered around to welcome them back, a cheer amongst them that had been missing when they’d first arrived. There would be a feast that night, and they’d been offered free lodging from half the village for their aid.

      First, they saw to getting their kills to the butcher. The heartstones from the burrow snakes and shadow cat combined would make for a few silver coins, not even counting for the raw materials. As far as the meat was concerned, they decided to leave it to the village people, trading it for some fresh supplies for the rest of their journey.

      They woke early the next day a little worse for wear after a night of drinking, but they had no choice but to leave as soon as possible. Days were short, and they had their next quest to get to.

      “Lovely town,” Dylan said as they rode, appearing as fine as ever. “I’m looking forward to passing through on our return.”

      Hump glared at the druid’s back as his own head pounded, cursing the healing power that came with being a Chosen of Krioc. He settled back into Prancer’s saddle, basking in the morning sun. His new robes and cloak kept him warm despite the frosty morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TEN

          

          

      

    

    







            FROSTBITE SPIDERS

          

        

      

    

    
      It took them four days to reach Sudwick. Four long days of intermittent rain. They’d managed to spend a couple of nights in traveller’s lodgings which made things easier, and with the weather so poor, the roads had been quiet. Those travellers they did meet looked at them with nervous eyes until they’d proven themselves to be members of the Adventurers’ Guild. There were reports of attacks to the south—bandits had pillaged traders and raided homes. At least for now, Sudwick had been spared a visit. Instead, the small farming village faced a different blight.

      “We’ve got no choice but to burn the field,” Dylan said. The farm owner had showed them to the affected area and now stood angrily beside them.

      “We’re not idiots.” The farmer scowled. “We tried that. Blasted pests won’t let us close, and they put out any fire we start.”

      “I’ll be able to help with that,” Hump said. Wordlessly, he summoned a small flame over his hand. “So long as you permit it, I’ll burn it down.”

      The farmer frowned at him, sadness in his eyes. He looked back at the field and sighed. It said volumes—winters were hard enough already. “Might as well. Sheep are already dead.”

      “I’m so sorry about this,” Bud said.

      The farmer shrugged. “Ain’t the first farmer this happened to, won’t be the last. Just get it done.”

      Frostbite spiders were nasty creatures, especially when it came to winter. They grew as big as rats, and not the small kind. Waves of webs blanketed grass fields, crops, and trees, shimmering like ice in the winter sun. Everything within their claimed realm was turned to ice, leaving a field of frosted grass blades. They got their name from their venom, which froze the blood in your veins. A bite in the wrong place could stop a man’s heart; a few bites could kill even a Chosen.

      The poor farmer that had raised the request had already lost his entire herd of sheep. Hump could just about make out the bodies beneath the webs, frozen solid by the venom of the spiders, and preserved until their eggs hatched. Fortunately, the people of Sudwick had been able to keep the spiders contained to this one section of field by burning a large ring around it. Their attempts to destroy the area already claimed hadn’t gone so well. The web of a frostbite spider was resistant to ordinary flame, and they fought to protect their territory with a deadly viciousness.

      It was nasty work getting rid of them. Hump spent the day using Fire Blast while the others defended him from attacks. Every ten or so minutes he’d take a break, resting an hour by a roaring bonfire as he tried to get some heat back into him, before going back out again. The spiders came from their shelters by the dozen, but between his three companions, they made easy work of the creatures.

      It left a bad taste in Hump’s mouth when he finally finished and collected the Adventurers’ Guild token from the farmer. There had been nothing they could do to salvage the area. The sheep were gone, and only ashes remained. Still, the farmer thanked them kindly and the local innkeeper offered them rooms for the night without charge.

      They were having dinner at the inn when a man approached. He was fairly well-dressed, his clothes less worn than most of the people Hump had seen in Sudwick.

      “Good evening to you, friends,” he said. “Forgive my intrusion, but I was wondering if you’re heading toward Milton.”

      The four of them shared a glance before Bud said, “Indeed we are. Is there something wrong?”

      “Ah, well, I’m sure you’ve heard of the bandit attacks in the area. My name is Deacon Lines, and I’m a tradesman. I’ve got six wagons of supplies destined for Milton, but I’ve been too afraid to make the trip. We’ve been waiting here for three days in the hopes that adventurers might show up, and thank Lady Light you did. Might we travel with you?”

      Deacon offered them a silver coin each and a hot meal each night to travel with their caravan. It was a good deal, and little extra effort on their part. If anything, perhaps the caravan might be the bait they needed to lure the bandits out.

      The tradesman ended up being a well of information on the situation. Milton hadn’t been attacked directly as of yet, but a number of the surrounding hamlets had been raided, leaving trade all but cut off. For the most part, the bandits only took food and items, but at least a dozen dead had already been confirmed.

      “And that’s not just rumours,” Deacon said. “I spoke long and hard with the captain of the guard here.”

      “Gods mercy,” Bud said.

      “It gets worse.” Deacon leant in. “They say he has a spear that glows like lightning, and when he strikes, thunder booms. When the rain comes and thunder booms, but you see no lightning, that’s when you need to be afraid. That’s when they strike.” Deacon laughed, a nervous edge to it. “Just rumours, I’m sure. But we’d appreciate your company on the trip nonetheless.”

      He bought a round of drinks before he left the four of them to discuss the matter.

      “What do you make of it?” Bud asked. “He can’t possibly be Chosen. No god would stand for a bandit.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Hump said. “What about the Forest Ranger. He’s supposed to be a Chosen.”

      “That’s just a story,” Bud said. “He stole from only those that could do without and gave to those in need. And he never killed.”

      “Still a bandit,” Hump said. “Though you’re right, it’s more likely a practitioner than a Chosen. Though chances are it’s just a rumour anyway. Not often you find bandits this remote with a practitioner amongst them, let alone a Chosen.”

      “We should still be prepared for a proper fight either way,” Dylan said. “If there’s one, there might be more. And if there’s none—well, nobody ever died from being overprepared.”

      Celaine had a frown on her face, arms tight across her chest.

      “What is it?” Hump asked.

      “You don’t suppose Ricard knew about this already when he sent us, do you?”

      Bud shook his head. “He’d have told us, Celaine. He’d have no reason not to.”

      “Maybe. Seems odd though.”

      They set out the following day at first light. It had been eleven days since they’d left Sheercliff, and Hump was more than a little road weary. Now that they were escorting tradesmen, they had to have an air of professionalism about them too. They rode together at the rear of the six wagons, keeping an eye on the thick woodland right along the roadside.

      Hump had developed a system on their travels. He found if he only focused on the practice that came easiest to him like his earth and fire spells, he put off everything else. So instead, usually he and Celaine would train together in the morning. She would focus on the internal technique Vivienne had given her, while Hump worked on his shaping exercises. With that done, he took a few hours to rest, then spent the rest of the morning doing what he really didn’t want to do. Water Missiles.

      If he was going to figure out an earth affinity variant of the spell, he had no choice but to understand the actual spell first. Except it was a Tier 2 water spell, and water magic had never been an area he was strong. It was frustrating, especially trying to work the spell well on horseback. Though he had to admit, he felt a little proud of himself for pushing through with it. Before his master had died, he’d avoided doing the hard training. Now, something had clicked in him, and he could do what was necessary.

      It wasn’t just training. It wasn’t even just his life. He had a party counting on him to get stronger, and an unhatched dragon egg that needed a keeper worthy of it.

      The spell exploded in a showering splatter of frigid water, coating Hump’s head and running down his neck.

      Celaine laughed. She and the others had already learned to keep their distance when he was practicing, escaping the splash zone.

      Hump groaned. “I’ve almost got it.”

      “Sure looks that way,” Celaine said.

      Hump glared back at her as she smiled sweetly from atop her horse.

      “If you’re finished for the morning,” Dylan said, “I think it would be a good time to talk about what’s coming up.”

      They all looked at him.

      “What do you mean?” Bud asked.

      “We’ve not discussed it since we left, but we’re going to be hunting people. And very likely, we’re going to need to kill. I think it would be good to truly air out any concerns before our lives, or the lives of those travelling with us, depend on it.”

      “We have a saying back home,” Celaine said. “The pack comes first. I’ll do what I have to.”

      Hump grinned at her. “You think of us as a pack? That’s so nice.”

      She nodded seriously, either missing or ignoring his joke. “We’re a pack. If it’s us or them, we look out for ourselves. If they mean us harm, or the lives of innocents, I’ll feel no guilt over their deaths.”

      “I’ll cheers to that,” Bud said, holding up his flask and taking a swig of water.

      “You’re fine with it then?” Dylan asked him.

      “Absolutely,” Bud said confidently. “I won’t lie. I’m afraid to kill—hate the idea, really. But the word of the gods is absolute, and those who go against it, stealing and murdering, should receive their judgement.”

      “Maybe,” Dylan said, his voice was uncertain.

      “You don’t agree?” Bud asked. “If someone is a danger to others, or truly, irredeemably evil, I see no other choice.”

      “I’m just not so sure you can judge someone that simply,” Dylan said. “A psychotic murderer must be stopped, you’ll have no argument from me there. But what of a man that kills out of desperation? Surely they deserve a chance.”

      “There are always other ways. The gods gave life to us, and to take that from anyone is the ultimate crime. I’m confident I’ll recognise evil when I see it. When that happens, I’ll do what needs to be done.”

      Dylan sighed. “I never really thought of this when I left my home with Master Vivienne. I was a child, swept away by the prospect of gods and powers. It just doesn’t sit right with me, even if I can see the need. We’re not executioners, and things aren’t always black and white.”

      “I don’t think it’s supposed to be easy,” Bud said. “If it was easy, we’d be no better than them. But it’s the responsibility of the Chosen to do what others cannot. It is to the innocent lives that we hold a duty, not to those that take it.”

      Hump scowled at him—he never liked it when Bud got into his zealot mood.

      “Everyone has their price,” Hump said. “Most in the business of adventuring end up killers eventually, and I guarantee you, not everyone killed deserves it. It’s hypocritical to think you’re in the right just because some god or law tells you. What do you do when it’s the weak killing the weak because they’ve got nothing to eat?”

      “I stand by what I said,” Bud said. “There is always another way. Hunt, fish, find other work. There is always an out. Being hungry is no excuse to break the law and make others suffer in your stead.”

      “Says the knight that’s never had to work for a meal in his life,” Hump said. “Tell me, lordling, what do you do when some noble owns the game, when the fish have swum off, and when nobody else has food either? I’ve seen so many bounties on men for poaching the king’s deer. Do you think they deserve to die? Because the law certainly does. At the end of the day, people should be able to tell what’s right without any high power to show them the way. Try walking a little in their shoes before you judge them.”

      “You sound like you’re defending murderers,” Bud scoffed.

      Hump was probably more worked up than he should be, yet his deep frown remained. “I’m not. There are definitely evil people out there. People that anyone with a bit of sense knows they need to go. All I’m saying is that most of the time, they’re just hungry. And hungry people will do a lot for a bite to eat.”
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      They were on their second day toward Milton when Celaine spotted someone amongst the trees. One of the great things about travelling with a Huntress of Owalyn, was that it was nearly impossible to be caught off guard. Her eyes didn’t miss anything—certainly not some bandit in the trees. The four of them rode to the head of the wagons and brought their small group of six wagons to a stop.

      “Are you sure?” Deacon asked, face going pale from Celaine’s report. “Maybe it was just a forester.”

      “Sure enough that we should be prepared for an attack,” Celaine said.

      “It was probably a scout,” Hump said. “They’re likely tracking us now. I expect they’ll prepare an ambush somewhere on the road tomorrow. Easier to attack us in the day while we’re moving rather than where we shelter for the night.”

      Beside him in the wagon, Deacon’s wife spoke. “Gods mercy. Deacon, what are we going to do? We’re still two days from Milton.”

      Deacon ran a hand through his hair. The nine other traders travelling with them had joined them now, and from the looks on their faces, they hadn’t missed the worry in her voice.

      “There’s nothing we can do but keep going,” Hump said. “Turning back will make no difference. Best we find a protected location to camp when the road flattens out, and set the wagons up in a circle before nightfall. As long as everyone stays close, I’m confident my party and I will be able to protect you all.”

      “And what do you know?” one of the men snapped. He was an old man with deeply tanned and sunken skin. “You’re a bunch of children. I knew coming out here was a bad idea, Deacon. We’ll be lucky if they leave our lives. You’ve heard the rumours.”

      “Sir, please calm down,” Bud said. “The worst thing we can do right now is panic. If we work together, our party is more than capable of defending against a bandit attack. Perhaps you’ve forgotten that three of us are Chosen.”

      “That’s right,” another of the traders said. “The gods are with us, Parlo. So keep your gob shut and let them do their thing.”

      The man grumbled something under his breath but didn’t interrupt again. They set up the wagonfort that night, sheltering inside. Hump instructed them stick to a single fire, which made concealing it with Hidden Fire more manageable. With Celaine on lookout, he didn’t think a bunch of bandits had a chance of sneaking up on them. They slept in shifts and come morning, they’d been undisturbed.

      The rain came the next day, but they didn’t dare stop. For once, Hump had it best of all of them. With his hooded cloak up and his new battle robes, the worst was a bit of splattering on his face, the weather protection on his equipment more than capable of keeping the rest of it off. Bud rode in the back of one of the wagons, sheltered beneath the canvas top, while Dylan removed his shirt, storing it in his dry sack, and continuing undisturbed.

      Hump admitted even he found it a little eerie that the rain had come. If rumours were to be believed, this was when the bandits would attack. The man with the lightning spear. They discussed sending Celaine on ahead to scout, but in this weather, even she would have a hard time spotting anything. In the end, all they could do was keep going and wait. With any luck, they’d be able to take the bandits out in the ambush and be on their way back to Sheercliff in a couple of days.

      It was mid-afternoon when they came across a toppled wagon blocking the road, the body of a middle-aged woman on the ground beneath it, sheltered from the rain. She had an arrow in her leg, her skirt stained red around the wound, one hand limply pressed to it.

      Hump clenched his jaw. The message was clear, these bandits meant business.

      They dismounted, tying the reins of their horses to the back of a wagon.

      “Everyone, into the central wagon!” Dylan shouted. “Quickly! Quickly!”

      The wagon train stopped, and all the traders rushed into the largest of the wagons, with high wooden walls on either side that would help to protect them from arrows.

      Bud hopped from the wagon, rain pinging off his armour. “Bastards,” he growled. “They didn’t even bury her.”

      “Shit,” Celaine snapped. “She’s still alive.”

      They all stared at her. Hump hadn’t noticed it through the rain, but her chest was rising. She watched them, eyes terrified, her lips moving slowly in what appeared to be a prayer.

      “Bud, get her back to the wagons,” Hump said. “I’ve got a shield ready for when they come.”

      Bud was already striding forward.

      Thunder boomed nearby, yet the sky was dark. A bolt of lightning shot through the sky, plummeting to the ground a few steps ahead. A spear stood there, crackling with lightning, its point stabbed into the road. A streak of light followed and a man manifested from it, clutching the shaft.

      “Not so fast!” he said, an arrogant smile forming on his lips. He was a tall man with a fit, fighter’s body.

      Behind him, the woman had started to cry.

      “There’s movement to the left,” Dylan said. “At least six.”

      “More than that,” Celaine said quietly. “I’ve seen more than ten, and there’s more coming through the trees on the right. They’re getting in close.”

      “This isn’t the time to be brave,” the lead bandit said brashly. “It’s not the time to be a hero. It’s time to step aside and hand over the goods. Nobody has to get hurt. Try anything funny and…” He turned back to the woman. “Well, you get the idea.”

      Bud drew his sword with a ring of steel. “You’re an evil bastard,” he snarled. “The gods will punish you for what you’ve done.”

      The bandit laughed and tugged his spear from the ground, flourishing it. The blade head crackled with lightning, streaking light. “Believe me, the gods don’t give a shit. Last chance, lad. Sword down, mouth shut, and give us the goods.”

      Hump almost cringed at the familiar sentiment. And as true as that was normally, this was the wrong day to say it. A cold wind swept from Bud.

      “They care today.” Bud’s sword erupted with Frostfire. Around him, an aura of blue mist expanded around him, turning rain to hail at its touch.

      Hump noticed the brief surprise in the man’s eyes, but it was quickly concealed beneath another shit-eating grin. “It seems we have a Chosen in our midst, but you’re surrounded, Sir Knight. Show yourselves, boys!”

      Fires lit around them. Great, big bonfires, thick with oily black smoke, the flames flickering into the tree branches along the sides of the road despite the rain. Hay bales, and they seemed to be soaked with something flammable. The bandits kicked them, and they rolled down the hill toward them, lighting them up and filling the air with smoke. The bales stopped just short of the roadside, not two feet away from the wagons. Two bales on either side, trapping them. The oxen panicked and tried to turn and flee, only to topple over the lead wagon instead. The horses fought against their reins, trying to break free in panic.

      “I can’t see a damn thing,” Celaine said. Her feet shone green, and she leapt up into the air, landing on the beam of the central wagon with careful balance. She readied her bow and loosed an arrow into the trees in less than a second. From the trees came a scream, followed by panicked shouts.

      “Shoot them!” the man with the spear shouted.

      Bud charged with a speed no ordinary human could match, Heart of Frostfire enhancing him. The spearman took a step back, bringing up his spear so quick it was a blur of lightning to Hump. Bud caught the blow with ease, knocking it aside and stepping inside the reach of the spear. He swung expertly at the spearman, and the man was forced to retreat, dodging and weaving away from the blow. He was fast, enhanced by his lightning abilities, but still on the backfoot against Bud.

      Hump slammed his staff against the ground, and the runes shone with light as he fuelled it with essence. The focus shone bright blue, and he envisioned a dome larger than any he’d formed before. Large enough to cover the wagon.

      “Shield.”

      Energy burst from his staff in a wave of blue. It solidified around them, the air turning vaguely translucent. He gritted his teeth as pressure built. The tiny impacts of the rain drained his essence quickly, but they’d planned for that. He didn’t need to hold it long, just enough for the others to handle things. At least it kept out the smoke.

      “I’ll take the right,” Dylan said, Aspect of the Ape appearing over him. He leapt over the wagon, disappearing from sight.

      Celaine just kept shooting. Even in the rain and the dim light, arrow after arrow found its mark. One of her arrows glinted silver and pierced a straight line through the distant trees.

      “Chosen!” the cry went out. “Fall back! Run!”

      Bud continued his advance against the lead bandit, pushing him back with unrelenting attacks. The man was no match. The arrogance from before was gone from his face, and now it took everything for him to hold on. He blocked Bud’s next strike and a burst of lightning exploded in the point. Bud shielded his eyes and stepped back, still managing to block the next spear thrust that came, but it gave the man a chance to back off.

      His offhand went to his belt, and Hump saw a dagger come free. He drew his hand back, the blade glinting bright blue, and then he threw.

      But he wasn’t aiming at Bud.

      The knight threw himself into its path, his sword clattering to the ground beside him. The dagger took him in the chest with a hard thwack and he dropped to one knee, where he stayed, blocking the bandit’s path to the woman.

      Hump dropped his shield immediately, stabbing his staff in the direction of the bandit. With an effort of will, he drew in the residual essence from his shield, along with channelling more of his own. “Focused Blast.”

      The beam of power pierced forward, fast as an arrow. The bandit managed to toss his spear a short distance to the side, then his body blurred into a bolt of light. He reappeared by his spear, stumbling, barely keeping his feet as he drew back for another throw. He launched the spear into the distant trees with a thunderous boom, and was gone on another bolt.

      “I’m alright,” Bud called. “Go after them.”

      “I’ll go,” Celaine said. “Get everyone moving. I’ll track them back to wherever they’re based and regroup with you later.”

      Hump nodded. “Go! And be careful.”

      She rushed off into the forest, propelled by Spring Step. He wasn’t worried. If that was the best the bandits had to offer, they’d not even know she was there.

      Hump checked on Bud first. The dagger had struck his chest plate, even denting it a little, but the small blade had been unable to penetrate. He moved to inspect the woman, who burst into tears at their approach, thanking the gods.

      When Dylan returned, Hump stepped aside to let him inspect the wound. Bad, but nothing that wouldn’t heal with time. They got her into the wagon where Dylan could tend her, and then Hump saw to putting the fires out while the traders took care of the animals. He didn’t have a spell for the job, so the best he could do was send the hay bales blasting back onto the grass along the roadsides.

      One of the wheels on the toppled wagon had broken, but it was a simple task for Dylan to mend it with Growth, and only a few minutes later, they were ready to move on.

      “We keep going,” Hump told them. “We’re still a ways away from Milton, and it’s best we don’t give them a second chance to strike.” Not that Hump thought they’d dare.

      Bud had already removed the wagon from the road, and they both mounted their horses in case Celaine returned needing help. They followed the road for as long as they could, getting as far from the scent of blood as possible before making camp. Just because there were bandits in these woods didn’t mean there was nothing else, and monsters would be drawn to blood.

      Celaine returned late that night, soundless as a cat, smirking as she made them all jump. They served her up some food and she sat down on the back of a wagon with them.

      “I think I found their camp,” she said.

      “You think?” Dylan asked. “Could you not tell?”

      She shook her head. “I watched them enter, and then they were gone, just like that. I detected some sort of magic at work around it. It must be concealing them, which is odd, considering they’re supposed to be desperate.”

      “Can you find it again?” Hump asked.

      Celaine gave him a look that told him he was an idiot for even asking. “It’s only a few miles off the road. Finding it won’t be a problem.”

      “Then what took so long? You’ve been gone for hours.”

      Celaine held a sack out to them that he hadn’t noticed. “I went back for loot. Not that it was worth it. They only had a few silver between them all.”

      “At least you got something,” Hump said, and then tilted his head back, looking for all the world ten times more tired. “You know what the concealment around their camp means though, don’t you? There’s probably a second practitioner amongst them.”
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      Hump and the others never arrived in Milton. They parted with the wagon train early on the fourth day, leaving them to the last leg of the journey alone. It had been a difficult decision, but they were confident no attack would come so close to Milton.

      The wounded woman had recovered a little since they’d picked her up—her name was Carly. Her story was the same as theirs really. She and her companions had come under attack in a night of rain. They’d had soldiers travelling with them, who tried to fend off the attack, but evidently it had ended poorly.

      Carly hadn’t been wounded that night though. The arrow in the leg came later. The bandits hadn’t just attacked them; they’d taken prisoners. Carly saw a chance to run and took it, but she’d been caught. The evil bastards had shot her and then left the wound to fester.

      Hump and his party had little choice. Even now, the bandits likely held prisoners. For every day they delayed, people would suffer for it. Die for it.

      Bud had been a changed person ever since the news. He was beside himself as they rode back the way they’d come, a cold fury burning in him like Hump had never seen. The kobold den had been awful, but this was different. This was humans harming humans in a world that was already so cruel.

      The woodland around Milton was highly cultivated, with many coppiced paths and farm plots carved into the land. They made camp that evening in somebody’s old site, a mound of half burnt firewood already waiting for them. After settling in for the night, Hump and Dylan got to work concocting a poison for Celaine’s arrows. They had the venom of the essence burrow snakes, when combined with some of the items they’d picked up in Pete’s shop and those they’d picked along the way, they had all the ingredients to brew something deadly.

      “Do not prick yourself with an arrow laced with this,” Hump said, handing her a jar.

      Celaine held up the milky substance, letting it flow up and down the edges of the jar like honey in the firelight. “What does it do?”

      “It drains essence from the body,” Hump said. “In the beginning, they’ll feel cold. That’s the poison dragging out the essence. In high enough dosage, it will drag the lifeforce straight out of them, damaging their soul directly.”

      “Not a nice way to go,” Dylan said.

      They were worried about a second practitioner of some sort being amongst the group. The lightning spearman was well beyond an ordinary bandit, but he seemed to be a martial, which made it unlikely for him to have the skill Hump would expect of someone capable of concealing an entire encampment. And judging from what Carly had said, it was an encampment. At least twenty men spread their attention around Milton, raiding, pillaging, and stealing from people that were already struggling. If he was to guess, they had to have a fully trained wizard amongst them.

      It was the following day when they deviated from the well-used paths, veering deeper into the forest. Celaine led the way confidently, and they set their base camp that night. They were close enough now that she instructed him to cast Hidden Fire to keep their presence hidden. From there on out, they’d be leaving the horses and proceeding on foot. Tomorrow, they would be upon the bandits.

      Strangely, Hump slept dreamlessly that night. It was the first time since the gorger’s den that his nightmares had relented.

      They woke before dawn, the winter sun still low and a crescent moon setting in the distant sky. It was a dark morning, and grey light filled the forest. Vastly outnumbered, they needed more than just the element of surprise. Hump’s plan was to catch the bandits sleeping and put Celaine and Dylan’s stealth abilities to full use in the dim light. There would be plenty of fighting for him and Bud afterward.

      “We’ll do it like we did Lakewood,” Celaine said. “I’ll lead, searching for scouts, and the three of you hang back a few hundred paces. Dylan, if Bud starts making a racket, make him wait back.”

      The druid nodded.

      “Don’t take any risks,” Hump said. “We’ll be there if there’s trouble.”

      “I’ll do this quick and quietly,” she said. She scurried off into the woods, vanishing from sight, her green and brown garments making her near invisible.

      Hump was surprised at how calm they were. Celaine had her abilities as a hunter, and Dylan was just as comfortable in the woods. Bud’s quiet rage still simmered, and it gave him focus. And Hump… he felt good about things too. He’d come a long way as a wizard. He’d stormed kobold dens and a dragon lair. Fought monsters from another realm. In the past, he might have been nervous. Now? Bandits didn’t seem like much of a big deal. Even if they came up against practitioners, this was their job. They’d fought off worse and come out on top.

      Splatterings of rain came and went in short bursts as they followed Celaine into the trees. She’d warned them it would take a couple of hours to reach the encampment. They crept forward in the dim morning light, Celaine occasionally popping back to confirm they were on the right path. It wasn’t long before she held up a hand to stop them, pointing toward two sentries slouched against a pair of trees atop a nearby hill.

      Celaine drew her bowstring back, one arrow nocked, the other in hand ready to string. She released it with a twang. Her next arrow was on the string while the first was still in the air. She let it loose. The first found its mark through the eye of the farthest of the two sentries. The second man only had time to glance back at the sound before her next arrow found his neck, piercing it clean through the side.

      Both dropped to the ground at once, landing with a thud like logs.

      The four of them crept closer. The first man was still alive, his eyes frantically moving left and right at the sight of them. He gurgled blood, splattering it over his mouth and chin, unable to make a sound. Celaine finished him off with Kassius’ long dagger through the eye—As easy as a hunter finishing off game.

      And that was two men dead.

      Even Hump was anxious at how simple it’d been. He had to remember this was a third circle Chosen dealing with simple men. It made him think of the slaughter to come. From the pale faces of Bud and Dylan, they did too.

      “Come on,” Celaine said, and the three of them stopped staring. “You’ll all get your turn.”

      Dylan went to one knee and took the earth in his hand, chanting a quiet prayer over the men. He crumbled it beneath his fingers.

      Hump frowned down at the men as he realised something.

      “What is it?” Celaine asked.

      “How many bandits do you know of with steel mail and helmets?” He used his staff to turn one of the bandits over. “He’s got a decent sword too, and a bow and arrows. These men are supposed to be starving.”

      “They’ve ambushed a few soldiers, maybe they stole their equipment,” Dylan said.

      “Maybe,” Hump said. “Either way, we should be ready for a fight. Well-equipped bandits, a spear wielding practitioner, and possibly a wizard is more than a little odd.”

      “Should we turn back?” Celaine asked. “We could ask the village for reinforcements.”

      “No,” Bud said quickly. “We can’t. There isn’t time and inviting town guards to fight with us will only get them killed. It’s better we handle this ourselves.”

      Better for the guards, Hump thought. Not so great for us.

      Then he thought of how Celaine had killed two men in seconds. “We can handle this,” he said. “Or if things go south, we can at least escape. Between Dylan and I we can turn this forest into a hellscape. They won’t chase us through here.”

      “No argument here,” Dylan said. “I’m not going to leave people to suffer. Not without trying.”

      They continued on, Celaine sticking closer to them, remaining in sight at all times. Soon they heard running water, and she led them up a hill where they sheltered behind a small ridge. Below, a stream made a protective half-circle around a flat area of land that Hump suspected housed the bandit camp. But it was distorted. The more he stared, the more blurred the trees and water became, as if obscured by mist. From a distance, he might not have noticed, but this close, with Celaine pointing it out to them, it was impossible to miss.

      They’d found the camp, and now it was Hump’s turn. “Veils like this are usually maintained through a circle of runes. If we scuff up one, the whole thing will fall apart. Alternatively, it will collapse the moment it comes into contact with another person’s essence.”

      “I’ll go down,” Dylan said.

      Hump shook his head. “Let me.”

      He was still too unpractised to do this without a formation, but his skill with Burning Wisps had improved to the point where he could maintain three flames with a formation to aid him. He drew out the runes and channels on the ground beside him, and chanted the spell. One by one, three wisps of flame no bigger than his fist formed at the edges, flickering with bright orange and yellow light.

      He commanded them down the slope, splitting them up as they went. The fires started to move, blazing through the damp foliage, scorching a path along the way. He could feel his connection to them weakening as they became more distant, requiring more essence to maintain. The one in the centre went momentarily invisible, and then the scene before them changed. Suddenly, the flat area below became empty of trees, and an encampment of nine heavy canvas tents appeared. Metal poles as tall as a man littered the camp.

      “What in the hells is this?” Bud growled.

      Five children slept on the ground outside, huddled together under one blanket like dogs. One was awake and tending the fire. Three men were tied to wooden posts, their hands roped over their heads. They all suffered wounds, one worse than the others. His face was carved with bloody red lines, his clothes ripped and stained with blood, concealing wounds within.

      “Why would they do this to their own people?” Dylan asked. “Even if they were hungry, I… I don’t understand. Torturing, enslaving children—”

      A woman’s scream came from one of the tents and Hump gripped his staff tightly.

      “Nine tents total,” Celaine said calculatedly. “Six men awake outside. Four down in the camp.” She pointed to the side of the stream. “Two more in those trees. If Carly’s numbers are accurate, we can expect two or three bandits per tent.”

      “Be ready,” Hump said. “I’m going to set them on fire.”

      With a thought, Hump directed his wisps closer, positioning next to three tents spread out over the encampment. With any luck, it might make the bandits think they were being attacked from multiple directions. Anything to add to the panic would help them. Celaine moved to the left along the ridge, while Bud and Dylan snuck closer, creeping quietly down the hill toward the encampment.

      When they were in position, Hump let a little of his rage slip into his thoughts. He reached out to his Burning Wisps and filled them with his desire to burn. The orange glow turned scorching red and the flames sprouted, setting alight the tents. Women screamed. The children huddled together. The three bound men looked up, grim faces suddenly alert. And a moment later, bandits fled their tents, all but a few half-dressed and missing their armour.

      Easy pickings.

      With an effort of will, his wisps flew at them like homing arrows, aiming for their chests. They splashed over three different bandits, coating them in fire. Their desperate screams filled the encampment. Such shrill and painful shrieks that Hump should have felt something. Some remorse. Some sort of care.

      He felt nothing, watching them burn. The despicable filth that they were deserved it.

      Their screams were still going when Celaine rained arrows into the camp. At fifty paces, those without her blessings likely wouldn’t kill, but they’d damn well hurt. Screams rose around the camp as the men were filled with arrows.

      Dylan and Bud charged down the slope, roaring. Hump followed close behind, imagining the horror of the still half-sleeping men as a giant of a knight and a druid bounded into their midst, all the while their friends around them were dropping to the ground, crying madly.

      From the largest of the encampment tents, the spearman they’d fought before came out carrying his weapon. A woman with dark brown hair emerged beside him carrying a staff with an ocean-blue heartstone, donning simple robes. The second wizard—he’d been right.

      She was greeted with an arrow to the gut. The spearman’s eyes went wide, turning to rage. The woman though just stared impassively, as if she felt no pain.

      The spearman slammed his spear against the ground and thunder cracked. He flashed brightly, and Hump understood what the metal poles around camp were for. A bolt of lightning sped to the left, and the man appeared beside one of the children. He grabbed the young boy by the scuff of his neck.

      “Stop what you’re doing, Chosen!” he roared, bringing his spear point to the boy’s throat. “You made a mistake coming here.”

      Hump’s eyes went back to the woman as he suddenly sensed essence. She was staring at the arrow in her gut, but she hadn’t fallen. She’d barely even moved. A red glimmer filled her eyes and her mouth contorted strangely.

      Fangs extended from within. Her skin shrunk against her face, becoming gaunt, her brow furrowing and nose growing to vaguely resemble a snout. She pulled the arrow loose with a grunt and tossed it aside, then her eyes turned to him.

      Warlock. He knew it in an instant. And this one was so far gone, she’d lost all humanity.

      Only the monster remained.
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      “Get it together, Alisha,” the spearman snapped. The boy whimpered in his grip as he dragged him back toward the woman. “Come on, woman!”

      She didn’t respond though. She leaned heavily against her staff, spine curled. Hump sensed the essence coming from her, felt it on his skin—dark and wrong—it made the hairs on his neck stand on end.

      “Shit,” Hump muttered. “I’m almost certain she’s a warlock wizard.”

      He’d never seen it himself, but his master had made a point in educating him on the signs. When essence or foreign souls ran rampant in the body, its own intent competing with the wielder, it contorted flesh, changing people into beasts or somewhere in between.

      “What?” Celaine hissed. “What do we do? Shall I shoot?”

      “No!” Bud snapped. “He’ll kill the kid.”

      “He’s going to kill the kid anyway,” Celaine said.

      “We can negotiate,” Dylan said. “Our priority should be to save lives, not take them.”

      The encampment had come to an unnatural standstill. Many of the women and children had fled into the forest in the chaos, and those that hadn’t were hiding. The screaming of those Hump hit with Burning Wisps had stopped, and two men still groaned, Celaine’s arrows in their chests. The other bandits were hesitant, seemingly as afraid of their own ally as the party of adventurers, casting nervous eyes in the direction of the warlock woman.

      Hump recognised that fear in their eyes. They were ready to bolt. His party needed to act quickly. For every second they waited, the bandits had more time to gather their wits. They had to—

      There was a tugging sensation on Hump’s soul from the struggling warlock. It wasn’t an attack—more like a new sense. He staggered, catching his balance on his staff, then stared at her. He went cold as he heard a familiar voice, so quiet, it was barely a whisper.

      “You can’t just stand there.” Lucille’s voice, soft as a whisper in his ear.

      His throat tightened in fear, but he swallowed it down.

      “We can’t just stand here,” Hump said, refraining from looking around for her. She’s not really there, he reassured himself.

      “Stop your whispering,” the spearman shouted, his voice frantic. He shook the boy by the collar. “Don’t try anything funny. The rest of you,” he addressed the other bandits, “stop acting like bitches and get yourselves together. There’s only four of ’em.”

      The bandits didn’t listen, stepping farther away from the woman. Hump could sense her essence thickening.

      “Something’s wrong, Carl,” one of them said. “She’s not right.”

      Now the spearman started to panic.

      “What did you do?” he shouted. “What’s happening to her?”

      “You know what she is, don’t you, Carl?” Hump said to the man. “A warlock. A soul-consuming user of dark magic.” Hump thought of the three men that had been tied up and tortured. The reason now seemed obvious. “You must all know what she is. What she feeds on.”

      “Shut up!” Carl shouted, pressing the spear harder against the boy’s throat, making him cry out. “All of you shut up and back up.”

      “Easy there,” Dylan said. “Let the kid go and we can talk.”

      Celaine circled around to the left, but Carl acted quickly, turning and planting the boy between him and Celaine.

      “Nuh-uh.” He pressed the spear into the boy’s throat until blood trickled. “Stop there, missy, and put your weapons down or the kid gets it.”

      “Let him go and I may still let you live,” Bud growled.

      The warlock woman dropped to the ground, groaning in pain. Essence rose from her in a visible mist, blue and laced with red, like blood exploding into water. She was losing control, and it only took Hump a second to guess at what caused it. The arrow Celaine had struck her with must have been laced with the burrow snake poison. The sudden loss of essence and attack against her soul could have weakened her enough for whatever dark magic within her to take advantage. Hump could imagine what that was like. Warlocks drained essence from others to empower themselves, but that had a cost. Her soul would be damaged and fragmented, marked by the souls and intents of those she’d slain, and right now they were tearing her apart.

      The spearman shook his head frantically. “No. You’re bluffing. Drop your weapons or he’s dead!”

      “Not going to happen,” Hump said. He started to gather his essence, readying a spell for when the opportune moment came. There was more than just one life at stake, and this might be the kid’s best bet anyway. “You’re about a minute away from that woman losing any control she has left.”

      “He’ll die,” the spearman snarled.

      “You kill him, and this arrow will go through your throat,” Celaine said. “You won’t die quick, but you will die.”

      “I’m fast.”

      “I’m a third circle Chosen,” she said coldly, eyes focused like the hunter she was. “Do you really want to test your luck?”

      His eyes flickered to one of the other metal rods planted around the encampment, as if calculating the odds of getting away in time. He glanced at the woman on the ground beside him, then to the other bandits.

      It was all the distraction Hump needed. With a thought, he launched his essence at the ground beneath both the spearman and the boy. “Explode Earth.”

      The ground erupted in a burst of bronze light and dust, sending both flying. Celaine loosed an arrow, and the man screamed before vanishing in a flash of white. Dylan tended to the boy while Bud gave chase.

      His sword blazed and he roared as the spearman appeared at a nearby rod, lightning crackling around him. Their weapons came together with a heavy thud, and Bud hammered again, using all his Chosen strength. He’d lost his usual composure, and with the spearman wounded, he easily drove him back with every blow, hounding him. This time, he was out for more than just blood. Hump had never seen his friend so angry.

      Those with bows strung and arrows ready took aim but Celaine brought two of them down before they had the chance. Hump raised a Shield as a handful of arrows came their way, bouncing off it harmlessly.

      And then the warlock woman screamed, so loud and shrill it reminded Hump of the shades. He felt his soul tugged, her essence seeking his. Hungry. Bloody mist splurged from the arrow wound—not just essence, but lifeforce, and it filled the air around her. The four bandits closest to her dropped to their knees, their faces pale as if all their energy had been drained. Others reared back, their stances unsure. They glanced at each other, then at Hump and the others. Hump could guess what they were thinking—they hadn’t signed up for this.

      They were wrong. They were all accomplices. He could forgive stealing, but murdering and kidnapping was a whole other matter. His anger built like a fire in his core.

      “They don’t deserve your mercy.” Lucile’s voice was hard and bitter in his ears.

      Hump levelled his staff at the woman. He had no intention of containing his attack, he wanted it as widespread as he could make it. “Fire Blast.”

      A cone of fire erupted before him. The woman held up her hand, water and blood surging to meet his attack. Where they struck, steam exploded, shrouding the air. Still, flames rolled over her and into the three men at her back. They tried to shield themselves with their arms but there was no escaping an attack like that, not for ordinary people. They fell screaming. The smell of burning meat filled the encampment. And the remaining bandits ran for the trees, chased by Celaine’s arrows.

      The woman had raised a hand, shielding herself with a wall of blood and water. She took a vial from her robes and pulled the cork out, then brought it up to her hound-like nose and breathed deeply. Hump felt a change in her essence and her power grew. Before he’d placed her at a similar level to him, but now she felt stronger, as if strengthened by Wizardfire.

      Celaine shot another arrow. The warlock waved her staff, blocking it with some sort of water variant of Parry Shield. Dylan leapt forward, his Aspect of the Ape allowing him to close the distance swiftly, slamming his staff down at her. She barely raised her Shield in time and was slammed backward, falling to the ground. She clawed her way to all fours, fingers extending, clawed toes growing until they protruded from her boots. Power still building. She leapt at Dylan, abandoning her staff, howling ferociously. Essence was surging from her now, her mind seemingly gone.

      Dylan slammed his staff into the side of her head with enough force to shatter a skull. She hit the dirt and rolled, climbing back to all fours before charging again. This time, she managed to grab his staff and force him back, snapping at him. The human in her seemed all but lost now, her soul and body contorted.

      Dylan shouted something, and Celaine let her arrow loose. The silver bolt zipped forward, faster than Hump could follow. As if driven by instinct, the warlock tilted her head to the side just in time to avoid the bolt. Instead, it drove down into her shoulder, an explosion of power sending flesh and bone splattering, and pummelling the woman to the scorched earth.

      She screamed with pain and barely managed to get back to her feet. Water rose around her, mixing with either blood or her lifeforce. She shot it forward in spikes of ice, forcing Dylan to retreat. The ice shattered, and with a blast of force, a thousand shards were flying in their direction. Celaine dashed behind Hump as he rose a Shield, absorbing the blows. With his free hand, he took out a handful of sharpened stones from his pouch and infused them with essence. He lowered his Shield, already casting his next spell.

      “Rockshot.”

      The warlock was too wounded to dodge. The stones struck her square on, sending her back to the ground. She snarled and struggled, trying to stand, but she couldn’t. Her limbs were failing. Dylan rushed in, sharpening his spear to a point. One quick stab and he drove it through her heart. She went still.

      Dylan staggered away a few steps, staring at the blood on his spear, visibly shocked at what he’d just done. Meanwhile, Hump and Celaine turned to Bud.

      The knight stormed forward. The spearman was on the ground, an arrow through his side, and sword wounds across his torso.

      Bud hammered a blow upon him. “Surrender!” he roared, striking again. “Surrender!”

      “I surrender,” the man gasped. “Please… please, I surrender.”

      Furious rage consumed Bud’s eyes, his sword gripped in two hands over his head, ready to deliver the final blow. But he didn’t. And in that moment of hesitation, the spearman’s hand went to his belt. Something blurred through the air.

      Hump felt an impact against his chest like a fist. It drove the air from him. There was an explosion of pain. His vision blurred, and the world spun. He felt the ground come up beneath him and he gasped. He stared up at the forest canopy, blinking, mind struggling to process what just happened.

      Somewhere nearby a bowstring hummed. Somebody screamed.

      “You idiot!” Celaine shouted. “You hypocritical arse. You’re no knight, you’re a coward.”

      Bud was mumbling, but Hump couldn’t make out the words.

      Hump tried to shift to see what was going on, but then Dylan appeared over him, searching him with frantic eyes. The druid’s hands pressed against his chest, searching for a wound. Hump tried to sit up but the man pressed him back.

      “Slow down, Hump,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

      “How bad?” Hump managed. He took it as a good sign he could speak.

      Dylan continued to inspect, and then sat back, sighing. “Gods mercy, you’re alright.” He raised his voice to the others. “He’s alright! His robes prevented the knife from penetrating.” He looked back at Hump. “You’ll have a nasty bruise for sure. I’ll need to check for cracked ribs once we’re finished here.”

      Hump lay his head back against the ground and groaned. “Yep, definitely feels nasty.”

      Dylan clasped his shoulder. “Just take a few minutes. We’ll see to the prisoners.”

      Hump nodded, closing his eyes and wheezing. “I’ll do that.”

      As the others left, his heart raced. He forced himself into a half-sitting position and looked around, relieved when he didn’t spot Lucile anywhere nearby. Gods, he’d thought he was past it.

      Celaine was cutting the three men free with Kassius’ dagger, while Bud and Dylan started to gather the other prisoners together, helping where they could. The suffering here was beyond simple healing though. For today, Hump suspected they could do little more than get them to safety. They’d need to decide what to do with the remaining bandits after that.
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      The pain didn’t take long to subside. Hump had been lucky, and in his experience, that’s what it came down to for most adventurers. Those with good luck lived longer, got richer, and became stronger. The ones without it got dead. Bud and the others could talk it up to the favour of the gods all they wanted, but to Hump, there was no explanation. Some had it, some didn’t, and it ran out on everyone eventually. Today, he’d had it… if taking a dagger to the ribs could be considered luck at least.

      Celaine had landed an arrow through the spearman’s neck just as she’d promised. Considering the horror he and the other bandits inflicted on the region, that was as good an end as he could have asked for.

      Hump surveyed the encampment from a dry patch of grass against the hill while the others saw to those that had been captured. Three men, six women, and five children—it was an awful fate, but at least they would all make it. The same couldn’t be said to the bodies already buried nearby. One of the women reckoned as many as twenty had been captured and killed, and that’s not counting those left on the road where they’d died.

      Once those in immediate need were tended to, Celaine and Dylan left to track down the remaining bandits, while Hump went to start inventorying the encampment, guided by one of the captured women. She’d asked about Carly, and Hump was pleased to report that she’d survived and was resting in Milton. It was one bright spot in the whole mess.

      He and Bud didn’t talk much as they set about investigating the encampment. Hump could tell he had something to say, but he honestly didn’t care. Normally he let things slide with him. He was a righteous knight, dedicated to honour and courage to a fault. Usually, Hump liked that about him. Today though… that could have proved fatal. Hump couldn’t help but agree with Celaine’s sentiment. He was a hypocrite. When it mattered, he’d hesitated to get the job done, and it almost got a party member killed. If Bud wanted to wallow in self-pity, Hump wasn’t going to stop him.

      It turned out, calling them bandits was a push. There were enough arrows stored here to supply a battalion of soldiers. The tradeswoman explained that was actually the case. The food and arrows captured here had been intended for one of the dungeon fortifications. Milton connected to Southsea and Sheercliff, so almost all supplies for the region passed along these roads. Added to the warlock and practitioner, it seemed like a targeted disruption; something that Countess Daston would no doubt be displeased to hear. It also meant most of the goods here were stolen, and the guild didn’t allow them to loot such things.

      Hump was picking through the warlock’s chest when Celaine returned.

      “You alright?” she asked.

      “I’ll be fine. Nothing broken at least,” Hump said. He didn’t look back as he took a vial of something purple and evil-looking from the chest, scrunching his nose at it.

      “Good,” she said. “We caught most of the ones that got away. Killed two, found one wounded on the trail that we brought back, along with three others. Hopefully the guards will be able to use them to figure out who the two or three that got away were.”

      “I’ve not much faith in guardsmen if I’m honest,” Hump said.

      She snorted. “You don’t have much faith in anything.”

      Hump shrugged his agreement—hard to argue with that.

      “What are you looking for?” she asked.

      “That vial she snorted,” Hump said. “It reminded me of the one Vivienne used in the temple. Thought she might have another, but she doesn’t. Other than that, a bunch of crappy potions, and this.” He held up a strange essence stone, carved into the shape of a circle, with a small indent at the bottom. There was a complex runic formation adorned across it, seeming to come together at the bottom. “My book wasn’t able to identify it, but these runes are not Alveronion.”

      Celaine leant closer for a look. “They sort of look like the ones Kassius used?”

      “That’s what I was thinking. Makes you wonder though—what’s it doing here? He mentioned a group. He mentioned their need for budding wizards. I wonder if she’s involved.”

      “Bit of a stretch, no? Surely there are better ways to make use of a Rank 2 wizard.”

      “Maybe. But warlocks have been showing up in Sheercliff, and three dungeons have opened. That doesn’t happen. It’s never happened. My master and I dealt with one warlock in my time as an apprentice. Something about all this isn’t right, and it makes me nervous. A part of me thinks we’d be better off packing up and leaving.”

      “We need to push our limits, isn’t that what Vivienne said? And you said this is where the coin is. You really want to miss out on that?”

      “Too much is going right. Countess Daston is on our side, Sir Isaac, even just Vivi. Somethings got to go wrong soon. I can feel it.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      Maybe he was. Lucile had just shown up again, whispering in his ear. He’d had his soul tugged on, and of course, there was always his spellbook to worry about. If people were hunting warlocks, it might not be as hard to pick him out of a crowd as he’d like. Vivienne couldn’t sense anything wrong with his soul, but what about Sir Isaac or an even more powerful Chosen? What about the investigators from the Wizard’s Society?

      Some good news came before they left, and it wasn’t in the form Hump expected. Dylan had been acting strange ever since he’d returned to the encampment, and it didn’t take long for Hump to sense why. The druid was about to receive his fifth blessing—a minor blessing, but it was progress.

      The god pillar descended with all the energy of the world, an all-preserving force of nature. Unlike Owalyn’s, though, the essence of Krioc was warm and full of soothing energy. Hump lifted his chin, bathing in it, feeling his vigour return and the pain in his chest fade. Around the encampment, men and women fell to their knees, heads bowed in prayer, tears streaming down their faces, thanking the gods for coming to their rescue in their time of need. In that light, their wounds were healed and their souls soothed. Hump supposed that at least this time, he didn’t mind the gods taking the credit. These people needed them.

      Hump snuck to the side as Dylan’s blessing took form, the second portion of his third circle filling with God Glyphs. His spellbook shook, but he chose to wait and bask in the power of a god just a little longer. He longed for that power more than ever. The power to protect people. The power to face down creatures like the gorger as if they were nothing.

      The power to heal his own soul.

      But it never lasted, and when the god pillar vanished, he was left empty. Birds flew to Dylan as he opened his eyes, filling the air and chirping, landing on his shoulders. He caught one on a finger and petted it, his eyes shining with the essence of nature.

      “Congratulations, my friend,” Bud said, though he had a hint of awkwardness. Hump understood it well. The knight still lacked his third blessing. He’d fallen behind all of them. Perhaps if he’d fought well, the blessing today would have been his.

      “Thank you, Bud,” Dylan said, his voice almost melodic, carried on the air like a bell.

      “You’re pulling ahead of me again,” Celaine said, smirking.

      Dylan laughed. “Not for long, I’m sure.”

      Hump’s spellbook shook again, and he took it from his belt, opening it to the newly forming page, the ink still shining with essence.

      
        
        BLESSINGS

        Nature’s Spring

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Manifest the power of nature, healing and empowering the body as well as those around you. Allies replenish their strength and their wounds heal more quickly. Physical and nature affinity abilities are more efficient and activate more quickly.

      

      

      Dylan came to stand beside him, looking at the page. “It’ll be useful. I’ll be able to move more into a supportive frontline role, while the rest of you deal the damage. I prefer it that way anyway.” He stared at the blood on his hands. “I don’t like killing.”

      “No… I can’t say I much like it either,” Hump said. Then he looked at the captured people, imagining the horrors they must have faced. “Someone has to do it though.”

      It felt like a long way to go before they could return to Sheercliff. They gathered what supplies they could and started the journey to Milton, taking the four bandits Celaine and Dylan managed to capture with them. Fortunately, the bandits had enough supplies to feed everyone, and Dylan’s blessing took care of the wounded. It was an awkward trip, made even worse come nightfall. Hump was fairly certain the only thing that kept the bandits alive was the presence of Chosen and the brief visit of the gods. While Dylan had helped to heal the worst of the injuries of those they’d rescued, there were some wounds that not even the power of the gods could mend.

      Hump busied himself working on Rock Missiles and had made good progress when Bud came to join him, slumping down nearby with a sulky look on his face.

      “I didn’t handle myself well today,” he said.

      Hump smiled at him and shook his head, shrugging it off. “It’s tough to take a life. It’s a commitment that there’s no turning back to. I don’t blame you for hesitating.”

      “You should,” Bud said. His gauntlet chinked as he clenched his fist. “Celaine was right, I am a hypocrite. Kelisia this and Kelisia that, only to hesitate when I need to make a decision for myself. I’m ashamed. I want you to know that, and I want you to know it won’t happen again. I’ve done a lot of thinking today, and I need to change. I need to grow up and face the realities of the world, like you’ve been telling me since we met. I’m just glad I learned that lesson today before I got someone killed.”

      Hump sat back on his hands and sighed. It was a cloudy night, but he glimpsed a few stars beyond the trees. “Just don’t change too much. I know what Celaine said—at the time, I agreed. I don’t know if I’ve just gone all mopey because Krioc showed up and soothed our souls, but I like you the way you are. It’s good to have someone around with heroic ideals. I’ve seen what happens when people do this for too long. They get angry and bitter, and eventually forget what the point in all this is.”

      Bud scoffed. “You could have died though.”

      “I didn’t.” Hump shrugged. “We got lucky today, and sometimes that’s what counts. Improve, but don’t change who you are. Next time you have someone on the ground and defeated, make sure you disarm them properly or knock them out. Kill them if you have to, but don’t kill them if you think it’s wrong.”

      “The man deserved it.”

      Hump nodded. “He did.”

      “The gods would have wanted his death, whether by my hands or an executioner’s.”

      “Probably.”

      “All I did was force his blood onto another person’s hands.” He sighed. “I owe Celaine an apology too. She was pretty shook up after it all. You had her worried, you know?”

      Hump grinned. “What did I tell you back when we first started travelling together?”

      Bud frowned and then shook his head. “You told me a lot…”

      “There’s nothing girls like more than a man injured in the line of duty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIFTEEN

          

          

      

    

    







            THE PAINS OF EXPERIENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hump woke sweating, his heart pounding. For a moment, he was back in the darkness of the gorger’s lair and fighting for his life, then his eyes settled on the campfire nearby. The light flickered across Celaine’s face as she kept watch, seated up against a tree.

      He lay back, resting his head against his pack, trying to catch his breath and regain control over his heart. The gorger was dead. It was just a bad dream. He was free.

      As he calmed down, his fear turned to anger. He clenched his fists, furious at himself for letting his weakness get to him again. He thought he was past this. His mind—his wizard’s logic—was the one thing he was confident in above all else. The thing he could count on to keep him alive. Yet it was failing him. Even now, his instincts screamed at him to run and hide, or fight with every last drop of strength he had.

      Just a dream, he told himself. Get over it. It happened, you lived, go back to sleep.

      Of course, sleep was impossible. He was awake now, his body energised, adrenaline pumping through his system. Frustrated, he turned to the next best thing, envisioning the River and Waves as he so often had in the past. The meditative technique helped to bring clarity to his mind and calmness to his body, and the more he practiced, the more in tune with the world around him he felt. He could sense the essence in the air like a gentle breeze alongside the warm, ebbing essence of his unhatched dragon.

      He hugged the egg close to him, warm within his oilwraps and cloak like a heated stone from the campfire. It gave him strength. When his mind felt clear he reached out for the creature, feeling its comforting touch in return like a warm wave through his body. That brief moment of contact was enough to soothe his soul. Egg bonding was a simple task to him now. He imagined its small form within, just as he’d seen in Sir Isaac’s workshop at the academy. It was getting stronger now, he could sense it.

      And he was getting stronger too. Bit by bit, his control over his magic was improving. It was so much easier than before, whether that was because of his own improvements, or the imprint of the dragon, he wasn’t not sure. A part of him wondered if perhaps a little of the gorger’s strength had rubbed off on him. Whatever the case, there was no denying a change. He’d burned those bandits and felt little for their screams.

      Only… he should have, right? Good people cared when they made others suffer.

      He shouldn’t be able to brush off causing so much pain to people, even if they’d committed evil.

      He had to beat these nightmares, and whatever else the gorger had done to him. If he didn’t, he might turn out just as bestial as the warlock woman. It wouldn’t take long after that for him to be just as dead either. A grim thought, and enough to see he remained awake till morning.

      The next three days were long and tiresome. The prisoners gave them no trouble as they journeyed back to Milton. Hump supposed the god pillar descending on their camp had been enough to scare them into cooperation, no doubt fearing whichever level of hell they would find themselves in upon their death. More importantly though, Krioc had brought comfort for the poor people that the bandits had imprisoned, even if it was unintentional.

      Though it wasn’t easy for them—the horror of their time as prisoners was clear in the occasional hollow stare when eating around the campfire, or the tears at night. It would take more than just the appearance of a god to recover from that. Hump understood that all too well.

      Along the way, Hump and the others took their time interrogating their bandit prisoners for every bit of information they had. He made careful note of their comrades, particularly the few that escaped. What they were doing. Where they were from. Who the warlock and the spearman were, and how they were known to them. Everything they could think of that might be useful. In truth, they didn’t know much. From the sounds of it, they really had just started off trying to get some food, but slowly, things became more serious. After the first death, the few that attempted to leave were killed for it. There was no backing out after that. Not unless they were to suffer the same tortured death.

      They were cruel, cowardly people.

      He asked them about the black stone artifact he’d found too, but none of them recognised it.

      “What do you think it is?” Dylan asked afterward.

      “Hard to say without being able to recognise the runes,” Hump said. “Both Celaine and I think they look a lot like Kassius’ formation though. Lots of straight, angular lines, and a general eerie feeling.”

      “You think she’s related somehow?”

      Hump shrugged. “Maybe. Or there could be some universal warlock language I’m unaware of. With any luck, Vivi will know more, or someone else in Sheercliff.”

      They’d recovered the warlock’s staff and the martial’s lightning spear, and Hump had been able to identify them both as iron ranked artifacts. Considering their wear, he didn’t expect more than a few gold coins for them, but it would be a nice bonus on top of their quest rewards.

      They didn’t stay long in Milton. The guards took the prisoners in upon their arrival—it would be the local lords that decided their fate, though Hump expected it to be poor. The remaining supplies and the bandit encampment would be collected over the following days. The mayor thanked them fondly, rewarded them with the Adventurers’ Guild token they needed and gave them a free night’s stay at the local inn, food and drink included. Something Hump intended to make the most of.

      “Here’s to our first completed quest chain,” Hump said, raising a tankard.

      Bud raised his own. “And to Dylan’s fifth blessing.”

      “Thank you,” Dylan said, smiling. “I think we’ve all earned this. The quests may have been well within our capabilities, but we each performed exceptionally, at least as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Where I’m from, any hunt where all return is a moment to celebrate,” Celaine said. “I’m glad to be here with you all.”

      Hump grinned. The four of them clanked tankards and drank, then dug into a meal of salted pork and roast potatoes. They allowed themselves the evening to celebrate and left a few hours after first light the next day.

      It would take them just over a week to return, and every day of it dragged on. Hump was plagued by lack of sleep, the same nightmares coming to him each night, waking him to panicked sweats.

      If there was one thing that amused Hump most on their journey back to Sheercliff, it was Bud’s ever-growing realisation that travelling in winter was cold, painful, and above all else, boring. Hump had to admit, he was a little disappointed to see Bud’s childish delight at the idea of adventuring fading, replaced with the same bitterness all adventurers held toward winter and the suffering in the world. There was no more laughing about Hump’s desire for a hot meal and a hot bath now. On the days they found an inn to stay at, it was a battle for who got to go first.

      They lacked the daylight hours now to make much progress, which left Hump with plenty of time to practice his spells. It was on the last leg of their journey when Hump finally did it.

      With an explosion of essence, a handful of gravel shot off through the air, each piece swerving in its own arc toward his target. It hammered into Bud’s backplate, making loud pings as they bounced harmlessly off him.

      It made him jump though, and the knight whirled to glare at him. “I thought we agreed you’d stop that!”

      Hump smiled. “What’s the point in all that armour if you don’t get to use it?”

      His spellbook shook.

      Bud’s eyes went to it, raising an eyebrow. “Success?”

      Hump took it from his belt, excited. They each gathered their horses around him as he opened it, ink coming together on the page in beautiful swirling loops, letters and runes all forming at once, shining with essence.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Rock Missiles

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 2 | Range: Long

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Direct homing projectiles of stone at your target.

      

      

      A month and a half of practice, and he’d finally done it. The Book of Infinite Pages had recorded his own version of the spell. Hump smiled at it, proud of himself. As far as he was concerned, there wasn’t a better certification than that.

      “How long did that take, six weeks?” Dylan asked.

      Hump shrugged. “About that I think.”

      Dylan whistled. “I think my master’s going to be impressed.”

      “Not so much with me,” Bud grumbled. “I really need to hurry up and reach my third blessing.”

      “It’ll come,” Dylan said. “You’re close. I can feel it.”

      Bud hummed—he didn’t sound convinced. He’d not mentioned it again since, though Hump knew the mistake with the bandits was eating away at him.

      They were greeted by a mellowing sight the next day when they came across the peak of a shallow hill and saw Sheercliff in the distance. After just over a month, the refugees were still there, except now, it seemed they were here to stay. There were still many makeshift tents, however supplies had come in, and Countess Daston had clearly ensured they’d been made available. Stone workers—both of the mundane, practitioner, and Chosen variety—had worked together to form large dormitories. The perfectly smooth stone was a clear sign that they’d been created with magic. There were food stands set up now, the cook fires burning, and members of the clergy handing out food and tending the sick.

      “It’s good to see some progress,” Bud said, relief in his voice.

      Celaine urged her horse onward toward the inner-city gates. “Seems you were right about Countess Daston. She’s trying to help.”

      “She’s a good woman,” Bud said. “My mother never had a bad word to say about her.”

      “Did she ever mention how well she pays?” Hump asked. “I’m expecting a good few coins for bringing back whatever the artifact we found is.”

      Bud gave him a long stare. “Somehow, that didn’t come up.”

      It was as they neared the city gates that they realised something was wrong. The guards were turning most people back, and the crowd had grown angry. Traders and their wagons were parked up along the roadside, blocking passage, and making life difficult. It was only their Adventurers’ Guild medallions that got them to the gate, and when they reached it, Hump became nervous.

      Warriors clad in Lady Light’s colours stood guard, led by a Chosen captain, her sigil embroidered on their tabards. Not a single person got through without a thorough search, and Hump couldn’t help but remember the warlock artifact he had inside his robes as they stepped up.

      The search passed without issue, until Bud raised his voice. “Did something happen, sister?” he asked the knight. “We’ve been away for a month on a quest chain. News hasn’t reached us.”

      “It wouldn’t have, not yet at least,” she said. “It is a dark day for those of the light. A young priestess was found dead this morning, her eyes blackened and burnt, her blood drained, a cultist circle surrounding her. It happened in our city, brother.” Her chest was heaving. “Not a mile from our temple!”

      Hump held his tongue until they were allowed through, leaving the seething Chosen behind. “We need to speak with Countess Daston. I suspect our warlock encounter was no mere coincidence.”

      “Yes,” Bud growled. “I think she’ll be very interested to hear what we have to say.”
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      They’d paid in advance for their rooms at the inn, so returned there first to put away their gear. Bud grinned like a donkey as the overly friendly barmaid welcomed him back, pointedly uninterested in the rest of them.

      “Oh, before I forget, milord,” she said, batting her eyelids. “A letter arrived for you while you were away. From another knight, I think.”

      “Another knight?” He took the letter from her, his brows knitting together as he read. “My cousin is here to represent House Blackthorne in a show of support to Sheercliff, along with others from my temple.”

      “That’s good news, no?” Hump said. “Maybe we can work with them.”

      “Maybe…” Bud said. “My father’s not happy.”

      “You must have already guessed that.”

      Bud nodded. “And apparently my fiancée is also in the city.” He groaned. “This is too much.”

      Hump bit his lip, forcing himself not to laugh.

      “You have a fiancée?” the barmaid asked, her face turning flat.

      Bud sighed. “Indeed, I do.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders deflated. “I see. Well, all the best to each of you. It’s good to see you back.”

      With that, she disappeared into the kitchens.

      Bud stared after her in confusion. “Did I say something?”

      Hump just rolled his eyes at the blond giant. “No, you’ve just got something gross on your face.”

      “I do?” Bud asked, leaning over the bar to see his reflection in a pewter plate, wiping at his face with his glove.

      “Other side,” Dylan added, then sighed at Bud’s sad attempts to wipe at his face. “Well, now you’ve just made it worse!”

      Hump barely suppressed a laugh as he headed to his room. Vivienne was unfortunately out, which left them to head to the Daston Estate without her. He’d hoped to get her thoughts on the artifact he’d found first, but that would have to wait.

      Something about the city had changed since they were away. People seemed to walk quicker, sticking closer together with an eye on alleys as they went. There were more guards on patrol, marching through the streets with an aggression to them that made Hump think they were looking for a fight. Six guards rushed past at one point, armour clanking as they shouted, “Make way!” through the streets.

      They passed a group of brown skinned Nileshi—a man and wife, and their three sons. They’d been sat on the stone ground, their backs against the wall, wrists shackled in chains as a squad of temple guards kept watch. Farther down the alley, Hump spotted four more tearing apart a shop with no regard for their belongings. The man was begging for their livelihood, the woman barely holding back tears as she tried to keep her children calm.

      “Excuse me,” Bud said, approaching the squad. “I’m Robert of Blackthorne, sworn Knight of Kelisia. Could you tell me what’s going on here?”

      Hump’s cheek twitched in frustration as Bud drew attention to them.

      “Heretics, milord,” the man said. “Neighbours reported it after catching them in the middle of a pagan ritual. All sorts of nasty stuff inside.”

      “What kind of stuff?” Hump asked, a little of his irritation slipping into his voice.

      “The heretical kind,” he said impatiently, then turned back to Bud. “If you don’t mind, we need to keep people moving. Orders from above, milord.”

      “Right,” Bud said, unsure of himself. “Well… carry on, I suppose.”

      The man gave a small nod in some vain gesture of respect. “You too, milord. Good day to you.”

      “It’s a bloody witch hunt,” Hump growled as they left earshot.

      “What do you mean?” Bud asked.

      “Happens every time people start fearing warlocks in the area,” Hump said. “Suddenly everyone that worships different gods is a heretic.”

      “They sounded pretty convinced,” Bud said. “He spoke of evidence.”

      “Evidence,” Hump scoffed. “It looked like a spice shop. They probably found strange-smelling herbs or something. Trust me, the Pantheon lost one of their own, and now they’re lashing out. Best we just keep our heads down and get to Countess Daston before someone catches me with this artifact.”

      “I hope Master Vivienne’s alright,” Dylan said.

      “She’s a Rank 5 wizard,” Hump said. “If she wasn’t, we’d have heard about it already.”

      They took the carriageway to the Upper City, passing through a second round of checks from the guards at the base. It was only their status as academy members that allowed them through at all. There were guards everywhere once they reached the top. A month ago, people were relaxing in restaurants and enjoying the easy life. Now the venues were deserted. Even the pilgrim’s way had been restricted.

      The guards at the Daston Estate recognised them by name and escorted them inside. Just as they entered the main household, double doors on the opposite side of the chamber were slammed open. A man stormed out, utterly furious. He was shaved bald, and wore robes embroidered with a pair of wings attached to a sceptre through the centre on his chest—the sigil of Lady Light. He carried a metal staff, a golden eagle affixed at the head.

      He didn’t even look their way as he strode out of the estate, a gathering of nobility, Chosen, and other people of importance watching from the dining hall on the other side of the doors.

      Their escort collected himself quickly and gestured to a side door. “This way, if you don’t mind.”

      He opened it, and the others went inside. Hump glanced back to where the meeting seemed to be finishing up. He spotted Vivienne inside, and Countess Daston stood at the door, saying her goodbyes as people departed, some looking far more displeased than others. There was a man talking to Vivienne—tall and broad, and dressed in a black battle robe laced with silver runes. He carried a black staff with a clear crystal focus. Vivienne looked far from pleased to see him. Abraxus, the inquisitor from the Wizard’s Society perhaps?

      The man turned his way and their eyes locked. Hump turned away on instinct, heading for the door after the others. He clenched his jaw, cursing himself for being stupid. That was the most suspicious thing he could have done.

      Inside, Bud was looking out the window, eyes filled with awe. “I think that’s Sir Roderick,” he said quietly. He was staring after the bald man of Lady Light.

      “Who’s he?” Celaine asked.

      “He’s in charge of the temple district here. A sixth circle Chosen of Lady Light.”

      Hump recognised the name. “He’s the one that destroyed the Blackwood Dungeon.”

      Bud nodded.

      “I wonder what had him so worked up,” Hump said.

      “The priestess that was killed was one of Lady Light’s, wasn’t she?” Dylan said. “I imagine that would do it.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have come here.” Bud took a seat. “Justine is obviously busy. We might be causing problems.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Hump snapped. “We were a week’s ride from the city. She’ll be more than interested in warlock activity, especially after what happened here.”

      Bud fidgeted. “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. And believe me, I wouldn’t be suggesting it if I wasn’t sure. She may be our benefactor right now, but such support can flicker out as easily as a flame, even if you’re a Blackthorne. We must show we’re worth her effort.”

      “You’re surprisingly knowledgeable about this,” Celaine said.

      Hump sat down opposite Bud and stretched his legs beneath the long table. “Half the jobs my master took were from nobles. You learn pretty quick what they value.”

      They were brought refreshments while they waited, and it was a good half-hour later before Countess Daston arrived to speak with them, Vivienne, and her daughter, Marcela, accompanying her.

      “It’s good to see you all back well,” Daston said.

      “Thank you, Countess—” Bud cleared his throat as she gave him a look. “Thank you, Justine. Sorry to come by unannounced, especially when you are already so busy.”

      She smiled. “It’s certainly been a difficult morning. I understand it was urgent you speak with me.”

      Hump took out the artifact from his pouch, laying the black stone ring on the table, the runes faintly visible. “We encountered a warlock on our bandit quest and she had this. After we heard the news, I thought you’d want to know sooner rather than later. I think it’s some sort of communication artifact, but I was unable to figure out how it worked.”

      Countess Daston picked it up and inspected it. “Blessed Imira, this is what the Wizard’s Society were speaking of.”

      “You’ve heard of it before?” Bud asked.

      “Another was found,” she said. “I’m afraid to say your party was not the only one to encounter warlocks while questing. We lost two of our academy to them, and many more amongst the other factions. One of the parties put together by the Martial Company was able to defeat them and return with another of these artifacts, but they were only willing to share it with the Wizard’s Society.” She turned to Vivienne. “Now we can conduct our own investigation.”

      “I’m guessing Sir Roderick didn’t much like that idea,” Hump said.

      Countess Daston gave him a sly smile. “Indeed he did not. The Wizard’s Society agreed to share their findings on the artifact, but only if they were given access to the formation the poor priestess was found within. I agreed, to which Roderick was far from pleased.”

      “With this, do we still need to allow it?” Marcela asked. “Their demand was ridiculous.”

      Countess Daston shook her head. “No. In fact, it would be best if word of this did not reach them.” She focused on Hump and his party. “Can I count on your silence?”

      Whatever her angle, Hump could hardly disagree. The only thing he could think she intended to do was her own research on the artifact. It was certainly one way to check the Wizard’s Society were remaining truthful.

      There was a knock at the door and they all went quiet.

      “Enter,” Countess Daston said.

      A lanky man stepped inside. “Oh, forgive me for interrupting. We’re ready to depart, Vivienne, whenever you are.”

      “Perfect timing, Graham.” Countess Daston held up the artifact and his eyes widened.

      “Is that?”

      She nodded. “I’ll have it sent to your lab.”

      “Fantastic news,” he said enthusiastically. “I’ll get on that as soon as we return.”

      “Do you need me for anything more?” Vivienne asked her.

      “No, please go. Thank you for assisting with this.”

      “Of course,” Vivienne said.

      “Marcela, would you go with them,” Countess Daston asked. “Hopefully your presence will keep Roderick from making trouble.”

      Marcela sighed. “I’m not sure it will work.”

      “He’s soft on you,” she said. “Just do you best.”

      Marcela glared at her but nodded.

      “Hump, why don’t you tag along too,” Vivienne said. “And Celaine, it would be useful to have your eyes on this.”

      Hump blinked, both he and Celaine sharing a confused glance at the turn of conversation. “Tag along to what?” Hump’s gaze went from the lanky man and back to Vivienne. “And who’s he?”

      “Ah, I should introduce myself,” he stepped fully into the room. “I’m Graham Fitcher.”

      “I’ve been assisting Graham in his research on other realms,” Vivienne added. “We suspect the recent warlock activity may be more closely linked to Fishers Lake and the dungeons than we first thought.”

      “Linked how?” Hump asked.

      “It seems the veil between realms has been getting weaker. Where it cracks, essence pours in. Sometimes, it’s enough to create a dungeon core. Other times, creatures on the other side pry the cracks open.”

      “Thank you for doing this, Graham,” Countess Daston said. “I know it’s not exactly your specialty.”

      “Not at all, my lady,” he said. “It’s horrible what happened, and I’m more than happy to assist. We best hurry, otherwise the Society will beat us to it.”

      “Yes, of course,” Vivienne said. “Dylan, we’ll catch up later. I suggest you and Bud hand in your quests if you’ve not done so already.” She looked at Hump and Celaine. “You two, let’s go.”

      “You still haven’t told us where we’re going,” Celaine said.

      “A priestess was found dead this morning,” Vivienne said. “She was sacrificed, in theory at least. We’re going to inspect the formation they used to do it and see what we can figure out.”
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      It was an eerie day to be visiting the scene of a murder. Grey clouds blocked out the sky, and the Upper City streets were almost clear. Hump noticed many eyes on them as they arrived at the temple district, and not just disgruntled clergy members and temple guards. It was a man carrying a black staff that Hump’s eye was drawn to once more. He was talking with a woman while Sir Roderick stood nearby.

      “I take it he’s Abraxus,” Hump said. The man’s black attire stood out amongst the priests in pale robes, and the white stone walls of the temple district. He watched them like a hawk—or, more specifically, he watched Vivienne. A woman stood with him.

      “That’s him.” Vivienne sighed. “It would be best if you refer to him as Inquisitor. The man is a stickler for formalities, and far from pleasant about it. Be on your guard and be respectful.”

      “I’m always respectful,” Hump said.

      She glared at him. “I mean it, Hump. This is not a man you can prod at with snarky comments. Remember, he’s here to do his job.”

      Hump rolled his eyes. “Then today I’ll be extra respectful.”

      Though, he thought, that may be a problem if he decides to arrest me for killing my master.

      “Who’s the woman with him?” Celaine asked.

      “Inquisitor Eliana.”

      Hump glanced at her. “As in E? The one who wrote you that letter.”

      Vivienne nodded.

      “You didn’t mention she was an inquisitor too.”

      “Are you expecting trouble?” Marcela asked.

      “Not really,” Vivienne said. “Inquisitor Abraxus and I were both students of Elenvine Academy. We didn’t get on.”

      “Well, if there’s any problems today, be sure to let me know. You are representing my family. Any disrespect toward you is disrespect toward all of us.”

      Marcela led the way, unperturbed by the many suspicious looks turned their direction. This was her city, and she was Chosen. Few would dare to question her here of all places.

      Sir Roderick guided everyone present to one of the nearby houses. The white stone building was smaller compared to some of the mansions of the Upper City, but a fine place nonetheless, like everything else on the plateau.

      “I’m sorry your mother put you up to this, Marcela,” Roderick said. “It’s… quite awful inside.”

      Marcela gave him a reassuring smile. “I have long graduated from awful, Roderick. There is no need to worry about me.”

      “Very well.” He unlocked the door, allowing them to enter.

      There was blood everywhere. Hump’s stomach churned at the metallic stench in the air, partially concealed by a number of incense burners spread through the room. He’d seen worse, both in Bledsbury Dungeon and in Lakewood, but it didn’t make it any better. There was no getting used to another person’s suffering. From the blood splatter on the walls and floor, this person had suffered more than anyone should.

      Lamps formed of essence stones illuminated the entry hall in vivid detail. The killers had made no attempt to conceal the scene, committing the ritual right there in the centre of the room, where a massive pool of dried blood stained the ground. The body had been removed, but there was no mistaking where it had been, and the horror that took place here. A circle of runes was drawn in blood around the stain, easily as complex as the one they’d found in the cave near Lakewood. These people knew what they were doing.

      Two deathkeepers stood at the front of the room, watching them from beneath black hoods. Their robes were marked with the sigil of Rathlar, the god of death—one-half of a skull, embroidered in silver. Each of them carried incense burners they swung gently from a chain, smoke faintly pouring from the slits in the lid.

      “Emirai’s mercy,” Marcela whispered. “What monsters did this?”

      “We do not yet know, but we will.”

      Hump swallowed at the menace in Sir Roderick’s voice. This was no empty threat, but the promise of a sixth circle Chosen. It held power that few people in Alveron could replicate.

      Roderick turned to address the rest of them, stern faced and cold. “What happened here was a travesty. I ask that you conduct yourselves with respect, and finish this swiftly.”

      “I appreciate you granting us access, Sir Roderick,” Abraxus said. “I know this is a difficult time for your temple, and the last thing you want is a bunch of wizards prying about the scene. I only hope we might offer insight that may assist you.”

      “Let us hope,” Roderick said. “Though I suspect you will find nothing we did not. With or without your help, we will bring the culprits to justice.”

      “Of course.” Abraxus and the woman accompanying him broke off from the group and went to inspect the formation.

      “Hump, would you note down the formation?” Vivienne asked.

      He nodded. “I’ll get to work on it.”

      “Celaine, look around,” Vivienne said. “See if your eyes catch anything others might have missed.”

      “What type of things?” she asked.

      “Anything that doesn’t belong.”

      “What will you do?” Hump asked.

      “The reason Countess Daston asked us to come is, apart from his research on other realms, Graham has been working on a method to identify warlocks without a long and gruelling ritual,” Vivienne said.

      Graham took out an artifact from a bag and held it out. “I designed this to record essence signatures and identify the distinct patterns within. Most people don’t know this, but every person’s essence is unique.”

      “We’re looking for discrepancies between warlocks and ordinary practitioners,” Vivienne explained. “Usually, warlocks require a ritual conducted by Chosen to reveal any damage to their soul. With potentially hundreds of warlocks in the city, it’s all but impossible to check everyone through such an inefficient method. This would replace that. It’s cutting edge artificery.”

      “As sad as it is, a scene like this is very useful for our records,” Graham said.

      Hump stared at the device, suddenly very nervous about being so near it. He wondered what it would find if turned on him.

      Vivienne seemed to notice his concern as she added, “It is still a few steps away from true success though. Get to work on the formation, Hump. I’m going to look around.” She turned to Marcela. “Is there anything you need, Marcela?”

      “No. Please, go ahead with your work. I’ll speak with Sir Roderick and the deathkeepers, see if they’re willing to share any of their own findings. I’m sure my mother will be interested.”

      Hump took out his spellbook and opened it to a blank page, then he pretended to draw inside. In truth, he was taking it in by sight and willing the book to record it, preferably without a display of essence.

      He was ready to close it at the first glimpse of shining light, but this time, the ink formed slowly, indiscernible from normal ink. Once again, he felt as if the book understood the need of the situation from his thoughts or will. He followed along carefully, doing his best to act like he was focused on his drawing.

      Nearby, he noticed Graham take out an artifact that he held toward the formation, then moved around it in a circle. Occasionally he’d stop and scribble in his notebook, his eyes alight with intrigue.

      Celaine joined Hump and shrugged. “Not much. No strange marks, bloody footprints, or broken windows. There’s some food in the kitchen, so it looks like they might have been here some time. And I found a few pieces of shattered glass in the corner of one wall. Other than that, it’s like whoever did this just vanished.”

      Vivienne joined them. “They likely cleaned the other runes with magic. Where was the glass?”

      “At the bottom of the staircase,” Celaine said. She took a handkerchief from her pocket. “I collected it, just in case.”

      “Well done.” Vivienne nodded. “It’s unlikely, but we might be able to identify some alchemical trace on it. That is, if it’s not just a broken glass the original owners missed.” She turned to Hump. “Did you notice the similarities this formation shares with the Binding of Thirteen? I recognise three of the runes, all of which work to drain and absorb essence.”

      Hump followed where she was pointing. He’d missed it because they were hidden in a more complex segment of runes, but she was right. There were many more runes and channels, but in terms of layout, it was highly similar to Kassius’ formation.

      “There’s also thirteen segments,” Hump said.

      “Another reference to the Fallen God,” Vivienne said.

      Hump frowned. “Could it be the group Prince Kassius spoke of?”

      “It’s possible. Sheercliff is within the Malar Dukedom. One son has already consorted with these warlocks, so they likely have deep roots here.”

      “But this is so obvious,” Hump said. “What could they achieve by pissing off the Pantheon?”

      “Who knows?” Vivienne said, dropping her voice. “The Pantheon has been hunting them down all month. Perhaps this is their retaliation. Or perhaps they are simply trying to sow further discord amongst the leading factions of Sheercliff.”

      “What purpose would that serve?” Celaine asked.

      “Gods know,” Vivienne said. “Or perhaps even they do not. It could just be a cult looking to gain power.”

      “Or an orchestrated attack by one the disgruntled lords and ladies in Sheercliff,” Hump said. “Countess Daston mentioned they weren’t too happy with her.”

      “I’ll speak with her about the possibility,” Vivienne said. “Other than that, there’s nothing I’ve seen that wouldn’t be obvious to the Pantheon’s investigators.”

      “Do you think he’ll find anything they missed?” Hump asked—Abraxus was muttering the words of a spell under his breath, essence building.

      “He’s very good,” she said. “Abraxus is able to associate the residual essence of a spell with the person that cast it, following it almost like a scent. It’s an extremely complicated spell, requiring masterful control over both one’s internal and external essence. He’s not an inquisitor you want to cross.”

      Essence surged, and Abraxus’ eyes came alight with a yellow glow. He turned his gaze over the room, his eyes falling on Hump. Hump held his breath, fear rising in him, then Abraxus’ eyes moved on. He let out the breath.

      Relax, he told himself. Being paranoid will only make you stand out.

      After a minute or so, Sir Roderick called out, “What have you found, Abraxus?”

      Abraxus let the spell fade with a long sigh. “Nothing of much use, unfortunately. There was more than one caster, but their power is contained to this room. What I can tell you is that it means they were powerful. This was no amateur group of warlocks.”

      “How powerful?” Roderick asked.

      “To conceal so much essence in the middle of the temple district, and to evade my Truesight… One must have been Rank 5 at minimum. And I would be shocked if the others were far behind.”

      “Six others,” Graham said, lowering his artifact.

      “Excuse me?” Abraxus asked.

      “There were six casters,” he said. “At least, there are six different essence signatures left on this formation.” He briefly explained the functions of his artifact again.

      “You’re telling me six warlocks were in our temple district!” Roderick snapped. “That’s impossible. We would have known.”

      “I cannot say they were warlocks,” Graham said. “Only that there were six people partaking in this ritual.”

      Roderick frowned at him. “You are Sir Isaac’s student, are you not?”

      Graham nodded. “I was fortunate enough to be under his tutelage, yes. Though it has been a while.”

      “I see… And you are certain of this?”

      “Yes, my lord. The only uncertainty is whether the sixth signature is that of the priestess’ or another caster. It’s not uncommon for rituals like this to completely consume the essence of the, erm… sacrifice.”

      “I don’t believe she was a sacrifice,” Vivienne said. “While I’m not familiar with this formation, I have seen some of these runes before in another used to trap and absorb a soul. Rather than a sacrificial ritual, I suspect they came here to feast on the power of a priestess of the light.”

      Abraxus stood there, knuckles white as he gripped his staff, his face red with rage.

      “Who would dare do this?” Marcela said. “To provoke the wrath of the gods is insanity.”

      “It is my wrath they should fear first,” Roderick snarled. “We shall tear a path through every practitioner in the Lower City if necessary! Every warlock must be found and destroyed!”

      “Motivation matters,” Abraxus said. “If we know what they want, we can predict what they might do next.”

      “We’ll know when we find them,” Roderick said. He gestured to the door with his staff. “Enough of this. Thank you for the information you have provided my temple, but we shall handle this ourselves.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind, Sir Roderick, might I have a minute of your time alone?” Abraxus asked.

      Roderick glared at him, almost as if he might deny the request, before relenting. “The rest of you, leave here.”

      It had been less than an hour, but nobody was willing to push the enraged Chosen any further. While Countess Daston had commanded his cooperation, the man was still a sixth circle Chosen. When he wanted them out, none could argue. Well, other than Marcela, but she seemed as eager as anyone to leave.

      They gathered on the street, Marcela taking in the fresh air. “I hope you got all you needed.”

      “I believe it was beneficial, yes.” Graham gave her a comforting smile. “That poor woman though. Never have I seen so much blood.”

      “What do you suppose Abraxus wanted?” Celaine asked Vivienne.

      “Perhaps there was more to his findings than he wanted the rest of us to know,” she said.

      “Like what?” Hump asked.

      “If I knew that, we’d be having a very different conversation,” Vivienne said, then she softened her expression, straightening as the woman that had been with Abraxus approached.

      She smiled at Vivienne. “It’s so good to see you again, Vivi. It has been too long.”

      “And you, Eliana. You look well.”

      “As well as one can be in such dark times. It’s a shame our reunion is over such a terrible event. And who might your companions be?”

      Vivienne introduced Hump and Celaine, and Eliana greeted them pleasantly.

      She turned back to Vivienne. “I’m so sorry to hear about Seth.”

      “Thank you,” Vivienne said. “Really though, it’s been so long since we parted ways. I’m alright.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. You didn’t by chance get my letter, did you?”

      “I did, and I appreciate the warning.”

      “I’m just glad it reached you in time. You’re the most difficult of anyone from Elenvine to track down—well, other than Seth that is. I don’t suppose you’ve heard from his apprentice? We’ve searched our records, but it seemed Seth didn’t register him officially. We can’t even find a name.”

      “He did not do this,” Vivienne said. “Of that I am certain.”

      “But, Vivi—”

      The doors slammed open and Abraxus stormed out. “Eliana, we’re leaving.”

      Her face twitched, and she looked apologetically to Vivienne. “We must talk more. I’m staying at the Three Crowns by the Wizard’s Society. Send me a letter so that we can arrange something, yes?”

      “I’ll do that,” Vivienne said, as Eliana broke off after the wizard.

      Hump watched her go. “So, they’re definitely looking for me.”

      “It would seem that way.”

      “Why didn’t you tell her?” Celaine asked. “I thought the point wasn’t to hide who Hump is.”

      “There’s a time and a place,” Vivienne said. “That place is most certainly not under Abraxus’ nose in the centre of the temple district right after a priestess was murdered.”

      Hump nodded quickly. “I’d like to remain as far away from his nose as possible.”
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      Hump and Celaine went their separate ways after they left, Vivienne returning to report to Countess Daston with the others. He was glad she hadn’t asked them to come too. They’d hardly returned from their travels, and he wanted some time to do literally nothing. When they returned to the inn, Bud and Dylan were already there.

      “How did it go?” Bud asked.

      Hump took a seat at the table, and Dylan called out for two more drinks. He caught them up on the scene, briefly going over some of the grislier details.

      “I’m not sure we were much help,” Hump said. “But I recorded the spell formation, which unsurprisingly was also similar to Kassius’.”

      “Oh? You think they’re related?”

      “Vivienne does. She’s going to tell Countess Daston. At the very least, they’re all connected by a magical language. There must be a link somewhere.”

      “She seems to have become very involved with her since we left,” Dylan said.

      “Seems that way,” Hump said. “She and that Graham fellow are trying to create an artifact that can identify warlocks more efficiently. I’m guessing her research at Fishers Lake was quite significant. With any luck, it might not come back to bite me.”

      “Someone is going to look into you eventually,” Celaine said. “It would be best if it was her.”

      “I suppose so.” Hump sighed. “How about you both? Did it go alright at the Adventurers’ Guild?”

      “Sure did! We’re Iron 4 now, and we were rewarded four gold each for our efforts. Turns out the Merchant Guild were the ones who put in the request for the bandits. They paid well.”

      “Not bad for a month’s work!” Hump said.

      “And a lot better than dungeon diving,” Celaine added.

      Bud smiled. “Indeed.”

      “We were told to report to our expedition leader this week,” Dylan said. “We’ll likely have a week to rest before getting our next assignment.”

      “I’d be happy to go tomorrow,” Bud said. “I’ll be in the Upper City at some point anyway. I’d like to meet with my cousin and fellow knights.”

      Hump grinned. “And what of your fiancée. We’ll have to pay her a visit too.”

      Bud glared at him. “Just because she’s here doesn’t mean anything has changed. I’m not ready to get married. In fact, I’m less ready than ever. I’ve found my path, and I’m not yet going to stray from it.”

      “You should at least tell her,” Celaine said. “No matter what, hiding from her isn’t right.”

      “I know… I’ll speak with my cousin about where she’s staying.”

      “We’ll come with you,” Hump said. “I’d like to meet these knights.”

      Bud narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going to try anything, are you?”

      Hump snorted. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Sell me back to my father or something.”

      Hump laughed, he couldn’t help it. “Believe me, Bud. Few things make you money like having a bunch of Chosen for party members. Your father would have to pay a lot to buy you off me.”

      Bud pressed his lips together. “Great. Well at least my price is high.”

      “Yeah. At least like, ten gold.”

      “Fifteen,” Celaine said. “He’s a noble. Make him pay.”

      Hump nodded seriously. “Good point.”

      Bud laughed.

      They’d finished dinner before Vivienne returned. The first thing she did was congratulate Dylan on reaching his next circle and talk about his new blessing. Like the rest of them, she thought the supportive nature suited his personality and the need of the party well.

      They spent what remained of the evening catching her up on how their quest chain went and learning more of developments in the city since they were gone. Things were… complicated. Many powerful people had shown up and were still fighting for their place in the hierarchy. For the most part, Countess Daston was uncontested. That didn’t mean there were no threats. Many were close allies with the Ferrands, and Duke Malar had sent one of his generals to oversee the situation in the city.

      “Hump, may I speak with you privately for a moment?” Vivienne asked as they were finishing for the night.

      Hump glanced instinctively to his party members who didn’t appear to think twice about it, before sitting back down at the table with her. “Sure.”

      Once the others were gone, she said, “You look tired.”

      Hump shrugged. “I am tired. It’s been a tough trip.”

      “Oh, don’t give me that. You’re utterly exhausted. Be honest, have the nightmares returned?”

      Hump swallowed. She’d hit the nail on the head. He nodded.

      “Since when?” she asked.

      “Mostly… after the bandit attack. They were getting better, but I think the wizard—the warlock—hit us with some sort of soul attack. It wasn’t very powerful, but afterward I heard Lucile’s voice. The nightmares came that night.”

      Vivienne sighed and sat back in her chair. “You must be worried.”

      “A little. I think it might have just been the situation though. The adrenaline, the danger—it’s normal to be affected, isn’t it?”

      “Very normal, and it comes as no surprise to me either. You went through something traumatic, and your recovery will take the form of many steps, not all of them forward. But you will recover.”

      “With any luck.” Hump smiled, trying to look less concerned than he felt.

      From the worry on Vivienne’s face, it hadn’t worked. “What did she say to you?”

      Hump shrugged. “Told me the bandits deserved to die. She pushed me to punish them, and I did. I let loose a wave of fire and didn’t even pause when they screamed. I didn’t even question what I’d done.”

      “From the sounds of it, they got what they deserved.”

      “Maybe they did, but I can’t help but feel something was off. I shouldn’t be able to send people to agonising deaths without a shred of remorse. It’s wrong.”

      “Have you discussed it with the others?”

      Hump shook his head. “What’s the point? It’ll pass like it did last time. If it doesn’t, they’ll figure it out when I start losing my mind.”

      “It won’t get to that stage, Hump. You’ll beat this. I saw your face when we entered that house today—you turned almost as pale as Marcela. You still care. You’re still you.”

      Hump had to admit, hearing those words made him surge with relief, but he knew what they were. Empty, hope-filled words. People only hope when they don’t know the outcome. When they need something other than logic to keep going. The truth of it was, he was either struggling with trauma, or a fragment of the gorger truly had rubbed off on him, and the warlock’s attack had set it loose.

      “Maybe…” he said. “I just can’t help but worry this was set off by a relatively weak soul attack. What would happen if I faced something stronger?”

      “Then you have more to be concerned about than the state of your own soul,” she said. “Keep yourself alive. We’ll figure the rest of it out, whatever the case. People have recovered from soul damage far beyond anything that has happened to you.”

      “And what if I don’t get the chance? You and that Graham fellow are already working on ways to find warlocks. It’s only a matter of time before Abraxus decides to investigate me, even if just based on our connection.”

      “At least for now, Abraxus hasn’t pushed my investigation now that I have Justine’s support. There will still be a tribunal, but it will only be on our findings at Fishers Lake. They’ll have no reason to question you.”

      Hump ran a hand through his hair, anxiety building. “Unless they find out I’m Sethril Woodrow’s apprentice.”

      “It will likely happen. Though with the recent attacks, I expect it’s fallen down the list of priorities. When it does, you’ve got Countess Daston’s protection. Bringing back that artifact was good, Hump. Very good. When I spoke with her earlier, she was impressed with you all.”

      “We got lucky,” Hump said. “Anyone could have found it.”

      “That luck has tipped the scales a little more in her favour. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said the political climate is difficult to navigate. There are many powerful people in Sheercliff now, it’s just a matter of time before one of them decides they want to be in control.”
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      Hump slept in for the first time in a while, undisturbed by nightmares. They had an easy breakfast before heading to the Upper City. Bud had received word back from his cousin, and they’d arranged to meet for lunch. Before that, they were going to find out what their next assignment would be.

      The academy grounds were still busy, with only the oldest students granted permission to start adventuring. The training grounds were full as they entered the yard, students facing down constructs as teams, or sparring with each other. On a smaller field behind the artificery, Hump spotted a group testing out artifacts, presumably ones they’d made themselves. They didn’t draw much attention entering the campus. The academy was a pride point of Sheercliff, second only to the Elenvine Academy in the capital. Visits must have been common, especially with arrivals from all over the kingdom.

      The second floor of the main building had been set aside for expedition matters, which is where they found Natalie, Ricard Godward’s second in command. Vivienne had mentioned her briefly yesterday. The woman was well known in Sheercliff due to being a fourth circle Chosen of Vesta, the god of Travel and Language. A position very few could claim. Vesta’s blessing was one of the rarest and most prized to receive, granting her Chosen the ability to communicate and create portals across long distances.

      She had an office in what looked to have previously been a classroom. Bud introduced them.

      “Oh, Ricard mentioned the four of you,” she said. She lacked the posh accent of the others Hump had spoken with in the Upper City. “The Countess’ Hopeful, he called you. We received word from the Adventurers’ Guild that your quests were successful. I trust you were compensated appropriately.”

      “Very well, thank you,” Bud said.

      She found a folder from a cabinet behind her and scrolled through it until she found a page. “Not well enough from the looks of it. All the bandit quests we assigned have been upped at least a grade.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Warlocks pillaging villages. It’s unbelievable. Your promotion is much deserved. I’ll likely be assigning you to a dungeon in the coming weeks. The official request will be in a few days, but for your rank, you’ll be patrolling the outer regions for monsters. Nothing too dangerous, I assure you.”

      It was an interesting job at least. Plenty of monsters to fight, and with any luck, no more people. Hunting rogue monsters was something Hump knew they would do well at. Few parties were fortunate enough to have both a Chosen druid and huntress to guide them.

      They took their time heading to the agreed meeting place. Bud showed them some of the sights of the Upper City, familiar with them from four years prior. The Tower of Osidium, built atop his shrine and sealed against entry, overlooking the city below. The many statues of the gods and ancient warriors. It was a city of history, with plenty of old stone-things to look at and kill some time on.

      They parted with Dylan before going to lunch, he and Vivienne having their own plans. When the hour for lunch finally arrived, they went to a restaurant with a view of the rear side of the cliff, overlooking the plains and farms. They arrived first, taking a seat while they waited.

      “You look nervous,” Hump said to Bud.

      The knight was twiddling his thumbs, glancing at everyone that moved nearby. For once, Hump wasn’t feeling too out of place. His battle robes were well made, his cloak fine—he looked like a reasonably successful adventurer.

      “I am nervous,” he said. “I’ve not seen my family for months. I’ve no idea what to expect.”

      “Just don’t let them poach you,” Hump said.

      “Ha! No need to worry on that front.”

      It wasn’t long until a voice boomed in the doorway to the garden.

      “Robert!” The man took Bud’s shoulders in his hands and beamed at him.

      He was almost as tall as Bud, but a few years older—somewhere in his mid-twenties. Behind him, five more joined them, greeting Bud fondly. A woman stood off to the side, appearing awkward as she watched. She was quite tall, and wore a rapier and buckler on her belt, though despite her weapons he could tell she didn’t fit in with the Blackthorne lot.

      “It’s good to see you, Arthur,” Bud said, beaming. “It’s good to see all of you. Too much time has passed. Let me introduce you to my companions.”

      “Ah! Before that, there’s someone you should meet.” Arthur turned and gestured to the woman. “This, dear cousin, is Emilia. She is your fiancée.”

      Bud stared. They all stared. The knight struck dumb.

      It was Emilia that broke the painful silence. “You promised you would not do this, Arthur.” She turned a cold gaze to Bud. “It is nice to finally meet you, Robert. It seems you are not the only Blackthorne that cannot keep their word.”
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      There was a very long and very awkward silence, broken when Arthur burst into laughter. It was forced, and there was no hiding it from his tone. “I’m so sorry to catch you off guard, Emilia. Really. I only thought it was about time you both met.”

      “I see,” she said. “And you decided to take it into your own hands because…?”

      Arthur’s smile waned. “I’m just trying to do my part. Please, join us for lunch. That’s all I ask. My treat.” He turned to Bud. “That would be great, wouldn’t it, Robert?”

      “What are you doing?” Bud said quietly.

      Arthur’s face twitched. “What do you mean? I’m just trying to help you both out.”

      Bud shook his head, looking at his cousin with a disgust Hump hadn’t seen from the knight before.

      “Look, Emilia, I’m very sorry about all this,” Bud said. “About everything. It was awful of me to leave without a word. And this… I don’t even know what to say. This isn’t how I intended our first meeting to go. Arthur informed me that you were in the city, and I’d hoped to invite you out after speaking with him today.”

      “I appreciate that at least you had no hand in this ambush,” she said. “And there is no need to apologise about before. I understand how terrible the timing was, and I was very sorry to hear of your loss.” She turned to Arthur. “But, Arthur, this is not the way to do things. You invited me here under false pretences, and for that reason I think it’s best we part ways for today.”

      “Oh, come now,” Arthur protested. “You did come to Sheercliff to meet him, did you not?”

      Emilia pressed her lips together. “You insult me! Perhaps it will surprise you to learn that I have better things to do than chase around a fiancé I have not met. I am here for the same reason as you—to represent my family in the defence of Sheercliff.” Her hands went to her hips, drawing everyone’s eyes to the rapier and buckler on her belt.

      “I’ve made a right fool of myself,” Arthur said. “I apologise for the assumption. I’m sure we can discuss this though. At least stay for the meal.”

      “There is nothing to discuss,” she said. “I came here in good faith, and you betrayed that. I bid you all a good day.” She started to head for the door.

      Arthur stared at Bud, gesturing for him to go after her.

      Bud clenched his jaw. “Emilia, wait.” She turned back to him. “This really isn’t how I wanted to meet. We should speak privately.”

      “I would like that, but preferably on better terms. I’ll look forward to your letter, Robert. Enjoy the rest of your day.” And then she was gone.

      “That went well.” Hump reached up and clasped Bud’s shoulder. “You have quite the way with words when you want to.”

      Bud turned to Hump, appearing anything but amused.

      Hump grinned. “Look at it this way, it could have been worse. At least she didn’t challenge either of you to a duel. Getting beaten by your fiancée on your first meeting—now that would have been a disaster.”

      “What are you doing, Robert?” Arthur snapped. “Go after her.”

      “I think it’s best not to,” Celaine said. “She told you what to do if you wish to speak with her.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Arthur said. “She’s his fiancée. All of this is nonsense.”

      “Kelisia help me,” Bud growled. “Arthur, why did you do this? Did you foresee a good ending or was your goal to sabotage me?”

      “I did this to help you,” Arthur snarled. “You ran from your responsibilities and I was ordered to clean up your mess. You have no idea how furious Uncle is with you.”

      “My father’s not here, is he?”

      Arthur scoffed. “No, he’s not here. He did instruct me to arrange your meeting. He insists on the wedding going ahead.”

      “Fortunately, it looks like you’ve ruined that chance,” Bud snorted.

      “She’ll do her duty,” Arthur growled. “Just as you should do yours. You are not some commoner, you are a Knight of Kelisia, and the heir of Blackthorne. Stop making us look like fools.”

      “Alright,” one of the other knights said, stepping between them. She was a tall woman, her strong build barely concealed beneath her clothes. “Let’s leave it for today, shall we?” She indicated Celaine. “I think she’s right; no good will come from trying to resolve this now. Leave it to Robert to invite her out later.”

      “Henrietta, I truly had intended to speak with Emilia,” Bud said. Then, with renewed heat in his voice, he turned to Arthur. “I only wish you’d given me the chance to speak with you first.”

      Arthur groaned and rubbed his face, for all the world finally appearing to understand the damage his actions caused. “Gods, I messed this up, didn’t I?”

      “Surely not beyond repair,” Henrietta said.

      Arthur smiled appreciatively. “Things have been twice as hard and a whole lot less fun since you left, Robert. We’ve heard that you’ve been busy.”

      “Before we get into that,” Henrietta said. “Might you introduce us to your companions? I suspect this meeting is rather poor for first impressions.”

      “Oh, don’t mind us,” Hump said. “I’m just enjoying the show.”

      Bud glared at him. “That’s Hump—Humphrey, he’s a wizard. And this is Celaine, a Chosen Huntress.”

      Bud then introduced his party to the members of his household. In addition to Arthur and Henrietta, there were two knights and two squires, the knights at least a couple of years older than Bud, and from the sounds of it, seasoned adventurers.

      Things calmed down a little after that. They sat down and Arthur ordered a variety of dishes, all the while catching them up on the latest news. Much of it was familiar, but it was interesting to hear it from the perspective of a lower lord rather than Countess Daston or Vivienne.

      “Duke Malor has commanded all the lords of the land to send what forces they can spare,” Arthur said. “I hear even Count Daston is returning from the Fallen Lands with a bronze rank expedition.”

      “Will the Wall hold with so many gone?” Bud asked.

      Arthur shrugged. “It’s bad news, but the crisis demands it. We just need to deal with it quickly. Many are questioning the duke’s decision though. Rumour has it he’s not been doing well since Kassius’ death.”

      “We heard you were there,” Henrietta said. “Is it true?”

      “Yes,” Bud said. “That’s where the three of us started working together.” He recounted the story of Bledsbury, altering the details to leave out Kassius’ betrayal and making him the martyr, as per the official accounts.

      It was painful to listen to, especially when Hump noticed the respect on the faces of the knights when it came to his death. They raised their tankards in honour of him, and Hump had never had a drink that tasted so sour.

      And then the matter Hump had been concerned about came up.

      “It is a grim reminder of the other reason I wished to meet with you,” Arthur said. He gave Hump and Celaine an awkward look, and then pointedly turned back to Bud. “We want you to join us, Robert. You belong with us.”

      “I’ve found my party,” Bud said.

      “I know,” Arthur said. “But you’re young and inexperienced. It’s time for you to join us in the field where we can look out for you.”

      “Is he trying to poach our knight?” Hump whispered rather indiscreetly to Celaine.

      “It would appear so. And right in front of us too.”

      “Should I make a fuss?” Hump asked. “Or is this one of those times I should keep my mouth shut?”

      Celaine let out an amused breath then shook her head helplessly. “I think it’s a little late for that.”

      “Oh, oops.” Hump turned his gaze to Arthur. “Then let me put it bluntly, you’re not getting our knight!”

      “Stay out of this, Wizard,” Arthur said in a low voice. “This is a family matter. You would be wise not to interfere.”

      Hump smirked. “No offence, but you don’t seem to do all that well with family matters.”

      “Last warning. Don’t test me.”

      “Hump’s right,” Bud said. “I don’t know what you were thinking. First Emilia, and now this. I won’t be joining you, Arthur, and that’s final. My place is here.”

      Arthur slammed the table. “You are a Blackthorne! You belong with us. You are neither strong nor wise enough to be adventuring on your own. Have you not dishonoured our family enough already?”

      “You question my honour?” Bud asked.

      “If you choose to side with some no-name adventurers, yes. I question it.”

      Bud let out a long sigh, and met Arthur’s eye, holding it. “It seems this meeting was a mistake. I left home because my father held no respect for me or my mother. And now, not only do you disrespect me, you insult my friends. I will not be joining you now or ever, Arthur.” Bud stood. “Good luck with your quests.”

      Hump and Celaine followed, Hump not able to suppress his grin in the slightest.

      Arthur’s chair scraped the ground as he stood, drawing the attention of the other guests in the establishment. “We’re not done, Robert!”

      “I think we are,” Bud said. “I’m not perfect, but Kelisia has already shown me I am on the right path. There is a long way left to go on it, but I believe I’ve found the right companions to travel it with. I’ll see you around, Arthur.”

      The older knight’s face was red with rage as they left, and Hump enjoyed every second of it.

      “Didn’t that go well!” Hump said cheerfully as they stepped outside. It had been some of the best food he could remember, made better by the fact he’d not had to pay for it. Free food was hard to beat, especially when it was of the fancy, noble variety.

      Bud rubbed his face, looking pale and worried. “Blessed Kelisia, what am I going to do? I can’t believe Arthur tried that. Any of it.”

      “Really?” Hump said. “He’s a Chosen in his prime. It doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How many times do I have to remind you, you’re the odd one out, Bud. Most of the lords I meet think the world spins to their whim, right up until someone sets them straight.”

      Bud shook his head. “Arthur’s not like that.”

      Hump shrugged. “If you say so. But he certainly didn’t take not getting his own way too well. It wasn’t all bad though, you finally got to meet your fiancée. She’s pretty too. I liked her. Was impressed with how she handled the situation. If I imagine Celaine being set up like that, she’d never have let them off so easily…” Hump trailed off as he noted Celaine’s look.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Hump smiled. “I just meant you’d never have let them get away with something like that.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It’s a good thing,” Hump added quickly. “You don’t let people walk over you. Right, Bud?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Celaine rolled her eyes. “Seriously, you both make it sound like I’m crazy. You’re the one that antagonised him, Hump.”

      “Which, might I add, wasn’t very helpful,” Bud said.

      “He was trying to steal you,” Hump said. “Do you realise how difficult it is to find a knight as large as you? It makes it so much easier to hide behind.”

      Bud laughed. “Well, regardless, I appreciate it.”

      They were nearing the carriageway when a familiar voice called out. “Fancy meeting you here, Dragon Slayer.”

      Hump turned, finding a young priestess smiling at him from amongst a group of five women. It took him only a moment to place her—Luna, the Priestess of Lady Light that helped him back in Bledsbury.

      “Hi!” he said, waving. “It’s been a while.”
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      The four women accompanying Luna were dressed in white robes, the sigil of their god embroidered on the chest. Hump recognised Osidium’s fist on two of them—he had the most presence of any of the Pantheon in Sheercliff, with the cliff itself being the site of his largest shrine. The others were of minor gods he wasn’t familiar with.

      Only Luna was of Lady Light, her dress marked with the yellow cross-star. She had shining blonde hair and pale blue eyes, just like the goddess herself.

      “It really has been a while,” Luna said, her face lighting up with a smile, genuinely pleased to see him. She leaned to her friends. “The last time I saw him, he was limping out of our field hospital as fast as he could. Did you get your master’s medallion back in the end?”

      “I did, thank you,” Hump said. “I’m surprised you remember.”

      She laughed. “You may be surprised to learn that you were the first dragon slayer I ever treated. I’m not sure I’ll ever forget you.”

      “Is this the one you mentioned?” one of the women asked. “The wizard of Bledsbury Dungeon.”

      Luna hushed her, waving with her hands. “Yes, it’s him.”

      A gleeful smile came across the woman. “I always imagined him taller.”

      “Don’t be so rude, he’s plenty tall enough,” Luna chided. She gave Hump an apologetic smile. “Don’t listen to her, Wizard Hump. She’s only teasing.”

      Hump laughed, scratching the back of his head. “Don’t worry about it. Between these two, I’m more than used to it.” He introduced her to Bud and Celaine, and Luna did the same with her companions.

      “How are you?” Luna asked. “Have you recovered from your… injuries.”

      Hump was aware she didn’t just mean the physical ones. It had been Luna who informed him of the damage to his soul, suggesting only a powerful priest like Priestess Alerai would possess the power to properly treat him.

      “All healed up,” Hump lied. He could hardly tell her that he was technically a warlock and his soul had taken a second beating since the dungeon. He’d be arrested before he could reach the carriageway, and no doubt Inquisitor Abraxus would be doubly keen on talking to him after that.

      “Wonderful! I was a little worried with how quickly you left. You can always come by the temple if you would like to be on the safe side. There are so many skilled priests in Sheercliff City, you would be in safe hands.”

      “Thank you, but really, I’m fine,” Hump said. “How about you? What are you doing here of all places?”

      “It’s like a war out there. I was brought here to help the refugees. We’ve been down at the camps this morning to help with medical care.”

      “Oh, of course,” Hump said. “I saw some when we returned from our quest chain. We’re part of the academy expedition.”

      Luna raised an eyebrow. “Sheercliff Academy? No wonder you’re in the Upper City. You’ve come a long way from Bledsbury. I like the new robes, very mystical.”

      Hump chuckled awkwardly. “Well, I am a wizard after all.”

      One of the other women snickered. “Come now, Luna. We must be off.”

      “Right, yes. It was very nice talking to you, Wizard Hump. I’m afraid we have duties that we’ll be late for if we stay much longer.”

      “And you,” Hump said. “And be careful out there. These are dangerous times to be a priestess.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a sad look. “It’s awful what happened. Make sure you all stay safe too. I hope we get to talk again some time.”

      Hump watched them go, surprised to see the priestesses talking excitedly amongst each other.

      Celaine grinned slyly at him. “So… that was interesting. You never told us about meeting a pretty priestess, Dragon Slayer.”

      Heat rose in Hump’s cheeks. “What?”

      She snorted. “You’ll figure it out. You are a wizard after all.”

      Bud burst out laughing.

      “Oh, shut up!” Hump snapped. “I’m just not used to compliments with you two berating me all the time.”

      That only made them both laugh more.

      “If it’s any consolation, I think she liked you,” Celaine said.

      “You do?” Hump asked.

      Celaine nodded and walked on ahead. “Come on, I want to see if I can find someone to turn that shadow cat hide into something useful before we lose the afternoon.”

      They took the carriageway down to the Lower City, using the passes provided to them by the academy to get in without paying. It was one of the perks that came with being well connected, and something Hump could get used to.

      With their lunch cut short, they were going to head to the guild district for the afternoon. They returned to the inn first, collecting the shadow cat hide, along with the warlock’s staff and martial’s spear they’d brought back from the bandit encampment. Hump didn’t expect to get much for them, both being iron artifacts in poor condition, but with a bit of luck they’d find a buyer that would give them a few gold.

      There were plenty of leather works in the guild district, but Celaine ended up going with one on the Adventurers’ Guild campus. The shop was full of leather and fur pieces, all of it a dream for any rogue or hunter adventurers, and Celaine seemed more than sold on the quality.

      It didn’t come cheap though. Ten gold, and they provided the bulk of the materials, though it seemed worth it. She’d get a high-quality bronze cloak, one that would likely last her for years to come. Hump and Bud lent her the extra gold she needed. That left only Dylan without any fresh equipment since coming to Sheercliff, though Bud still needed to finish replacing his plate. The rusty gear was less than ideal for a travelling adventurer, and far from the quality expected of a nobleman.

      They left the campus to sell the artifacts. While it was full of vendors, the Adventurers’ Guild always paid poorly for iron artifacts. It was always better to go to independent dealers. They found a small shop that took them for five gold coins—a decent price in Hump’s mind. Turned out, Iron Tier artifacts were in high demand with the threat of monsters on the rise.

      As they were walking, Hump again noticed the change to the city since they left a month ago. People moved in fear through the streets, and not just of warlocks. There were guards everywhere. And Hump saw more than one Nileshi man or woman being turned away from shops or shied away from in the street. People were looking for something to blame their problems on, and they’d found it.

      They bought a late lunch in a restaurant that was far more Hump’s pace. Crowded tables and a lot of noise, with large helpings of food. It was good, and almost worth the two silver they’d paid for the three of them.

      It was nearing evening by the time they’d finished with everything, and they started heading back to the inn. The alleys were strangely empty of refugees now, most likely forced out of the walls of the Lower City due to the growing fear of warlocks. Those that lived there travelled in groups, hurrying to their homes and staying inside where they could.

      Hump felt watched the entire time. Spotting faces through hurriedly closed window shutters as they passed, or the whisper of children echoing from the apartments above.

      They must have been about half a mile from the inn when Celaine came to a stop around a corner. She stretched out a hand, blocking their path.

      “Wait,” she said. She peeked back around the corner, searching the dim alley. A tense few seconds passed. “I think we’re being followed.”

      “Shit,” Hump said. “How many?”

      “I spotted one. They were watching us from a rooftop and backed off after a few seconds. They’re probably trailing us.”

      “It’s not just Skander being annoying, is it?” Hump asked.

      “Skander’s not so easy to spot.”

      Hump searched their path ahead. Alleyways branched off every thirty paces or so. It was an easy place to get ambushed. “Damn. We’re still too far from the inn.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t just some curious kid?” Bud asked. “I don’t see why anyone would target us.”

      “I’m sure,” Celaine said. “It wasn’t the first time I felt like someone was looking that shouldn’t be. They’ve been trailing us a while.”

      “Are you sure they were following us?” Bud insisted. “Why would anyone target us?”

      “You’re a shiny Knight of Kelisia,” Hump said. “Maybe the warlocks want to add Chosen to their list of victims.”

      “I can think of one other group,” Celaine said.

      Hump frowned, then it dawned on him. “No. The Wizards’ Society wouldn’t do this.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe Inquisitor Abraxus decided he wanted to have a word with us away from Vivienne.” She hurried on, looking both ways down the crossroad and picking the path leading away from the inn. “Whatever the case, I don’t think we want to find out. If they’re following us, they probably don’t know where we’re staying. Let’s keep it that way. There’s a main street down here.”

      Hump followed her, stopping to shove Bud onward when the knight started to look back. “Don’t look. It’s best they don’t realise we’re onto them already.”

      “We could fight,” Bud said.

      “I’d rather avoid it,” Hump said. “I don’t like the idea of fighting in a cramped alley like this, especially if they’ve got men on the rooftops.”

      As they rounded the next corner and broke line of sight, Celaine started to jog. They all picked up their pace, trusting her sense of direction to get them through the maze of alleys. Only… ahead of them, two figures emerged, their faces concealed by rimmed caps.

      They moved unhurried, with a confidence Hump hadn’t seen from anyone else amongst the crowds. They wore heavy coats, working with the dark of the alley to conceal their features. Hump’s instincts told him this wasn’t a coincidence.

      “A fight it is,” Hump muttered, the three of them coming to a stop.

      “How do we do this?” Bud asked.

      “Try and get them in close before we go aggressive. I’ll be ready with a Shield to cover us from both sides. Once we know where they are, we’ll take out anyone with range first.”

      “Sounds good,” Celaine said.

      They waited for the men to approach, acting timid to try and lure them in closer.

      “Who are you?” Bud called.

      Behind them, more footsteps approached. Hump glanced over his shoulder to see two more bringing up the rear, blocking their path and trapping them between the two walls of the alley.

      Hump started to call upon his essence. Only a little, enough that he could raise a Shield in seconds.

      “You have something that doesn’t belong to you,” the lead man said. He was only about as tall as Celaine, thickly built, with a bent jaw and a jagged scar through his cheek. This man had seen a few beatings, that was for sure. He looked to be around forty.

      “You must be mistaken,” Bud said, his hand going to his sword. “I am a Chosen of Kelisia, and I’m quite certain we’ve nothing to do with you.”

      “Shut it!” It was the thug to his left. A tall, lanky man with a long face. From the way the other man deferred to him, Hump guessed him to be in charge. “You’ve got one chance. Hand it over, and you can still walk out of here.”

      “It’d be more helpful if you’d tell us what this is about.” He reached into his pocket, taking hold of a particularly sharp stone he kept there. He started to imbue it with essence.

      “Don’t play dumb with us, kid,” he growled. “Hand over the artifact.”

      Hump was caught off guard. They must be after the black stone artifact they’d recovered from the bandit encampment, but how had they known?

      “I guess you were right,” Celaine whispered. “Warlocks.”

      “Seems so.”

      “At least they’re not just after me,” Bud said.

      The first man slammed a spiked club against the wall, a bang echoing through the alley. “He told you to shut it!”

      “We don’t have your artifact,” Bud said.

      “Well then, this is a bad day for the three of you.” The lanky man grinned. “I guess we’ll have to check—”

      Hump dragged the stone from his pocket and threw it straight at the man’s face, unleashing his pent-up power. “Rockshot!”

      The stone shot forward, trailing bronze essence through the alley.

      The other thug stepped in front of his target, arms braced before his body. Essence shimmered beneath his skin—an internal essence technique—he was likely martial. The stone struck flesh, and the man was sent flying back with a scream. He hit the ground hard, his bat clattering to the ground.

      “Kill them!” the lanky man shouted.
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      “Archers above us!” Celaine snapped, loosing her arrow at someone on the roof. There was the sound of scrambling. A roof tile fell and shattered nearby.

      Hump didn’t need to think. He filled his staff with power, envisioning a spell formation and a barrier around them. “Shield.”

      Essence exploded from his staff, clear and efficient. The air shimmered like ripples on water as a dome formed around them. There was a dull thud as a crossbow bolt struck the barrier just as it solidified, harmlessly bouncing off.

      A moment later, his spell was complete. A couple more bolts struck, but the window was closed. A dome of solid essence protected them from all directions—he couldn’t hold it for good, but if that was the best of their fire power, Hump wasn’t worried. These thugs had underestimated them.

      “You’re a bloody wizard,” the lead thug snapped. “Why do you work for these pricks?” His coat fell open, and he retrieved what appeared to be a baton from his belt, only there was a white heartstone embedded in the end. Not a baton. A crudely made wand.

      “Says the man ambushing three people in an alley,” Hump said. “Who are you?”

      The focus of his wand shone white, essence spiralling toward the man in streams of mist, power gathering. He swung it like a bat and the air howled. “Wind Blast.”

      The air shot toward them—a white wind. It tore up loose bits of brick from the wall, ripped dirt and pebbles from the ground, and all of it bombarded Hump’s shield. The impact staggered him, and he leant into it with his body weight, adding essence to reinforce his Shield. It was a powerful Wind Blast, but it was unfocused.

      “You’re not bad,” Hump said, grinning, putting on a display of confidence. “There’s a decent amount of power there, but your control is lacking. You need to focus that essence or your attack will be inefficient.”

      The man scowled, his face contorting with rage, nostrils practically flaring. “Kill these bastards!” he screamed.

      “These aren’t just kids, Stu,” a man behind Hump shouted, apprehension in his voice. “What are we doing?”

      “Shut up,” the lead thug—Stu—shouted. “We ain’t running like dogs from this trash. Not without the black stone. Up, Packer. Get up!”

      The man Hump struck with Rockshot reluctantly stumbled to his feet. His left arm bulged unnaturally at the elbow, likely dislocated. The skin around the wound was torn and mangled with blood. Essence flooded from the wound, making the blood appear blue. There was no chance Hump would be standing with a wound like that. This was internal essence abilities of a martial showing their strength.

      Stu whispered to him, and Packer grunted in response. He took something from his pocket and held it up to his nose, inhaling it. Essence filled the alley, familiar, yet strange at the same time. The same enhancement the bandit warlock used when they’d been questing, except this time, the brute didn’t have a poisoned arrow in his belly.

      The man used his uninjured arm to grab his other wrist and with a sudden jerk, pulled the bone back into position. He let loose an animal-like snarl. Essence shone brighter, the flow of blood slowed. He flexed his arm, bending his fingers into claws, glaring straight at Hump.

      Hump grimaced. “That’s just gross.”

      “Definitely warlocks then,” Celaine said.

      Hump nodded. “Seems so.”

      “All of them?” Bud asked.

      “Can’t tell,” Hump said. “You get their numbers.”

      “I count five,” Bud whispered.

      “Six,” Celaine said. “There’s a second one hiding on the roof over there. Hump, if you buy me a few seconds when you drop your shield, I’ll handle them.”

      Hump took his spellbook from his belt and it opened to the page on Essence Blast. He’d need to invest more into Tier 1 spells after this to make better use of its power, but for now, a big hit was all he needed.

      “I’ll blast them,” Hump said. He glanced over his shoulder, noting the weapons of the two behind them. One carried an axe and shield. The smaller of the two, a woman, carried a short sword. “Bud, keep the two in front of us off me and I’ll see what I can do about the ones behind us. And be careful. Looks like they might both be warlocks.”

      Bud drew his sword. “Got it.”

      “This time don’t hesitate to kill,” Celaine added.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I’ll do what I have to.”

      The presence of the brute changed, essence shimmering beneath his skin like lightning in a storm.

      “Packer, are you good?” Stu, asked.

      He grunted in answer, face not showing a hint of pain.

      “Then bring this damn shield down!” Stu shouted.

      The brute grinned as he picked up the spiked club at his feet. His legs started to shine with bronze light, calling upon the power of the earth, though Hump couldn’t tell what for.

      Stu swung out again with his club-like wand, essence shining at the end. “Wind Blade.”

      The light spread, forming a blade of white essence howling through the alley, carving wide wounds into the wall on either side. It struck Hump’s Shield, breaking across its surface in trails of essence, dissipating into the air.

      Packer charged behind the blow, the man’s feet thudding on the ground, heavy as hammers, trailing bronze essence. Nothing Bud couldn’t handle, and not Hump’s job right now. When it was too late for the brute to stop, Hump released his shield, turning his attention upward.

      With an effort of will, he gathered the remnant power of his Shield to his command, condensing it around his staff and launching it above. A wave of blue surged—not his best attack, but a flashy one. The two crossbow wielders dodged out of view, shouting.

      At his side, Celaine used Spring Step, jumping from one side of the alley wall to the other, leapfrogging her way to the rooftop where the silver light of Power Shot soon followed.

      Hump glanced back to where Bud was engaging, meeting the martial’s charge. Frostfire erupted along his blade, making the alleyway flicker with light. His aura descended, icy cold, the air shimmering pale blue around him. The martial stamped his foot against the ground and a spike of earth shot forward. Bud cut it aside with a two-handed swing, then carried on forward, forcing the man back with a hail of blows. The thug dodged, unable to keep up with the spiked club gripped in his good hand.

      Hump turned to deal with the two closing in behind, the shield holder up front, the rogue behind, both of them cautious in their approach. Hump stamped his staff against the ground, the earth cracking as his essence flooded it, tendrils of bronze sparking from his staff and lacing the ground, taking it under his control. The ever-present timelessness of earth and its unending power touched his awareness. All Hump sought was a piece of it.

      And even that was more than he’d ever attempted with this spell before.

      “Explode Earth,” Hump barked. A chill washed through him as his spell stole away his essence. There was a crash as the muddy path erupted toward the attackers. The lead man raised his shield to protect his face, then disappeared behind the dust. In its wake, the path was left a muddy ditch, full of rock and lumps of dirt that barred the path of their assailants, all of which he could use as ammunition.

      Hump stretched his staff out, willing the stones to rise by his command. They floated into the air, suspended by essence. He stabbed with his staff, launching a dozen rocks into the dust. There was a shout beyond, and as the dust cleared, the shield holder had fallen to one knee. Blood pooled from his leg and he was breathing heavily.

      Farther back, the rogue had retreated, avoiding the worst of the attack. Shadows enveloped her, then she was charging full sprint at Hump.

      Hump channelled essence through his spellbook. “Blast.”

      A wave of blue shot forward, and the rogue jumped, kicking the shield holder into the spell as she used his shoulder for a boost, leaping into the air. The shield holder was struck square by the wave of essence and screamed, rolling hard against the ground. Hump paid him no mind, taking aim at the rogue and preparing another spell.

      The woman evaporated into a cloud of smoke, an ability Hump had seen more than once from Skander. Enough to know to whirl around, Parry Shield already on his lips.

      He swung his staff as the rogue appeared behind him, streaking smoke, her sword descending. Hump’s spell caught the blow, the impact knocking the rogue off-balance. She was fast, but her abilities were meagre even compared to Stu’s. Hump already had his next spell ready, wielding the Compact Formations of his spellbook to enhance its strength. The pages shuffled, essence erupting from inside, flowing back and forth between his staff like trapped lightning.

      He sent a blast directly into the rogue’s chest, sending her crashing into the wall behind him. She gasped, crumbling to the ground, shortsword falling to the side. Using Transform Earth, Hump bound her arms and legs in stone and turned back to the shield holder. The man was on his feet, eyes wide as he stared at his fallen companion. He glanced back at Hump, at the roof, and Stu, then fled the other way down the alley with a limp, veering down the first path he found.

      Hump let him go, turning back to assist Bud, the knight still engaged with the club-wielding thug. The brutish man moved as if he didn’t have an injured limb. His face was contorted with fury, with rage—bestial. Transformed by a corrupt power. He was changed, no longer fully human. His jaw extended, his teeth barred into a snarl, his brow wrinkled as if his bone structure had pushed it forward slightly.

      Behind him, Stu tossed out Wind Blades, forcing Bud to parry, and keeping him from completely closing the distance. When Celaine shot an arrow from above, Hump realised what else was giving the knight trouble. The air around the arrow slowed as if it had turned to sludge, then stopped entirely, floating over the head of the brute without momentum. Some sort of air density barrier preventing Bud from making full use of his strength.

      Celaine dropped, landing behind both Stu and Packer, both oblivious to her presence. Even to Hump, it felt almost as if she wasn’t there, masked by shadows, covered by an aura of obscurity. Only her eyes gleamed in the dark, shining with the green of dragon’s blood. Her arrow glinted silver, and she released it straight at the lead thug. Its momentum slowed, but it wasn’t enough to stop it from tearing through the dense air, though its trajectory shifted.

      Stu took the shot on the left side of his stomach, ripping open his side. He cried out, clutching at the wound but keeping his feet. “The bitch is behind us!”

      Fast as a flash, the thug launched himself at her, abandoning his club and springing after her on all fours. The earth conformed to his movement, enhancing his strength. He threw up a handful of stone and it shot at her. Celaine dodged, then used Spring Step, aiming for the roof.

      Stu aimed at her, the air around her shimmering and her momentum slowing. The now inhuman brute hauled himself up the wall, hands like claws. And then he had her by the ankle. Celaine was dragged down and slammed to the ground. Her body bounced upon impact, her head swaying. She gasped, eyes lulling.

      “No!” Hump shouted, stabbing at the thug with his staff. A beam of essence shot out, but the leader met it with his own Shield, placing himself between them and Celaine. Hump forced more essence into the spell, roaring with fury. The shield shattered, the beam struck him in the shoulder, shredding leather and cloth, and sending the man flying back past Celaine.

      Except the brute was still there. He landed on top of her, knees on either side, reaching for her neck with claw-like hands. Somehow, she managed to grab him by the wrists, her dragon blood strength enough to hold him back, at least for a moment, but he had to be three times her weight. She couldn’t hold him off.

      Celaine released one of his arms and rummaged for her dagger, the man’s free hand finding her throat. She brought the blade up against his side. It found flesh, but she didn’t have the leverage to push all the way through his armour.

      And then Bud was there. His blade pierced the man’s back, going all the way through to his chest. The thug’s eyes went wide, his body shook, and then went limp. Bud pulled his sword free, ice crystalising over the thug’s wound, tearing open his innards and tainting the ice red. Celaine shoved him off of her as Bud quickly stepped back, crashing against the wall behind him. He just stared.

      Hump ignored him, stepping past Celaine as she regained her footing. He gave chase, pursuing the man behind the attack.

      Stu fled down the alley, injured. He pressed a hand to his shoulder where Hump had struck him, and blood stained his coat from Celaine’s arrow. Essence gathered around him, and his speed picked up. Hump raced after him as fast as he could, but as he rounded the next corner, the man was gone, vanished into one of the many alleyways.

      “Shit!” Hump cursed. Where was Dylan when you needed him? He backtracked, finding Bud with his back still to the wall, staring at the body of the man he’d just killed.

      “The ones on the roof?” Hump asked.

      Celaine had a nasty cut on her cheek where he’d launched one of the nails from her club, and a welting, red line down her neck toward her collar bone.

      “Both dead,” Celaine said, her voice strained. They looked toward the rogue woman, unconscious within Hump’s bindings, but still breathing.

      “Two escaped,” Hump said. “I couldn’t catch the leader.”

      “Maybe we can get information out of her,” Celaine said angrily, pointing at the still unconscious rogue. She touched a hand over the wound on her neck and winced. “Mother mercy, I’m stupid. Nobody’s ever caught me like that in a long time. What was that trick the wizard pulled?”

      “Air density manipulation,” Hump said. “He wasn’t very skilled, but he had some power to him.” Hump glanced at his friend. “How are you doing, Bud?”

      Bud’s gaze didn’t move from the body. “Well, I didn’t hesitate.”

      His sword hand was shaking.

      Celaine approached Bud and gripped his shaking wrist. “You killed him, and he deserved it. You protected me and did your duty.”

      Bud forced his eyes from the still body and stared at her. “I did my duty.”

      There was a touch of ice to the air. Celaine must have sensed it too as she released his hand and stepped back. They both knew what was coming, even if Bud hadn’t yet realised.

      “He was a warlock,” Bud continued. “A user of evil powers, and he was wielding them to try to hurt you.”

      Blue light shone in his eyes. From his feet, ice began to crystalise. He dropped to his knees. And the bitterly cold essence of Kelisia descended from the sky. The god pillar a beacon of Bud’s triumph, and of Kelisia’s approval.

      Behind him, Hump heard more footsteps thudding through the alleyway. He forced himself with all his will to turn, finding a guard squad rushing their way. They came to a stop as the god pillar came into view, and all four of them fell to their knees, heads bowed. Even if it wasn’t their god, Hump understood. This power, this close… it was beyond imagination.

      He turned back to the pillar of Frostfire and marvelled in the might of Kelisia. Around Bud, his God Glyphs took form. His third blessing had finally come.
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      Hump gazed into the pillar of essence that descended from the clouds above, enamoured by its beauty, enraptured by its power. And this time, he was able to truly soak in its radiance. He’d witnessed both the advancement of Celaine and Dylan now, the power of Owalyn and Krioc, but it paled in comparison to this. This was strength on another level. Kelisia the Frostfire Witch, and one of the Twelve.

      There wasn’t a sound in the alley as all waited for Kelisia to finish with her Chosen. The cold was painful against Hump’s skin even through his protective layers of enchanted gear, yet he did not hate it. He craved it. More than he had before. Even this sliver of her power was enough to change everything.

      Time slowed down, and when the pillar finally started to narrow and disappear, Hump felt himself in a daze. Bud was at the centre, on his knees and radiating Frostfire, his eyes closed. The second half of his second circle was now filled with God Glyphs. It was complete. His third blessing solidified in runes sculpted from ice. Pure blue crystals covered the alley floor around him and formed a layer of frost over his armour. It shimmered with the remaining traces of Kelisia’s power, dissipating into the air like a universe of stars before their eyes.

      Hump took in the God Glyphs, wishing he could understand the intent behind them. But their power was beyond him. His spellbook, on the other hand, could give him a glimpse. It shook, and out of habit, Hump placed his hand against it, excited to see what it revealed.

      Bud’s eyes snapped open, icy fire flickering within, still brimming with power. For a long moment, everyone watched him in anticipation. Even Hump struggled to see him as simply human. He was a Chosen, one blessed by a god, and right now, that power was still within him. In this moment, he was more than mortal.

      He clenched his fists, staring at the essence that streamed off him in great icy streaks. Basking in the essence Kelisia left behind. Then Bud looked at Hump. His eyes softened, his lips slipped into a smile, and all seemed normal once more.

      “You look like you’re feeling better,” Hump said, trying to sound nonchalant about it.

      Bud pushed himself to his feet, looking at the body of the man he’d just killed. “I am. It seems I was being foolish. Some people truly do have to die.”

      Hump swallowed. That wasn’t ominous at all. Looking at the body of the man, he noticed the vial of the substance he’d sniffed and picked it up. It was still intact, a small amount of the powder inside. Hump took some cotton wool from his bag and stuffed it in the top to keep it sealed, then slipped it into his pocket.

      Bud saw the guards standing nearby.

      “Greetings, my lord,” the leader said, marked by his red cape. “I am Sergeant Jeffrey Cobbler. We heard news of a fight in this area and rushed over, and then we saw Lady Kelisia’s god pillar…” he trailed off. “We are here to assist you however we can.”

      “Thank you for coming,” Bud said. “I don’t suppose you caught either of the two that fled.”

      The man shook his head. “Apologies, we saw nobody suspicious on our way here.”

      “Right,” Bud said, turning around. “I suppose we should see what our prisoner has to say then.”

      Hump blinked, remembering the woman he’d captured. She was awake now, staring wide-eyed at Bud, a fear that only gods could inflict. Even if she’d have been capable of escaping his bindings, he didn’t believe she would try it. Not now that she knew who she’d offended.

      She struggled to sit up, but Hump’s earthen bindings secured her arms and legs in place.

      “I-I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “Please, milord, show mercy. Don’t kill me.” She started to cry, fumbling her words. “I… I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t mean to come after you, or offend the gods. He said you stole something from us. I just… I was just following orders.”

      “Then you will answer our questions,” Bud said darkly. Hump wasn’t sure if it was some of Kelisia’s remnant power affecting his voice, or just a change to Bud himself, but there was a level of authority to his tone that he wasn’t used to hearing.

      She nodded, shaking with fear. “I will, sir.”

      Hump would have pitied her if she hadn’t just tried to kill them. This was likely the closest she’d ever come to the gods, and right now, Bud was the embodiment of their power. And she had attacked him. If that didn’t make someone afraid, Hump didn’t know what would.

      “Who is she, sir,” one of the guards asked. “What happened here?”

      “We were attacked,” Bud said. “There were six in total, and I think we killed three of them. This woman is a fourth.”

      “Two more are on the rooftops,” Celaine said.

      The sergeant studied the nearby bodies, stopping when they found the brute Bud had slain. His face was still contorted, more beast than man. His flesh corrupted by essence.

      “Gods above, what is this?” he murmured.

      “A warlock,” Hump said. “The man that escaped was one too. I suggest you send one of your men to inform the Temple Guard. This woman is a rogue with some magical ability, and she cannot be allowed to escape.”

      The guard glanced at Bud for approval, who nodded. “Do it, Sergeant. Wizard Hump is our party leader, if you trust my word, you can trust his.”

      The man kicked his boots together and stood straight in salute, fully addressing Hump. “Of course, sir, my apologies.” He turned to the youngest of his men. “Len, find Captain Harris. He’s stationed on Barrows Street. Make it quick.”

      “Yes, sir.” The young man hurried off.

      “It’s five minutes away, sir,” the sergeant said. “I’m sure they will be here quickly.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Hump said, twisting away to hide his smirk. He could get used to this kind of treatment.

      The rogue was breathing heavily now, eyes darting between the four of them nervously. Celaine stepped closer, standing to Bud’s left side, boxing the woman in further.

      “Why were you following us?” Celaine asked.

      The woman gulped. “The stone. Stu wanted us to grab it.”

      “Stu?” Bud probed.

      “The air wizard,” she said. “He’s our boss.”

      Hump stepped up beside them. “And what is this stone? What does it do?”

      She shook her head. Tears stained her cheeks. “I don’t know. Really. I’m just a grunt, they don’t tell me things. I’ve only been working for them for a few months.”

      “What about the powder this man used?” Hump asked, holding up the intact vial.

      “That was the first time I’d seen it, honest!” she said. “H-His name was Doyle Packer. He was Stu’s second.”

      “This man, Stu, is he in charge or does he work for someone?” Hump asked.

      She bit her lip. “They’ll kill me if I talk.”

      Hump squatted, leaning in closer. “Do you fear them more than the wrath of Kelisia?”

      The woman paled. She was younger than he’d thought initially, maybe ten years older than him. It seemed likely that she was telling the truth about joining recently.

      “Stu took orders from someone,” she said quietly. “Not today though. He saw you entering through the gates and wanted the stone for himself. I-I don’t know why.”

      Hump frowned, holding her frightened gaze. He believed her. Which made it likely that this Stu fellow had a way to locate the stone. A tracking artifact, or maybe a black stone of his own.

      “Your skills seemed good,” Bud said. “Good enough to be a legitimate adventurer. Why would did you join them?”

      She turned her gaze down. “My party was killed while out questing. Nobody else would party with me, and the guild didn’t step in. Then I was approached by Stu. He offered me power and coin if I worked for him.” She shrugged. “Seemed like a good deal at the time.”

      Evil bastards, Hump thought. This wasn’t the first time he’d heard of gangs recruiting adventurers that had come under hard times. Often it was the adventurers that started the gangs in the first place, though one formed of warlocks was something new.

      “I’m sorry about your party,” Bud said. “But this was not the way. You must know what you did was evil.”

      Tears formed in her eyes once more. “I had no choice,” she whispered.

      “There’s always a choice,” Bud said, stepping back until he was leaning against the alley wall. He looked frustrated.

      “These people Stu is taking orders from,” Hump said. “Did you ever meet them?”

      She shook her head. “Never. Stu always went himself.”

      “Do you know where he met them? A description, a name, numbers. Anything that we could use to identify them.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      Hump sighed. “But they were warlocks, weren’t they?”

      “Yes.”

      “The same warlocks behind the recent deaths in Sheercliff.”

      She nodded.

      “And the priestess?” Bud asked. “Was this group responsible for her death too?”

      “Gods have mercy, I don’t know anything about a priestess! You have to believe me. I-I’m just a grunt. I’ve told you all I know!”

      Hump stepped back and leant against the wall beside Bud. “I don’t think we’re going to get anything more out of her.”

      “It’s something,” he said. “I want to know what Sir Roderick will make of her.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if she wasn’t the first grunt they’ve rounded up,” Hump said. “Might be worth a few coin for us though.”

      Bud gave him a look.

      “What?” Hump said. “We got attacked. We deserve to get paid for it.”

      Hump and Celaine did a quick search of the bodies while they waited for the temple guards to show up, though the thugs didn’t have anything of interest. Only the vial of powder Hump recovered from the brute might be useful. Whatever it was, it seemed to be readily available amongst the warlock group if a member of this level had some.

      Soon, footsteps approached, and the young guard appeared once more, this time with five Temple Guard with him. Captain Harris introduced himself, speaking to Bud with respect. They briefed him on what happened, while Captain Harris took notes, recording every detail. When asked, Hump released the rogue from his bindings. She didn’t try to run, cooperating at every turn. The guards had manacles with them that blocked off essence channels, preventing the use of magic. Something every wizard feared.

      “I will be sure to include your names on the report, Lord,” Harris said. “If anything comes up, I’ll send a message to inform you.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Bud said. “Be safe out there.”

      “And you.”

      The guards would keep watch over the area until people arrived to remove the bodies, so the three of them left to return to the inn. They needed to inform Vivienne about this information quickly.

      One thing stood out to Hump above anything—if the warlocks had been able to identify them entering the city gates, then the black stone must be trackable. If that’s the case, perhaps it could be used to locate other warlocks too or bait them out of hiding.

      “So, what did you get?” Celaine asked.

      “A defensive blessing,” Bud said. “Ice to shield me against harm, and to strike back against those that will seek it.”

      “Let me see if I’ve got a clearer explanation.” Hump opened his spellbook, the ink still shining faintly with essence. The blessing was already there on the page, the God Glyphs recorded in perfect detail below.

      
        
        BLESSINGS

        Armour of Ice

      

      

      
        
        Description

        The ability to manifest ice around one’s body, layering it upon skin or clothing to resist physical and fire attacks. When struck, the ice bursts, striking out against the attacker in a blaze of Frostfire.

      

      

      “It sounds like a powerful defensive ability,” Hump said. “It also doesn’t specify exactly what kind of ice manifestations you can do. I wonder if you’ll be able to create more than just armour.”

      “We’ll need to wait to find out,” Celaine said, pointing ahead of them. Vivienne and Dylan were approaching quickly, the woman, Eliana, that had been with Abraxus walking with them.

      “We saw the god pillar and came over,” Dylan said. “What happened?”

      “We were attacked,” Hump said, he glanced at Eliana.

      “Speak freely, Hump,” Vivienne said. “Abraxus and I may not get on, but Eliana is a good friend, and we are all on the same side.”

      “In which case,” Hump continued, “we were attacked and managed to kill three of them, at least one being a warlock, and captured another that was not—she’s now in the hands of the Temple Guard. Unfortunately, the leader and one more escaped.”

      “Are any of you hurt?” Vivienne asked.

      “I’m a little bruised,” Celaine said, revealing the red lines where the brute had clawed her neck. “Other than that, no.”

      Vivienne pressed her lips together. “We had best return inside and find a place to speak privately.” She gave Celaine’s neck a closer look. “And let’s get that cleaned up before anything nasty can set in. Eliana, would you join us back at the inn?”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’d like to hear every detail.”
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      They returned to the inn where Mister Gronde, the innkeeper, was more than happy to provide a private room for them to speak. Dylan nipped up to their rooms, returning with a bag of healing supplies to help Celaine tend her wound. In the meantime, Hump and Bud recounted the ambush.

      “This lead attacker, was there anything distinctive about him?” Eliana asked.

      She was a beautiful woman, with long brown hair, and eyes that seemed to see everything, holding eye contact a little longer than was comfortable. Her makeup gave Hump the impression of a wealthy merchant or minor noble. Subtle, rather than the over-the-top nonsense he’d seen on noble ladies attending tournaments or the like. He placed her somewhere in her late thirties, about the same age as Vivienne and his master, though for a wizard of her strength, it was always hard to tell. While not to the same extent as Chosen, essence slowed aging significantly, especially after reaching Rank 4 and manifesting one’s soul.

      “Nothing particularly useful,” Hump said. “He was tall and thin, like a lot of wizards. Somewhere in his forties or fifties.”

      “Blue eyes,” Celaine said. “That must cut it down a little.”

      She hissed, Dylan dabbing her neck with a cloth.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      Eliana sighed. “A tall wizard with blue eyes isn’t much to go on.”

      “The woman we captured might be able to tell you more,” Bud said. “Though I think she was speaking the truth and told us what she knows.”

      “It’s not everyday Kelisia herself appears to commemorate your mistake,” Hump said. “I don’t think she held back in the slightest. One thing that did stand out is that it seems this warlock group is taking advantage of adventurers without a party, or with parties that died. If that’s the case, they likely have members working at the guild to inform them of potential candidates.”

      “Very perceptive,” Eliana said with a smile. “You think like an inquisitor. Where did you find this one again, Vivi?”

      “They showed up on my doorstep like confused puppies,” she said.

      Hump snorted, catching onto Vivienne’s intention. Not even Eliana should know he was Sethril’s apprentice, at least not yet. “Fishers Lake had been plagued with a number of spirit attacks, and the mayor sent in a request. My party and I had just arrived in Sheercliff. They assigned us the case.”

      “A dangerous job,” Eliana said. “Few iron ranked adventurers have a chance to face down threats from other realms, and even fewer come out unscathed.”

      Far from unscathed, Hump thought. Instead, he said, “We got lucky. Very lucky.”

      “Still, colour me impressed. It seems Vivi was smart to keep the three of you around. What brought you to Sheercliff?”

      “Bud, mostly,” Hump said.

      “My mother was close friends with Countess Daston,” Bud explained. “After hearing of the developing threat in the region, it seemed a good place to go.”

      “Who was your mother?”

      “Rochelle Blackthorne. Forgive me, I was so distracted I forgot to properly introduce myself. I am Robert Blackthorne.”

      “I’ve heard of the Blackthornes!” Eliana said. “In fact, in Elenvine, I quite often work closely with a Tania Noelle. I believe her maiden name is Blackthorne.”

      Bud smiled. “Quite right. She’s a cousin of mine.”

      “It’s amazing how small the world can sometimes seem,” Eliana said. She turned back to Hump. “It is impressive that a young wizard like yourself has found himself such good company. I’d be very interested in the story behind that.”

      Hump’s smile almost slipped at the probing question. Of course, the woman was no fool. She was an inquisitor, and Hump happened to be a wizard of typical apprentice age in the company of Vivienne. She was already suspicious.

      “That’s a little embarrassing, actually.” Bud scratched the back of his head. “I left home in a hurry, and not exactly with my father’s approval. It was my first time travelling alone, and I came across Hump’s fire one night. A dungeon had recently opened in Bledsbury, and we were both on our way there. Which is where we met Celaine. We’ve been travelling together ever since.”

      Hump swallowed. Now that was too much information. Although, the woman couldn’t possibly know where he’d buried his master. Still, Hump couldn’t help but feel nervous. The Wizards’ Society had to know the old man was dead somehow.

      Whatever the case, Eliana didn’t push any further. They briefed over their time in Bledsbury, before Vivienne turned the topic back to the matter at hand.

      “Will you speak with the woman they captured?” Vivienne asked.

      Eliana sighed. “I’ll certainly try. Abraxus won’t want to let an opportunity like this slip, but the Pantheon are not happy with our intrusion. I’m telling you, Vivi, there’s something funny going on amongst the higher ups in this city. I’ve navigated the political circles of Elenvine for the best part of twenty-five years, and it’s never felt so much like being boxed in between two walls. At least Countess Daston appears willing to work with us. I only hope that doesn’t change when her husband returns.”

      “She’s a good woman,” Vivienne said. “If you’d like, I can ask her to help you.”

      “I may take you up on that. For now, we’ll work through our own channels. I’m concerned that so blatantly allying with her faction may burn our other bridges. Now, I must get going. The sooner we push the matter, the better.” She stood. “It was lovely to meet you all. I do hope we speak again.”

      They saw her off before returning to their room.

      “You’re going to need to be careful around her, Hump,” Celaine said. “She seems a little too interested.”

      Hump nodded. “I was getting a little nervous toward the end there.”

      “Can we not trust her, Master?” Dylan asked. “She seemed close.”

      “It has been a long time since we last met,” Vivienne said. “I do not wish to force her into a position to choose between her job and my word. And seeing as I can’t be certain, I suggest we err on the side of caution.”

      “She wouldn’t be very happy with us anyway,” Hump said. “There was more we didn’t tell you. These warlocks, they didn’t find us by accident. They were after the black stone. The woman mentioned that they’d noticed us entering through the city gates—I think they have someway of detecting it. I thought it might be some sort of communication or locating artifact; they could be picking up on its essence.”

      “Hmm, yes, a communication artifact was our first guess too. However, our investigation so far has indicated nothing. In fact, we were preparing to rule that out as an option as we simply cannot detect anything from it. Did she describe their method at all?”

      Hump shook his head. “She was just a grunt. From the sounds of it, even the leader of the group was little more than a thug. She didn’t seem to have any idea what it was other than a stone, let alone how to track it.”

      “It’s a clue,” Vivienne said. “I suppose that is more than we had before. Perhaps something will come of it.”

      “There was something else too,” Hump said. He took the vial of powder from his pocket. “I didn’t want to mention it in front of Eliana, but one of the warlocks used this. It… changed him. I believe the bandit warlock we encountered used it too.”

      Vivienne took the vial, inspecting the powder inside.

      “Vivi, I’ve been meaning to ask…” Hump continued. “What was the powder you used to fight the gorger? Is it the same as this?”

      She stared at it a moment longer, then placed the vial on the table between them. The finely powdered substance shimmered faintly inside. “Not the same, but it may be similar. I created mine by using powdered essence stones of the Remnant Realm, as I believe you already suspected. Breathed in as dust, some of the potent properties of the essence are removed, making it more usable. For this version to bring out the warlock side of those that use it suggests it holds a stronger influence over the souls.”

      “That’s what you were using the essence stones for in Fishers Lake?” Bud asked.

      “It’s one thing. My primary goal was to find the ancient temple and to recover what I could of their language and magic, but the essence stones were a temptation I could not ignore. This… powder, was a by-product of my research into them. I’ve been trying to harness the essence of the Remnant Realm to help strengthen the soul.”

      “You think this is the way to breach the seventh rank?” Hump asked.

      “I did once. Now I’m not so sure. You’ve wielded this essence before, you know the effect it has on the soul. The chaotic nature of its power. If I could harness it, I might be able to use it to build the foundation I need to progress further. Perhaps not the seventh rank, but I’ve been stuck at the fifth for many years now, I need something to push me.”

      “Are you not worried about the effect it might have on you?” Celaine asked. “Couldn’t it harm your soul?”

      Vivienne smiled. “My soul is not so easily harmed. But yes, hypothetically, it could, which is one of the reasons I’ve abandoned the idea.”

      “You never told me it was so dangerous,” Dylan said.

      “I am a wizard, Dylan, and this is just another kind of essence. Hump managed to wield an entire essence stone, albeit briefly—I was in little danger.”

      The druid didn’t look happy, but he relented.

      “Why did you abandon it?” Hump asked. “What if you were right?”

      “As the gorger said, it is the power of a decayed world. Perhaps a boost in temporary strength, but there are no shortcuts to true power. It is concerning that these warlocks have such easy access to it though. I’ll see if we can figure out exactly what ingredients they’re using.”

      They ate a short meal and prepared to head for their rooms. Only Bud remained behind, the knight preparing a letter for Emilia. It seemed he was serious about meeting with her again.

      “Do you need a hand?” Hump asked.

      “I think I can manage,” Bud said.

      “Are you sure? I’m good at that kind of stuff.”

      Behind him, Hump heard Celaine laugh and turned to glare at her. “What?”

      “You are awful at this. Need I remind you of your conversation with the priestess.”

      Hump huffed a laugh. “Fine! You’re on your own, Bud. Celaine has spoken.”

      “I’m just inviting her for a meal,” Bud said. “It’s nothing special.”

      “Of course not,” Hump said. “No pressure of course. She’s just your fiancée.”

      Bud chuckled. “That won’t work on me today. Kelisia is with me on my path, and I will follow it wherever she intends.”

      “That’s fair. She probably gives better romantic advice than me anyway.”
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      Alone in his and Bud’s room, Hump removed his dragon egg from its pouch and took a seat on his bed, setting it in his lap. He’d come to enjoy what quiet moments he could find alone. Time to clear his head, and to think about what to do going forward. It was easier in the presence of his dragon. It kept Hump’s mind away from darker thoughts and helped clear his mind. He wasn’t sleeping well, but at least he could rest a little this way.

      He reached out for it with his essence and mind, activating their bond. He had little difficulty now. With each attempt, it became easier to form a connection, and he could more clearly sense the dragon inside. It swelled with warmth and curiosity as Hump fed it his thoughts, imagining Kelisia’s god pillar, the crowds on the Adventurers’ Guild campus, and their time with Bud’s cousin and the priestesses in the Upper City.

      Celaine had told him the dragon required a consistent stream of imagery to properly develop. For a while, Hump struggled to bring to mind things he thought would interest it. Now, he’d come to realise it didn’t matter. He let his mind wander, thinking on things that interested him, the people he’d seen, or anything else that might come to mind. The dragon reflected his own thoughts, caught up in his energy.

      It was getting stronger. With every session, the dragon’s curiosity grew. It brimmed with life and essence, resonating with Hump’s soul, its own thoughts becoming clearer.

      There was a click, and Hump jerked from his trance-like state. His heart was in his ears, pounding. Fear held him in place, his logic abandoning him. He called upon his essence, prepared to fight. For a moment, he was back in the darkest place he’d ever been in his life.

      And then Bud stepped into the room, closing the door behind him before sitting on the adjacent bed.

      “Are you alright, Hump? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      “Yes,” Hump croaked. He cleared his throat. “Yes, I’m alright. You just made me jump is all.”

      Hump glanced around the room, half-expecting to see the ghost of Lucile staring back at him. He took a slow breath, trying to calm his racing heart, adrenaline still coursing through him. He told himself the gorger was dead. That there was nothing left to be afraid of. He was past it and just had to leave it behind.

      As easy as it was to think himself through the logic, his body’s reaction was always the same. Fear, anger, and another sleepless night.
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      The next day didn’t come soon enough. Hump spent the night on edge, the brief moments of sleep he caught interrupted by nightmares. His waking thoughts twisted by the creaks of the old inn and distant voices of the city. He gave up come first light, heading down to the tavern where the kitchen staff were already at work. He didn’t feel much like eating, so sat on a bench outside, wrapped tightly in his cloak and basking in the morning sun.

      Gods, I feel awful, he thought, clutching his cloak around him a little tighter, the pale green cloth soft and warm.

      Once everyone was up, they ate a long breakfast, and then the four of them headed to the Upper City, leaving Vivienne to her own plans. She was to pass on news of their attack to Countess Daston, though Hump suspected news of the captured thug had likely reached her already. A part of him wanted to go and see what they’d discovered so far about the black stone artifact. It was one of those times he wished he’d paid more attention to his formation and runic studies, rather than focusing so much on the simple but explosive spells.

      Another thing for another time. For now, he had enough to focus on with his new spells, and he’d also decided to start working on some of the cantrips his master had tried so hard to make him practice. He was never much good at finicky alarm spells and traps, but he’d come a long way since then. He’d grown stronger.

      For today, they had Bud’s new blessing to test out, and the academy grounds would make the perfect place to practice. With a bit of luck, their new assignment would be ready for them too. Ricard’s second, Natalie, had told them they would likely be patrolling the other regions of a dungeon this time. A dangerous job, and one they needed to properly prepare for. The sooner they found out where they were going, the better.

      When they arrived at the academy grounds, Hump was surprised at how busy it was. Those too young to take on quests were hard at training, and many of the older students had already returned and were taking advantage of their break to get some practice in. There was a seriousness to their stances and expressions that Hump hadn’t picked up on before. Fewer smiles and more intense training.

      It was interesting watching the younger students. Most were better familiarising themselves with their weapons or training with their first blessings under the tutelage of instructors, for not even the most fortunate Chosen would reach their second circle until their teens. They wielded small slivers of power, hardly enough to do anything, let alone be useful in a fight. Hump had always envisioned Chosen with sudden strength, but seeing them here now, it seemed there was at least some hard work to it.

      Ricard had yet to return from his expedition beyond the city, so they met with Natalie once again.

      “We’ve assigned you an Iron 4 patrol quest,” she said, handing them the assignment. “It should be quite an interesting one, and from your party combination, one I believe you will be well suited for.”

      Hump looked through the request. They’d been assigned to the Dungeon of Stonebark Forest—one of the three dungeons that had opened around Sheercliff and was currently the only one still classified as Tier 3. The others had already risen a tier higher.

      Still, a ranking like that was enough to make Hump apprehensive. Reading through the details, their role was to work with several other parties to protect the villages closest to the dungeon while the main expedition force, made up of mostly bronze ranked adventurers, would attempt to reach the dungeon core at the centre of the forest. The expedition attack would likely cause many monsters to flee the forest, which is where the iron ranked parties would come in.

      “Is this an academy expedition?” Bud asked.

      “Yes, Ricard will be leading this one personally actually,” Natalie said. “We will be working closely with the Pantheon, who have provided a force of Chosen as support.”

      “Understood,” Bud said.

      “Good luck to you all,” she said. “Marcela Daston has been put in command of the iron ranked patrols. She can provide you additional details on the known monsters in the area, along with information on how to best prepare to face them.”

      Hump wasn’t sure how to feel about the decision to put Marcela in charge. An academy education might be useful, but it didn’t make up for real experience. Not that he could complain. She was Countess Daston’s daughter, and from what he’d seen of her so far, she was the kind of noble he wanted in charge.

      “May I see that?” Dylan held out a hand and Hump handed him the quest paper. “I can’t believe Stonebark Forest has turned into a dungeon.”

      “Do you know it?” Celaine asked.

      “Not very well,” Dylan said. “My master and I passed through it early into my apprenticeship. It’s a fascinating place. Most of the plant life there has a powerful earth affinity, making it incredibly durable.”

      Hump groaned. “Locations like this are always the worst.”

      “Why?” Bud asked. “Sounds interesting to me.”

      “Essence-rich environments are full of monsters,” Hump said. “They’re the only things that can survive when plants are tough as rock.”

      “From what I’ve heard, most of the beasts there also possess an earth affinity,” Dylan said. “Lots of poisonous creatures too.”

      Bud sighed. “Sounds like fun.”

      “We’ll just have to stock up on some potions,” Dylan said. “I’m sure we’ll be fine in the outer regions at least.”

      “Bud had a bad experience with poison in our last dungeon,” Hump said quietly. “It ended with a rather hard slap to the face.”

      Celaine snorted.

      “Ah,” Dylan said. “Hopefully it won’t come to that this time.”

      They found Marcela in the academy’s rearmost training yard. The location was built with a view of the far side of Sheercliff, away from the city and overlooking farms and hills. The space had been reserved for students that were part of the expedition, with constructs and instructors giving them priority.

      Half a hundred Chosen sparring and practicing together was quite a sight, their blessings tearing apart the self-repairing grounds as they fought. Though, watching them, Hump didn’t feel inferior. Most were a little older than him, and it seemed few had reached their third blessing. Few had reached their third circle.

      Marcela was toward the centre, training with her five-man party against three mid-tier constructs. She wielded a single-edged sword, curved to the tip, moving with speed that could match Celaine. On the frontline with her was a shield-bearing axeman, using some sort of suctioning power to force the constructs to remain close to him. There were two ranged attackers, one using water to restrict the movement of the golems while the second peppered them with arrows. The third was dressed as a priest and wielded a sceptre to cast some sort of protection magic. It flashed over Marcela each time the constructs attacked her, creating barriers that guarded against their blows, driving them back with force and creating openings for her. It seemed like a more effective form of Parry Shield, though that was often how it went with blessings.

      As Hump watched, the constructs started to slow down. They were tough—too tough to take any serious damage—but they were enchanted to weaken at an appropriate pace. Their essence draining as they were beaten back, reflecting how a foe might act in real combat. Not perfect, but it was a training tool Hump was almost jealous of, and one he was certainly keen to try out. Sparring was good, but the ability to go all out against constructs that could repair themselves gave room for experimentation.

      Marcela’s party made short work of the fight, their skill clearly far beyond the fight. They were coordinated, communicative, and well-focused—Hump got the impression they were training something specific. Each member worked together to create opportunities and cover one another’s weaknesses. When the battle finished, Marcela cheered.

      “That was fantastic,” she said. “Len, your shields are getting more and more precise. It was the right call to have me attack more aggressively, though it’s still difficult to get used to. I keep expecting a fist to the face.”

      The spellcaster smiled. “I have my moments.”

      “I’ll admit, they show up occasionally,” Marlcea said. “And it does make a world of difference if I don’t need to focus on staying alive myself.” Marcela looked over and saw them, a smile forming. “Give me a moment, everyone. These are the ones I told you about.” She greeted them fondly as she walked over. “So, what did you think?”

      “Impressive,” Bud said. “Everyone here is. And so focused.”

      “I’m glad you think so. The deaths of those we lost in the field were a wake-up call. I think everyone here is motivated to make sure that doesn’t happen again. I take it you’re here because of the assignment?”

      “That’s right,” Bud said. “Natalie told us to speak to you for additional quest details and monster information in the area. We’re here for our own practice too, so perhaps it would be better for us to regroup in a couple of hours?”

      “Fantastic, yes. Let’s do that,” she said. “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you working on today?”

      “Well,” Hump said before Bud could answer, his own grin beaming. “Bud just received his third blessing. We’re going to do some experimenting.”

      Marcela’s eyes widened a little. “You’re how old again?”

      “Seventeen,” Bud said.

      “That is… impressive.”

      Bud laughed. “It’s nothing really. Celaine is younger than me and she’s already reached her third circle. And Dylan’s nearing his fourth.”

      Marcela took another moment. “It is no wonder my mother speaks so highly of you all. Congratulations. We shall speak more later.”
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      “I do not like this,” Bud said.

      “You never like any of our tests,” Hump said.

      Bud glared at him. “That’s because the overwhelming majority hurt.”

      “Oh, stop being such a wuss,” Celaine said. “We all want to see what your new blessing can do, and there’s only one way to test armour.”

      Bud stepped out into the field. “Fine, but I want Dylan to do it. I can trust him.”

      “I am hurt!” Hump said. “Wounded, in fact.”

      “Need I remind you of the near constant barrage of Rock Missiles all the way back from Milton?”

      “Ah. Right. Yes, sorry about that.”

      The druid smiled softly. “I’d be happy to help.”

      He joined Bud in their section of the training grounds, staff in hand.

      Bud grinned. “Then let us begin.”

      He closed his eyes and started to chant. A deep cold escaped Bud, his essence manifesting over his body in streaks of icy smoke. Frostfire flickered over him, like a gently simmering fire. Cold exploded from him. His power rose, escaping him in waves, building. Slowly, the Frostfire over him formed layers of frost, building upon each other, crystalising over his existing armour. It formed intricate plates of ice, shimmering like crystal, radiating blue light. His helmet took shape last, covering his entire head, a visor forming over his face. Only his eyes were visible within, burning with Frostfire.

      And before them now stood no ordinary knight, but a Chosen armoured in ice. A paladin of Kelisia, radiating her likeness.

      “How do I look?” Bud asked.

      Hump swallowed, an instinctive fear welling in the pit of his stomach. He knew it was Bud, but helmed and hidden within armour, he was obscured. A being like fae from a tale.

      “Like someone I wouldn’t want to mess with,” Hump said.

      Celaine walked around him, inspecting his armour. “This is amazing. I wouldn’t even know where to shoot, other than your eyes.”

      “Please don’t shoot my eyes,” Bud said.

      Hump snorted. “What’s your visibility like? You don’t normally wear a helmet.”

      “It’s good,” Bid said. “Better than a steel helmet with this kind of visor. Hold on.”

      Bud took a breath, and his helmet faded, disappearing on the wind like stardust. “That’s better. I don’t really want you beating me around the head anyway.”

      “You can manifest pieces individually?” Hump asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Interesting. I wonder how far you can push it. Can you change the shape at all? You might be able to shape spikes from the armoured pieces. A spiked gauntlet of ice would be pretty intimidating.”

      “I’m sure my master would advise on some suggestions,” Dylan said.

      “I’ll try some ideas out now and we’ll speak with her,” Bud said. “I’m still getting a feel for it.”

      “Shall we properly test it out then?” Dylan said, hefting his staff.

      Bud smiled, spreading his feet into a balanced stance. “Hit me.” He pounded his chest plate.

      Dylan stepped closer. “My ordinary strength first.”

      He drew back his staff, gripping it near the base so he could swing with the entire shaft, then he swung with his whole body behind the blow. There was an explosion of icy mist a fraction of a second before impact. The sound of glass shattering.

      As the mist cleared, the armoured piece was still intact, and a layer of ice had formed over the edge of Dylan’s staff.

      “Interesting,” the druid said, turning his staff. “It felt like that explosion cushioned the impact. Did you do that, or did the blessing react on its own?”

      “All I did was brace,” Bud said. “Try it again. Harder this time.”

      Dylan did so, fuelling his body with essence, but even that left no mark. It was only when he used his Aspect of the Ape that Bud’s armour showed cracks, the cushioning ice unable to keep him from staggering back from the blow. Bud gasped, nearly falling to his knees, though he managed to keep his balance. The crack in the ice worsened, essence leaking from the plate. After a few seconds, the piece shattered, essence fading into the air.

      “Well, you just took a blow from a third circle druid and it hardly winded you,” Hump said.

      “That was almost at full force too,” Dylan added. “I suspect my Aspect of the Bear would cause some damage, but that’s an impressive defence.”

      “Maybe with this, you could shrug off even a blow from a monster as powerful as the gorger,” Celaine said. “You’re going to be tough to kill.”

      “A bastion against the monsters of the dark,” Hump said with a grin.

      Bud returned the smile. “I like the sound of that.”
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      Hump slumped back against the academy wall and caught his breath, the cold of essence use chilling his fingers. The training went well. After some general testing with Bud, Hump and Celaine had left to work on their own abilities instead, leaving the two of them to spar.

      It had been an interesting experience experimenting with the cantrips he’d spent much of his youth practicing. Reading the old notes left by his predecessors, and the occasional one by his own master. Casting them was made rather simple with his spellbook to assist. While the formations were simple, drawing out the runes for each spell was an extra step. Using his spellbook’s ability to wield the formations streamlined the whole process, though it wasn’t exactly discrete.

      With so many Chosen in the academy training area, at least one of them was bound to recognise some of the power of his artifact. Which meant he had to go through the long and gruelling process of learning the spells himself.

      Fun.

      It was probably a good thing, really. Every time he or anyone else strayed from the path of hard work, Hump was reminded of the age-old lesson: there was no shortcut to power, and searching for one would only leave him lost. If he was ever to learn to wield schools of magic he was less comfortable with, he had to master the cantrips first.

      And first on that list was Alarm Trap.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Alarm Trap

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 0 | Range: Medium

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Bind a line of essence between two fixed points. If the essence is disrupted, the runes will create a loud ringing sound.

      

      

      After a couple of hours, he got the trap working. It rang out, loud as a church bell as he dipped his finger into the line of essence and broke the connection.

      Celaine startled from her meditation, leaping from where she’d been sitting, ready for a fight. She glared at him, eyes shining green with essence, glittering like stars. She’d completely lost control.

      Hump laughed as he deactivated the spell. “You’re like a cat.”

      “That’s not funny, Hump!” she snapped, breathing heavily. Pure essence trickled from her skin in faint lines. “I was practicing the internal essence technique. You’re lucky I didn’t lash out at you!”

      Hump’s smile slipped as he imagined her dragon blood and essence-enhanced strength slamming into him. “Note to self, don’t make loud noises near Celaine.”

      She clearly did not see the funny side. “It was going well too. I don’t think I’ve maintained control for that long before.”

      “Sorry,” Hump said. “I should have thought about you before setting it off, but I’d messed up the rune fixtures a few dozen times and just wanted it to work.” She was still frowning, so Hump said, “Would you sit back down! I can practically feel the angry strength radiating off you. Makes me kind of nervous.”

      She scoffed, plopping back down and crossing her legs. “What was that stupid spell anyway?”

      “Alarm Trap,” Hump said. He pointed at a post beside him, where he’d marked it with a simple formation. “It tethers two of these points to each other, holding a line of essence in place. If disrupted, it sets off a loud noise.”

      He fed essence into the spell again, forming a line between the post and the academy wall.

      “Please don’t do it again,” Celaine said, before he could set it off. She glanced around the training grounds. “People are looking.”

      Hump stopped himself, looking over his shoulder. A few of the nearby students were casting annoyed looks in their direction. “I’ll save it for when we’re away from people.”

      “Am I included in that?”

      “We’ll see if you’re still complaining when it detects a pack of bloodwolves nearby.”

      She sighed. “I suppose it does sound useful.”

      “Exactly. Lately, I think I’ve been so focused on battle magic that I forgot about some of the other things wizards are so useful for. I need to fill in the gaps a bit, and right now, we rely too heavily on you for keeping watch in dangerous territory.”

      “Oh.” Her face softened, less annoyed than before. “Thanks.”

      “I’ve got some other spells I’m prioritising too.” He turned the page of his spellbook. “Distant Whisper is a cantrip for communicating over short distances, though there are wind specialists known to have ranges of well over a mile. And Healing Touch—it’s Tier 1, but it’s amongst the spells Vivienne offered me. It’ll be a nightmare to make any progress with it, but I think it will be more than worth it in the end.”

      “You’ll struggle even at your current strength?” she asked.

      “There are few things more difficult than healing magic. Not only does it require the most precise manipulation of essence, but it involves influencing another person’s essence channels. On top of that, I have no affinity to the healing arts.”

      “What about that chicken spell you have that can mend bones?” she said. “I thought that was Tier 3.”

      Hump shrugged. “A different kind of healing, more akin to making a splint than actually repairing damage. Only, it’s an incredibly strong splint that fixes the bones back in place. It’s just essence at work, forcing the bones to stay together.”

      “Hump, Celaine, are you ready?” Bud called, him and Dylan approaching from the grounds. “Marcela’s finished.”

      Their discussion with Marcela went well. She introduced them to the rest of her party, some coming from surprisingly simple backgrounds. It seemed she’d chosen her members based on quality rather than heritage. Len was a Chosen of Avaroth—the guardian of hearth and home—a warding specialist, capable of forming complex barriers that wizards could only dream of. There was Matthias, a Shieldbearer of Byzantius; Nina, Chosen of Sumi the water goddess, and Teff, Chosen of the lesser god, Cern—a god of the hunt, but not one Hump was familiar with.

      Hump couldn’t help but feel as if they looked down their noses of course. He was a wizard amongst Chosen, and despite the commendation from his party, there was no avoiding the “It’s rare to see a common wizard partied up with so many Chosen” remarks. Not Marcela though; she treated him with the same respect she did everyone else, and Hump found himself taking a liking to her the more they spoke. She was knowledgeable, pragmatic, and open to ideas, reminding him very much of her mother.

      Most of their focus went to Stonebark Forest: the expected weather, common ailments and poisons, availability of food and shelter, and of course, the common monsters.

      “That’s a long list of bone-crushing creatures,” Hump said.

      “Yes, well, there have been some horrific injuries,” Marcela said. “Many of these creatures will tear through armour like it’s nothing, so you must not rely on it too heavily, Robert.”

      Bud nodded. “Understood.”

      “There is one more thing…” Marcela trailed off, becoming uncomfortable.

      Bud laughed. “You’re making me nervous. No need to feel hesitant about anything, we’re to form a squad after all.”

      She smiled appreciatively. “I hope you don’t feel like I’m imposing, but I have a suggestion. The academy recommends parties include at least five members. Four leaves you vulnerable to losses.”

      “You want us to recruit a new member?” Hump asked, surprised.

      “It’s only a suggestion. Statistically, parties of five or six hit the right balance of risk versus reward. Parties with four members or less see a significant casualty increase, particularly in terms of party wipes. For example, if a member is injured, and another member is forced to carry them out, that’s already a loss of half your party’s fighting strength. Many have perished in such cases.”

      “I didn’t know there were statistics,” Hump said. “My master never mentioned it.”

      “I’m not surprised,” she said. “Sheercliff Academy specialises in training Chosen adventurers, many of which are of noble birth. An incredible amount of money has gone into research to preserve life. Really though, it’s only a suggestion. I’ve already heard of your success on your previous quest chain. What you have is working, don’t let me interfere if you disagree.”

      “We’ll certainly take it into consideration,” Bud said. “I think the biggest hindrance is finding members. I lack connections in Sheercliff, and those I do have were friends of my mother.”

      Hump chuckled. “Not exactly the ideal companions then.”

      Bud shook his head. “Not really.”

      “I see. If you were interested, you could put up a notice in the academy hall. It may be difficult finding interested students though, with the four of you being from outside the academy.”

      “Not to mention the wizard,” Matthias said.

      Nina laughed, quieting when Marcela gave them a sidelong look.

      “A wizard who’s accomplished more than any of us,” she said, “and one that my mother speaks highly of.”

      The two smiled awkwardly. “I was just kidding, Mar.”

      Marcela sighed. “I’m sorry about that, Wizard Hump.”

      “It’s fine,” Hump said, resisting the urge to snap back. “If we’re to be working together, it’s important that we have an element of trust between us. It’s true that I’m not Chosen, but I’ve likely been adventuring with my master longer than any of you have been in training at this academy. Since leaving his tutelage, I have received the personal recommendation of Overseer Oswald, been part of a dungeon expedition that captured a dungeon core, and fought monsters from another world in the defence of Fishers Lake. If you still doubt my ability, I’m more than willing to prove it.”

      Marcela became all the more uncomfortable as she turned back to her party members. “Well?”

      Matthias turned his gaze on Hump, his brow furrowed, lips pressed into a frown. Hump didn’t look away. “There’s no doubt,” he said. “My apologies, Wizard Hump.”

      “And I,” Nina said.

      Hump nodded. “Good.”

      “I think now is a good time to leave it for today,” Bud said. “Thank you for the advice, Marcela. If there’s ever anything else, please don’t feel like you need to stand on eggshells around us. Just give it to us straight.”

      “I’ll do that, Robert,” she said. “And of course, anything I can do to help. You can always come find me or send a note, otherwise we will see you at the end of the week. Good luck with your preparations.”

      They said their goodbyes and parted ways, leaving the academy grounds. As they left, Hump couldn’t help but smile as he heard mention of Bledsbury Dungeon. It seemed that Countess Daston had told Marcela a little about him after all.

      “You look unbelievably smug right now,” Celaine said.

      Hump snorted. “Can you blame me? It’s nice to finally be able to talk back to these arseholes.”

      “You handled it well,” Dylan said. “They were childish, you were a professional, and it showed.”

      Hump smiled at the druid, proud of himself for keeping his temper in check. “Thanks.”

      “So, do you think we should consider it?” Celaine asked as they walked through the Upper City streets. “Perhaps it would be difficult to recruit someone from the academy, but I’m sure plenty of ordinary adventurers would be interested in joining us. Our ties to Countess Daston would put us in high demand.”

      “I’m always hesitant to work with complete strangers,” Hump said. “My master would usually work on referrals.”

      “Maybe Wizard Vivienne will know someone?” Bud said.

      Dylan hummed. “Not likely. She could put a word in with the Wizards’ Society, but from what I understand, her involvement there has been almost non-existent since before she met me.”

      “Something to talk more about over lunch?” Hump suggested. It was nearing the mid-afternoon, and they’d need to head to the Lower City for a somewhat affordable lunch, with shortages as there were.

      “I shouldn’t, actually,” Bud said. “I have that dinner with Emilia in a couple of hours.”

      Hump stared at him a moment, an idea forming. It must have shown on his face as Bud narrowed his eyes.

      “Are you going to make another bad joke?” Bud asked. “It’s not a date. We’re not suddenly going to get married and settle down. It’s just a meeting.”

      “It’s not that,” Hump said. “What do you think about inviting Emilia? She had a rapier on her hip, and with you and Dylan focused more on defence and support than dealing damage, a duellist would fit well.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Hump nodded, looking to his other companions for support.

      “I do agree,” Dylan said, somewhat apprehensive. “But if it makes you uncomfortable, Bud, maybe it’s a bad idea.”

      “She would fit,” Celaine added. “And honestly, I wouldn’t mind having another girl around.”

      Bud sighed. “She probably won’t be interested.”

      “She just arrived in town and was having lunch with your cousin,” Hump said. “If I were a betting man, I’d think she may be in need of connections. Alternatively, we could reach out to Arthur—”

      “There is no need for that,” Bud interrupted. “I’ll ask her.”
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      “She said yes,” Bud said, absolutely mortified.

      Hump laughed. “Perfect! It went well then?”

      They’d been waiting eagerly for Bud’s return, and even Vivienne carried an amused expression.

      “I think so, yeah,” Bud said, now starting to smile. “She was very nice, actually. Seems she was just as put out about the marriage as I was. This way, I can tell Arthur we’re getting to know each other, she can tell her family, and everyone will stop pestering us so that we can go about our lives.”

      “I’d say that’s a win all around.” Hump clapped his hands together. “We get a fifth party member, you get to go gallivanting across the lands with your gorgeous fiancée, and all the noble pricks will stop bothering us.”

      “You truly have a way with words, Humphrey,” Vivienne said.

      Bud shook his head, eyes panicked. “Please, for all the gods, do not say anything like that when she’s here.”

      Hump winced. “The gods never did anything for me.”

      “Then for me,” Bud pleaded. “It’s already awkward. And we should do what we can to make her feel welcome.”

      Hump let out a long, reluctant sigh. “Fine. But she better be a damn good party member.”

      “She will be,” Bud said.

      “Did you discuss her abilities at all?” Dylan asked.

      “Yes. She’s surprisingly perfect. A martial that focuses on speed and precision, and she’s Iron 2, so fairly close to us already. She suggested we meet at her estate tomorrow and get to know each other.”

      “Will we have time?” Celaine said, turning to Vivienne.

      Bud perked up. “Has there been news?”

      Vivienne’s face turned displeased. “Lord Ferrand has called for a meeting to discuss yesterday’s attack and the captured thug. The three of you are invited to attend.”

      “While they said invited,” Hump said, “I get the impression we don’t have a choice in the matter.”

      Vivienne gave him an affirming nod.

      “I wonder if Randall’s father will be as pleasant as him,” Hump said. “And Abraxus will probably be there too.”

      “Stop worrying,” Celaine said. “He’s got no reason to suspect you unless you give him one. It will just be some questions.”

      “It’s fine, isn’t it?” Bud said. “We suspected that might happen.”

      Vivienne hesitated before saying, “Countess Daston has asked that information about the black stone be kept secret.”

      “She wants us to lie to the Temple of Light?” Bud asked. “That doesn’t make any sense. We’re supposed to be working together.”

      “It is not ideal, but the other factions within Sheercliff do not give favours for nothing,” Vivienne said. “Revealing that we have our own black stone will be playing her hand, and currently, we have no research to even make it worthwhile. Our preliminary tests could not deduce the artifact’s function or essence signature, so we know it’s not normal, but little more than that.”

      “But what are we even supposed to say?” Bud asked. “It’s the reason they attacked us. They were aware we brought it into the city, something which could happen to others.”

      “Revenge for the warlock you killed while you were questing,” Vivienne said.

      Bud sat back. “Countess Daston instructed this herself?”

      Vivienne nodded.

      “I see.”

      “All far less exciting than your date with your fiancée,” Hump said, leaning in with a wicked grin. “Tell us the details.”

      Bud frowned. “You said you wouldn’t.”

      “I said I wouldn’t when Emilia was around. And right now, it’s just us!”
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      It was a cold morning, but Hump found himself caring less about the weather now that he had proper gear. It was amazing how much such a simple change could make on his life.

      Years of struggling through the winter on the cold, hard ground, and now it was hardly a concern. He wondered why his master had never done so. He could surely afford it, even if they did have the occasional tough time. But over the last two months, it seemed there was more and more he didn’t know about his master. Questions that only his spellbook might be able to answer.

      He was surprised to find that Emilia wasn’t staying in the Upper City. She was a member of the Rike family, known for many skilled Chosen, and also for a number of accomplished martials. It turned out Emilia was in Sheercliff with her eldest brother—a man in his thirties and of very notable rank within the Martials’ Guild. The estate they were staying in was near the guildhall, in an area just as posh as anything Hump had seen in the Upper City, minus the view.

      They were greeted at the door by a well-mannered butler who guided them inside, escorting them to the back of the house. Soon, Hump heard the ringing of steel.

      “Those sound like swords,” Bud said.

      “Indeed,” the butler said. “Lord Rike hosts training for his men each morning. I was informed you would be joining them.”

      “I see,” Bud said.

      Hump laughed. Perhaps their new party member was causing trouble already, or putting them on trial.

      They entered the training hall—a large, indoor space with wooden floors and boxes painted on the ground. More than a dozen men and women were training together in what appeared to be a warm-up game. Emilia was near the front, closest to them, locked in a duel with the man Hump assumed was her brother. They both wielded rapiers, their blades zipping through the air, fast as needles, stabbing and flicking at each other in a blur of motion.

      At times, Hump caught the shimmer of essence beneath Emilia’s skin, an internal essence technique driving her movement. The flash of light was a sign of her control slipping, but her brother showed no such weakness. His control was perfect. He appeared relaxed, smiling as he toyed with Emilia’s blade, leaving her opportunities to strike, and commending it when she took them. At the same time, their blades gleamed with light, leaving trails of red as they flew, the air whipping.

      “She’s good,” Dylan said.

      Hump nodded. “She might be even faster than Celaine.”

      “And her brother’s even faster,” Celaine said, not taking offence.

      The two finished their exchange, extending their swords to the side in the form of a salute.

      “You did well today.”

      Emilia scowled. “No, I didn’t. That was pathetic toward the end, I got distracted and started losing control.”

      Her brother laughed. “Okay. Not the best, but decent.”

      They turned to face Hump’s party, Emilia smiling as she approached.

      “It’s very good to see you all again, and under better circumstances. Thank you very much for your invitation to join your party.”

      “Really, there’s no need for that,” Bud said. “You’re doing us just as much a favour.”

      “And I’m looking forward to having another girl around,” Celaine added.

      Lord Rike cleared his throat, and Emilia glanced awkwardly his way.

      “Let me introduce you to my brother, Edmund Rike. He, erm… It was his idea to meet with you here.”

      “Indeed, it was,” he said. “I wanted to inspect the party that would be working alongside my little sister.” His eyes fell on Bud. “And to meet the fiancé that refused to meet with her.”

      “He does not look happy,” Hump whispered. He couldn’t help but notice the other fighters in the room had stopped what they were doing and turned to watch.

      “I noticed, thanks,” Bud snapped back. “Lord Rike, I’ve heard impressive things about your career from my father, and it is good to finally put a face to the name.”

      “The Blackthornes have been a long-time ally of ours, going back as far as the War of the Firmament,” he said. “I’m afraid to say, little has reached me of you, Robert, save for your childish actions. I must admit, I’m less than pleased she wishes to party with you. I fear what might happen if a crisis occurs.”

      “My actions before were improper, but do not think to call them childish. I do not regret my decision, for it has brought me closer to Kelisia. I am more certain than ever that I have followed the path she intended for me. As for your doubts, I would die before abandoning my companions, and now that she counts herself in that number, it includes Emilia. Do not think to question my honour.”

      “It would not be the first time I have questioned the gods’ choices,” Edmund said. “I do not care for your words. It is actions that speak, and so far, I am less than impressed. Draw your blade, Lord of Blackthorne, and show me. I will not take your life, but you will regret disappointing me again, I assure you.”

      “Ed, we discussed this,” Emilia said. “Please don’t do this.”

      “This is not for you to decide, Emilia. I will not trust you to adventure with a weak and fearful boy. This is a challenge between men. A promise! A contest of knights, of honour, and of courage. What say you, Robert? Do you dare?”

      Hump couldn’t stand by. Bud hadn’t even worn his armour. “Bud is not simply a Lord of Blackthorne, he is under Countess Daston’s protection—”

      “Hump,” Bud interrupted. “Thank you, but that isn’t necessary.” He glanced at Emilia, then to Edmund. “I have nothing to prove to you, Lord Edmund, but I am more than happy to accept an honourable challenge. Not as a Lord of Blackthorne, but as a Knight of Kelisia.”

      Edmand stepped back into the duelling box, feet graceful even in his walk, like a dancer over the ground. It reminded Hump of Vamir in a way—effortlessly swift. He flourished his rapier and held it at his side, point extended downward, waiting. A murmur moved through the others in the hall.

      Bud took a position opposite him and drew his longsword, the blade gleaming in the light. He did not draw upon Kelisia’s power. Not yet.

      “What are the rules?” Bud asked.

      “The first to draw blood thrice is crowned the winner,” Edmund said. “Do not hold back, Knight of Kelisia. You will need your blessings to face me.”

      “Understood.” Frostfire blazed along his blade, an icy aura rising around him, the air shimmering, blue light flickering beneath his skin.

      Emilia came to stand nearby, a nervous look on her face.

      “Does he stand a chance?” Hump asked.

      She glanced at him, her eyes giving him his answer. “My brother is a Bronze 4 adventurer, and a Rank 5 martial, Wizard Hump. The question is not whether Robert can win. It is whether he remains intact.”

      Hump swallowed. “Your brother wouldn’t seriously harm him, right?”

      She turned back to the box. “I don’t think so.”

      Think. Gods, well that didn’t bode well.

      “Finnigree, count the score,” Edmund said.

      “Yes, lord,” a man said, coming forward. He raised a hand, chopping it down like a sword. “Begin!”

      Bud stepped forward cautiously, longsword gripped in both hands, point extended. Edmund did not. He stepped in fast and hard, smashing his thin blade down upon Bud’s sword, nearly taking his wrist and forcing him back with a quick jab. Hump drew in a breath.

      “None of this pussy-footing,” Edmund said. “Fight me.”

      Bud adjusted his grip and readied himself once more, a calmness about him. Frostfire shimmered over his clothes as his new blessing took form, coating him in layers of ice, forming plates where his armour would usually be. Hump knew the power of that armour, but he wondered if it had the strength to block a real blow from Edmund.

      Then Bud stepped into him, chopping with his sword. Lunging forward into a jab. Feinting left, he cut at Edmund’s feet, his hand, his torso. The duellist easily dealt with the attacks, and Hump winced as Bud just barely drew his sword up in time to block a blow. But it didn’t end there. Edmund sped up into a barrage of attacks while Bud was on the backfoot.

      The knight floundered back, not keeping pace. There was a blur of motion, and Bud cried out. He backed away, limping, blood on Edmund’s blade. It took Hump a moment to spot the blood on Bud’s outer thigh, just above the knee where there was a gap in his Armour of Ice.

      “First blood,” the referee called.

      “You are slow and wild,” Edmund said, “and you are afraid to get hurt.”

      Bud smiled without anger. “I know when I am outmatched, but I am not afraid.”

      “One must be ready to face opponents beyond them,” Edmund said. “Do you roll over and give up when your life—the lives of your party—are on the line?”

      Bud clenched his jaw. “Your casual insults to my honour are the only childish action I see here today. I have fought and bled for my companions many times over. Yet you continue to doubt me?”

      “I do!” Edmund said.

      Bud charged, more aggressive than before. His sword a whirling storm of Frostfire, the flames dancing from the blade, flicking for Edmund’s face. It was like a wind surrounded his rapier, casting aside the fire, blowing through Bud’s expanding icy aura. Both moved at speeds no ordinary human could achieve—Bud driven by his Heart of Frostfire and Edmund by his own essence abilities. Hump hadn’t seen many duellists in action, but their ability to enhance their body was both stunning and terrifying. Against this speed, Hump wondered if he could do anything.

      He was no swordsman, though Hump could see Bud struggling. He staggered on his leg, floundered with his blade in a way Hump had never seen from the knight before. Never had he been so outmatched in simple swordsmanship. The techniques that had always worked were failing.

      The next blow caught Bud under the left armpit, tearing a gap in his waistcoat along his side. Bud cried out, his blade crashing against the ground as he lost strength, and it scraped against the wood as he dragged it back with one hand, creating distance. He raised it in one hand, guard ready, but Edmund didn’t push the advantage.

      “Second blood to Lord Rike.”

      Bud was gritting his teeth from pain, his breathing heavy. There was more blood this time, and it stained the floor in bright red streaks.

      “Do you wish to forfeit?” Edmund asked.

      Bud took control over his breathing and shook his head. His second hand returned to his grip, blood staining the white sleeve of his shirt, trickling down to his fingers. “I will see this through.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Dylan said.

      “It is his place to decide,” Celaine said. “This is not simply a duel of skill, but of honour.”

      Hump gritted his teeth. “Honour is for fools and dead men.”

      This time, Bud did not attack first. His Armour of Ice grew thicker, and a helmet formed over his head. It wasn’t as perfect as when he’d had plate armour to form over, but it was close. He looked like a knight, one ready for battle. He held his stance this time, point extended toward Edmund. They circled each other, testing each other’s blades with quick flicks, not stepping into each other’s space.

      Then Edmund flicked out with another blow, steels scraping against each other. Bud swept it aside and stabbed, but Edmund parried with a quick motion then sent another numbing blow crashing into his blade. Bud stumbled back on his injured leg, but he caught himself, again waiting. Ready. Though he didn’t have much farther he could go before he left the box, Edmund only had to push a little harder.

      There was a blur of an exchange, and Bud was sent off-balance, sword tip knocked toward the ground. Edmund didn’t wait, stepping forward, lunching with the point at Bud’s stomach, forcing him to take the last step back.

      But Bud didn’t. He straightened, leaning into the blow and taking it on his chestplate of ice. There was an explosion of Frostfire, mist expanding from the point of impact. When it cleared, a layer of ice bound the rapier in place, and Bud’s sword was stabbing at Edmund’s cheek.

      The duellist yanked his sword free and dodged back. Essence shimmered beneath his skin like red lightning. He’d lost control of his power, even if it was just for a second. He dodged, face all but snarling with anger. His blade glimmered, and he swung for Bud’s torso again.

      Bud’s armour shattered, his waistcoat and shirt were sliced open, and a long red line was left on his stomach. Bud yelled out, pressing a hand to the wound but not falling.

      “Third blood to Lord Rike,” Finnigree said. “The match is concluded.”

      Celaine let out a long sigh. “I guess that’s it then.”

      “No,” Emilia said. “My brother slipped up.”

      And then Hump saw what she meant. Edmund released his power, and a trickle of blood formed on his cheek, slight, but definitely there. His essence had only hidden it briefly. Voices picked up around the room, and Hump saw more than a few shocked faces, none more so than Emilia.

      Dylan hurried over to help Bud, but the knight pushed him off, standing on his own. He flourished his blade as they had seen Emilia and Edmund do so before and gave a bow.

      “A good match,” Bud said. “I accept my defeat. Congratulations.”
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      The line of blood on Edmund’s cheek pooled at the end until it trickled. He wiped it with his fingers, scowling at the blood before turning his gaze on Bud. An arrogance to his eyes that made Hump furious.

      The knight still stood with his sword out at his side, awaiting Edmund’s response. Edmund’s brow twitched. There was a tense moment as the entire room anticipated his reaction. Then, in a swift motion, he slashed the air with his blade and extended it to the side, returning a deep nod.

      Only then did Bud sheath his sword. Blood stains expanded on his clothes, but he paid them no mind.

      “You did well to score a mark against me, Knight of Kelisia.” Edmund sheathed his rapier.

      Bud smiled softly, the glint of Frostfire still in his eyes, a pale shimmer of essence beneath his skin. “Your skill is far beyond mine. It was a cheap trick, and I was lucky.” The smile left him. “So, what did my actions tell you?” There was a quiet anger to his voice.

      Edmund held his gaze and then let out a long sigh. “At the very least, I do not take you for an honourless coward.”

      “Surely you are satisfied then,” Emilia said angrily, approaching the duelling box.

      A tight smile formed on Edmund’s face, clearly not pleased that she was pushing him. “I wouldn’t go that far. He is still the fiancé that abandoned you.”

      “For good reason,” Emilia said. “I hold no grudge, and nor should you.”

      “You are still young,” Edmund said, growing impatient. “You are not yet wise to the ways of the world, little sister. I only want what’s best for you.”

      “If you had it your way, you’d wrap me up in pillows and lock me out of sight. I did not come to Sheercliff City to be your assistant instructor. I came to fight against the monster threat, and I want to go with them.”

      “I have not yet spoken to the rest of the party,” Edmund said. “We should discuss this privately—”

      “There is nothing to discuss. Robert is my fiancé. Speak with Father if you oppose so strongly.”

      Edmund clenched his jaw. “Very well.” He glared at Bud. “Do not let her down.”

      “I won’t,” Bud said. “None of us will.”

      In the end, it wasn’t an ideal meeting, but they had their fifth party member. Emilia treated them to morning tea—a little posh for Hump’s taste, but he was growing used to the finer things in life. Dylan stabilised Bud’s wounds using his new ability, Nature’s Spring, and they helped to bandage them. Emilia apologised once again, red with embarrassment at her brother’s actions, and they agreed to meet for training the next day. For today, Hump and the others had a meeting with Chosen, Inquisitors, and of course, Countess Daston.

      The fun was just beginning.
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        * * *

      

      It was hard for Hump to escape his anxiety as he stepped into the council chamber, following Vivienne’s lead. They were a part of Countess Daston’s entourage. It was a large room with an arched ceiling of white stone. A circle of leather-lined wooden seats filled most of the room, broken into six sections separated by walkways. At the centre was a large oak table.

      “Stand at the back and don’t speak unless spoken to,” Vivienne whispered. She then went to join Marcela and Graham behind Countess Daston, along with her other representatives. Marcela was there, as well as Natalie—Ricard’s assistant. Their expedition leader was still out of the city.

      Nobles, warriors, merchants, and all sorts of religious leaders continued to shuffle in, a dull murmur filling the room as they discussed amongst each other. Hump could feel the tension. This was no pleasant meeting, but a confrontation between hostile parties. It didn’t take long for the seats to fill, leaving the less important members to stand at the back. At the front of each section were the six faction leaders—powerful Chosen, martials, and wizards. More power than Hump had ever experienced in a single room.

      “Good afternoon to you all,” Sir Roderick began. “The purpose of today’s meeting is to share information regarding our growing pest problem.”

      The warrior priest sat across the table from them, his face hard and unreadable. Behind him, Hump spotted Randall sitting next to an older man that looked much like him—likely his father, the Lord Ferrand Hump had heard so much about. Skander and Madeleine held positions at the back, the rogue giving him a discreet wave when their eyes met.

      Roderick gave a long update on the situation in the city, and even confirmed what Countess Daston told them when they first brought the black stone artifact to her—Hump’s party was not the only one to have encountered warlocks. As many as a dozen had been slain, along with several of their thugs—enough to be a cult of its own. Unfortunately, only lesser members had been dealt with so far.

      The topic shifted onto other related matters. A number of deaths amongst the refugees had been uncovered as hoxes, disguised to appear like warlock attacks. Copy-cat murders with gouged-out and burnt eyes, though lacking the touch of magic. Such attempts did little to fool the expert eyes of the Pantheon’s investigators, but it was enough to send fear through the city.

      “What about the treatment of the Nileshi?” a speaker at the back asked. “The Temple Guard are unjustly forcing them from their homes and businesses. This cannot stand! They are a most important ally.”

      Sir Roderick gestured to the general area the voice came, drawing the eye of all those present to them. “Please, who am I addressing?”

      A man stepped out of the crowd, tall and broad, with the pale skin of a northman. “I am Kistev of the Merchants’ Guild.”

      “Thank you for joining us here today, Kistev. As for your claim, I assure you, there is no ill-treatment of Nileshi happening in Sheercliff. Would you have us do anything less than be absolutely scrupulous to ensure every citizen’s safety, while warlocks walk our streets?” Roderick let the question hang. Kistev dared not answer, though he clearly wanted to.

      “The god pillars have not slowed,” Roderick continued. “In fact, there are more new Chosen appearing in Sheercliff than there have been for half a millennium. That alone proves we are on the right path. The Nileshi are being treated under the same laws as everyone else. In this dire time, exceptions will not be made. If contraband is found in their possession—in any person’s possession—they will be punished. We simply cannot allow these warlocks access to the ingredients and magics that fuel their dark rituals.”

      “What if the merchant lords decide to act?” Kistev asked, finding his voice.

      “The day the merchant lords give a shit about their worker bees, pigs will fly,” Lord Ferrand spat.

      Roderick shot him a warning stare. Ferrand tilted his head in acquiescence, as if that wiped the insult clean. Kistev glowered, visibly chewing the inside of his cheek to keep from biting back.

      Smart man, Hump thought.

      “I do believe that is quite enough of that nonsense, Kistev of the Merchants’ Guild,” Lord Ferrand said, holding Kistev’s eye until the man backed into the crowd, returning to his seat. “Excellent. Seeing as we have far more pressing matters to attend to—Sir Roderick, I think we’ve beaten around the bush long enough, don’t you?”

      Roderick let out a sigh. “Very well. Lord Ferrand, the floor is yours.”

      Lord Ferrand stood, briskly moving to stand before Countess Daston and the rest of her section. “Countess Daston, I will be frank, it has come to light that you have been keeping secrets.”

      There it is, Hump thought. Something had been off about the room from the start. An air of conspiracy.

      There was a shuffle as the room turned to Countess Daston. She simply stared at Lord Ferrand, her face giving nothing away. She was a mask of calm.

      When she didn’t answer, Lord Ferrand cleared his throat. “I’m sure you are aware of the criminal apprehended in the Lower City. Our interrogations revealed they targeted a specific adventuring party in search of a particular black stone.” His eyes turned to Hump and his companions, and he smiled. “A party with us here today, in fact.”

      “Indeed, that is the case,” Countess Daston said. “Wizard Humphrey and his party acquired the stone after an encounter with a warlock leading a party of bandits to the south. Upon returning earlier this week, they gave the artifact to me, and I have since passed it onto my researchers to begin work. I suspect it to be of a similar sort to the one possessed by the Wizards’ Society.”

      A twisted smile graced Lord Ferrand’s lips, reminding Hump of Randall in his more spiteful moments. “Forgive my confusion, Justine, but have you not been pushing for us to work more closely together? For us to be more open and honest. To withhold the knowledge of your possession of a such an artifact, you must see the hypocrisy.”

      Countess Daston returned his smile. “It has been two days, Kennard. Would you like me to start submitting a daily report?”

      There were some chuckles around the room, and Lord Ferrand’s face reddened. Behind him, Hump noticed Randall casting an angry look around the room.

      “If I may,” another voice called, and all eyes turned to Inquisitor Abraxus. “Perhaps the countess has come to the same conclusion as I. A Priestess of Lady Light was found dead in the temple district, which can only mean one thing: I believe these warlocks must have connections in the Upper City, and powerful ones at that.” He cast his colds gaze upon every person present. “Perhaps even members of this council.”

      Everyone was aghast, talking at once.

      “Preposterous.”

      “Outrageous!”

      Sir Roderick hammered his metal staff against the ground, and it resonated like a bell, silencing the room. “Surely you have evidence to support such a bold claim, Inquisitor Abraxus.”

      Abraxus shook his head. “Not yet, I’m afraid. But if it’s there, I will find it.” His gaze returned to Countess Daston. “Unless you believe me mistaken, Countess.”

      There was a long silence.

      “Three dungeons are open within our borders,” she finally said. “Monsters plague our lands and ravage our people—all the while warlocks seek to destroy us. Now is a time where we must work together. But, if there were traitors amongst this council, I can only advise one thing.” Her eyes roamed the room, shimmering with the white light of Imira, the moon goddess and prophet of the gods. “The gods guide our path, and you cannot hide from their sight.”

      In the end, Lord Ferrand’s aggressive question lost its impact, leaving many of the rich and powerful angry. Though money only held so much power in a room equally full of Chosen.

      Discussions soon moved to actions going forward, including the expedition to bring down Stonebark Forest Dungeon, and to further close in on the leaders of the warlocks in Sheercliff.

      Hump was bored of standing around listening to politics. By the end of the meeting, his legs were aching, and he was relieved that their part in this was done.
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        * * *

      

      They met with Emilia first thing the next day and started their training. There was only a few days left to get to know each other before their quest began, both as people and as fighters. The academy grounds were the perfect place.

      Hump found the magical constructs incredibly useful, especially when using them as a party. While the limited space of the grounds made many of Hump’s spells impractical, they could work on their coordination and timing against foes that were enough of a challenge that they couldn’t make mistakes.

      Hump quickly decided he liked Emilia. She was a practitioner like him and had worked hard for her strength. While there was an air of nobility about her, she was down to earth, treating each of them like equals. Combat wasn’t just a duty to her, but an art. She held pride in her skills, not her status, and he could see it clearly with every swing of her blade. That made her easy to get along with. To top it off, she was nearly as fast and deadly as her brother. She would be an asset. The techniques of the Rike family focused on speed above all else, and watching her fight, he could see just how effective a strategy that was.

      “I’ve never met a Chosen that also uses internal essence techniques,” Emilia said. They’d finished their group training for the day and were working on their individual abilities. “How are you finding it?”

      “Difficult,” Celaine said.

      “She’s doing well,” Hump said. “It’s still early days. It takes years for martials and wizards to even gain basic control over their essence. You’ve done it in two months, Celaine.”

      She smiled. “It’s still difficult. I’m not really at the stage where I can use it during a fight yet, but I’m getting there.”

      “Two months is quick,” Emilia said. “Hump’s not exaggerating when he says it takes years. I’ve been doing these exercises since I was five. If you’d like, I’d be happy to give you some advice.” She grinned at Hump. “There’s only so much a wizard can teach you about internal essence techniques, after all.”

      Hump laughed. “Celaine’s a terrible student, so I’d be more than happy for you to take over.”

      Celaine narrowed her eyes. “Thanks.”

      As they left the academy grounds, a familiar voice called out to them. Arthur and the others of the Blackthorne knights were leaving the academy, likely preparing for their own quest.

      “Robert! I’m glad I caught you before you left.” Arthur was grinning. “I didn’t expect to see you and Emilia together after last time.”

      “Robert and his companions were kind enough to invite me to join their party,” Emilia said. “I’ll be questing with them.”

      “That’s brilliant news! Really, I’m so pleased you both worked things out.”

      Bud sighed. “No doubt you will pass on a report to my father.”

      “Of course! You’ve done well here, Robert. He’ll be pleased. Very pleased, I assure you. I know you’re not getting along right now, but trust me, this is a good thing.”

      Bud’s only answer was a long, thin frown. They exchanged small talk briefly, discussing each other’s quests and where they would be, before parting ways. Hump had to admit, he was pleased Arthur wouldn’t be anywhere near Stonebark Forest. Something about the knight rubbed him the wrong way, and it wasn’t just the overeager arse kissing.

      When the eve of their quest was finally upon them, Hump welled with excitement, the pre-quest jitters hitting him. He was sick of the city already. Sick of watching over his shoulder for both warlocks and inquisitors, and eager for a change of pace.

      He was halfway through his ale when Celaine returned to the inn with Emilia, her new cloak about her shoulders. It was a black veil of shadows that appeared to contort and move with her form, distorting her figure in a way that made it uncomfortable to stare too long, like a strange haze had formed over Hump’s eyes.

      “It’s a beautiful cloak,” Emilia said, running her fingers along the furs.

      “We killed a shadow cat on our previous quest chain,” Bud explained. “It had claimed the forest of a small village as its territory. Unfortunately, a couple of the foresters there were killed before help could arrive.”

      “That explains it,” Emilia said. “I’ve heard stories of the beauty and ferocity of shadow cats, though this is my first time seeing one of their pelts up close.”

      “It didn’t look so pretty from my angle,” Hump said. “The ferocity I can get behind.”

      Celaine smiled. “Hump’s still upset we used him as bait.”

      “Next time, you can be the bait and we’ll see how much you like it.”

      They laughed. The five of them ate a meal together and made their final preparations for the morning. Hump was feeling good about the upcoming quest. Bud’s wounds were completely healed, they’d stocked up on the necessary antidotes, along with some general provisions, and Emilia’s brother had contributed a potion with the healing strength to bring a person that had not yet achieved Soul Manifestation back from the brink of death. They were in a better state than ever.

      They’d had a meeting with Marcela and the two other parties that would be going to Stonebark Forest Dungeon that afternoon, and arranged to meet on the west road the following morning. They were ready—as ready as they could be.
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      The fields of grass and grain swept by on either side of the road like a green ocean—at least, that’s how Emilia described it. Hump had never been on the ocean so he couldn’t say for sure. It sure as hell sounded more interesting than a wagon ride across gentle hills and unending farmland.

      There were wagons ahead and behind, spreading out in a long, very slow line, carrying all the fresh supplies an adventuring expedition would need. It wasn’t Hump’s first time riding in such a convoy, though he’d never been a part of one so strong. Bronze rankers formed the bulk of the force.

      Ricard had led his expedition deep into Stonebark Forest, and these were the reinforcements destined to aid in the final push. Hump had to admit, he was pleased he was just assigned to patrols. His strength was a drop in the pond compared to these seasoned adventurers, which could only mean whatever beasts lurked within the forest were so far beyond him, it was best he stayed out of sight.

      Prancer and the other horses trailed behind them, Emilia’s beautiful white mare joining theirs. Wagons were slow, bumpy, and uncomfortable, but at least it meant they could get some practice in while they travelled.

      Hump took advantage of the quiet moment to identify Celaine’s new cloak. They’d not told Emilia about his spellbook or the dragon egg yet, and at least for now, Hump had no plans to.

      
        
        ITEM INDEX

        Shadow Cat Cloak

      

      

      
        
        Artifact | Dark | Bronze

      

      

      
        
        Description

        A cloak crafted from the hide of a shadow cat, veiling the wearer in shadows that distort and hide their figure, aiding in stealth. Resistant to physical attacks.

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        Sheercliff City, Adventurers’ Campus, House of Runes

      

      

      “Well worth the money,” Hump said. “I’m amazed at how available bronze tier enchantments are in Sheercliff.”

      “I’m not too surprised,” Dylan said, taking a look. “The city needs fighters. Prices are low to ensure everyone is properly equipped.”

      “I think it’s perfect,” Celaine said, wrapping the cloak around her and smiling. “We don’t have equipment like this back home.”

      “Oh really?” Dylan asked. “What about your bow?”

      Celaine ran a hand along the weapon, stroking it gently. “It was given to my sister by Owalyn when she first became a Dragon Keeper. When Starfall died, she gave the bow to me.”

      Dylan’s eyes widened.

      “What?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Sorry… I just didn’t realise it was a divine artifact. I’ve never seen one before.”

      “You will never see one like it again,” Celaine said. “Owalyn sung it from a branch of the Great Tree. It does not wear, and it’s string never loses its tension.”

      “She won’t let me identify it,” Hump said, frowning at her.

      “Some things are not meant to be understood by mortals.”
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        * * *

      

      “I think it’s time to start talking over our quest,” Marcela said.

      There were twenty of them sat around a campfire making small talk—four adventuring parties assigned to Marcela’s command, Hump included. A bunch of nobles and Chosen, none of them much interested in Hump, not that he was complaining. They’d talked about missing their homes, how strange it was to be away from family, how they were nervous about what was up ahead. All of it nonsense.

      It had only been a few days and they were already craving plush pillows and fine meals. Hump wondered how they’d take it when food started to run low and their sleep was interrupted by watch shifts.

      “We’re fine, Marcela, really,” Corvin said. “We’re protecting a few villages from squirrels and stonepeckers.” He lay back against his saddle pack, hands clasped behind his head. “It’ll be a piece of cake.”

      He was the leader of the other academy party, a Chosen Knight of Ordana, sister of Kelisia and the goddess of summer. Even his armour seemed to glimmer, and he talked with a smile that said he had the arrogance to believe all attention was focused on him. Another arrogant noble, and one that had made it clear how little he thought of Hump.

      Marcela’s jaw clenched—Corvin had been giving her trouble ever since they’d left. He was a year older than her, and firmly against being relegated to her lacky rather than given a command of his own.

      “I’ve seen many adventurers die over pieces of cake,” Hump said. “Go into a quest with an attitude like that, and you may find yourself regretting it. The more we can prepare, the better chance we all have of making it through this unharmed. And keeping the villagers alive too.”

      Marcela gave him an appreciative smile.

      Corvin on the other hand looked at him with a strained grin. “Another pearl of wisdom from the wizard. How did we ever manage without you?”

      There were snickers from his party. Despite being a couple of years older than Hump, they were like children. Much like Bud was when they first met, in a way. All their knowledge of adventuring from children’s stories and bard tales. Either they’d get lucky enough to have a chance to learn, or they’d die quickly.

      “This isn’t a choice, Corvin,” Marcela said. “You’ll either do as I say, or I’ll send you home dishonoured.”

      “There’s no harm in going over the plans again,” Kesha said—one of his party members.

      Corvin sighed, sitting back up. “Very well.”

      “Do you really think we might have trouble?” Eve asked.

      She was the leader of a party from the Pantheon. A nervous girl that was about Hump’s age, and for once, even shorter than him. She had black hair, and wore dark clothes, a half-skull amulet around her neck marking her as a Chosen of Rathlar. She was an even stranger choice of party leader than him. Quiet, anxious, and with less charisma than any Chosen he’d met. At the same time, her party seemed to jump to her word, so she must have been doing something right.

      “With any luck, no,” Marcela said. “But reports say the villages are struggling now that the expedition has pushed deeper into Stonebark Forest. These people live off the forest. Much of their food is gathered within and their produce relies on things only found inside. Even if the dangers are minimal, I’d like to help them however we can.”

      “We’re not there to coddle them,” Corvin said. “We’re there to keep them from being killed by monsters.”

      “They are people of Sheercliff,” Marcela said. “They pay taxes, they take up arms in times of crisis, and they deserve whatever help we can give them.”

      “Is that so?” Corvin asked. “Last I heard we were adventurers, not charity workers.”

      It was difficult to have a productive conversation with Corvin around, but they were able to get through Marcela’s main points in the end. They discussed the various monsters they were likely to encounter, in far more detail this time. Marcela had gone around asking the bronze rankers for whatever advice they could offer. Hump had to admit, she was working hard to give them the best chance they could get.

      The new information was a little concerning, however. The creatures of Stonebark Forest had adapted to consume the plant life within. That meant they needed claws and teeth with the strength to eat stone. The squirrels Corvin mentioned had teeth that could crush bones. Not something most travellers had to worry about as they only ate seeds, but the dungeon had corrupted them. It twisted the largely peaceful creatures of the forest into monsters that could tear apart armour with ease.

      “What an arse,” Celaine said after they’d finished.

      “He sure is,” Emilia said. “I’ve heard of the Locke family before, and from what I know, they’re quite popular within the city.”

      “It’s probably gone to his head,” Hump said. “It’ll be a wake-up call once he sees any action.”

      Emilia leant forward. “I am curious though. How did you come to be in charge of the party, Hump? It’s rare to see a practitioner as young as you respected by Chosen. Especially one of your background.”

      Hump shrugged. “I guess I drew the short straw.”

      Bud snorted. “Hump has more experience doing this than any of us. I don’t know… he’s just got a good head on him.”

      Hump stroked his imaginary beard. “I am a very wise wizard after all.”

      Celaine groaned, scrunching her nose.

      “As you can see, Celaine’s far too moody to be the party leader,” Hump said.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Emilia laughed.

      “Hump’s experience definitely shows,” Dylan said. “He’s joking now, but I was impressed with him on our previous quest chain. He’s adaptable, and good at identifying a priority. At the end of the day, I think the most important quality in a leader is the ability to make a decision and follow it through.”

      “I think you’re giving me too much credit,” Hump said, chuckling awkwardly at the praise. “I’ve made a lot of bad decisions.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Emilia said. “My father used to tell me, ‘One’s decision doesn’t have to be perfect, so long as you make it quickly and stick to it. Indecision is the path to defeat.’”

      “Exactly!” Dylan said. “Honestly, I’m terrible. When things don’t go to plan, I freeze. I couldn’t do what you do.”

      Hump remembered. Back when they’d been at the lighthouse and the shades had appeared over Fishers Lake Town, they’d had to all but force Dylan to go with them instead of seeking instruction from Vivienne. It was good to hear he had the confidence of his party. Good, yet at the same time, Hump couldn’t help but feel anxious. He knew they trusted him, but it hadn’t quite dawned on him before what that trust meant. Not just their jobs or livelihoods; they could die because of him.

      Celaine smiled. “Don’t look so nervous. We’d still tell you if we thought you were being an idiot. Don’t worry.”

      Hump snorted. “Good. I’d hate for that to slip past.”

      The two-week journey went by quickly. There were a few squabbles, but it was a relatively uninteresting trip. With bronze rankers around, Hump tried to relax and focus on his training. That meant relearning cantrips he’d long since fallen out of practice with, and lots of egg bonding.

      It was clear when they arrived by the changing of the trees. The bark became grey and dry, like the aftermath of a basilisk petrification. He could feel the power of the earth everywhere; a gentle welling of strength, and a timelessness that made the forest feel ancient. There was a rapid thud above, and Hump looked up to where a bird hammered its beak against the stonebark of a tree, chipping at it like a chisel.

      Soon, it was time for them to part ways. The main caravan was headed for the dungeon encampment, along with most of the supplies. Only a few had been spared to resupply the villages, and Hump feared it would hardly be enough to last long.

      They arrived in Stonepath first, a mass of villagers there to welcome them, bowing and praying at the sight of Chosen, and cheering as Corvin hopped from his wagon, radiating the light of summer.

      “Don’t miss me too much,” he told Marcela. “You lot have fun out there.”

      “I’ll be back tomorrow to check in,” Marcela said. “Do not cause any trouble.”

      He waved her off. “Look at them. Do you think there’s anything I could do to trouble them.”

      He wandered off into the crowd with his party, beaming as he handed out casual blessings to any that asked.

      Marcela sighed. “I have a terrible feeling about this.”

      Tailsend was next. A small village at the end of an outcrop of forest, cut off by a rocky outcrop. This was their stop. Marcela hadn’t made it obvious, but Hump got the impression they’d been given the most central village for a reason. They were the most experienced, and this way if a crisis struck, they’d be best positioned to reach the other villages. The party of Chosen would take the final one, Marlton, while Marcela’s party would move between the three to patrol and reinforce.

      As they arrived though, most of the horses in all three parties started acting up. Once they neared the village, Hump realised why.

      A giant creature barred the path. It paled in size to a wolf dragon, but not by much. The beast had a scaly hide much like the stonebark trees, with four thick legs, and a short trunk that drooped over its mouth. Four tusks extended from beneath like skewers. Hump drew his staff up defensively, only then realising that villagers stood on either side of it, unafraid of the beast. And atop it, a man sat around its neck, dressed in huntsman’s gear.

      He greeted them. “It’s good to meet you all. I’m Harlow. I’ve been doing what I can to keep the village safe, but I’ve got to admit, it’s good to have you here. Things have been tough.”

      Hump hardly even heard him, staring up at the creature with wide eyes.

      “Ah, this is Sally,” the man said, slapping her shoulders affectionately. “She’s a stonetusk. Harmless, honestly. Had her ever since she was a babe.”

      Hump gulped. She didn’t look harmless.
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      Sally was magnificent. Hump could hardly take his eyes off the stonetusk. Prancer reared when he attempted to approach, forcing Hump to dismount and lead him forward on foot. Sally, on the other hand, was completely calm. She was content, even as nervous children clung to her legs and the other villagers crowded around her.

      As he neared, the best description Hump could think of was a giant, scaly goat. She even had the cloven hooves, her feet and ankles coated in an even thicker layer of scales than the rest of her.

      Celaine handed him the reigns of her horse and went on ahead.

      “She’s beautiful,” she said, approaching the creature without concern.

      “That she is,” Harlow said from her back. “No need to be so cautious. She’s gentle as a lamb, she is. Just let her have a whiff of you. They’ve got incredible noses, they do.”

      Celaine held out her hand, and the stonetusk huffed enthusiastically. After a few seconds, she nudged her head to the side and allowed Celaine to stroke her cheek.

      Celaine smiled widely. “Are there others like her here?”

      Harlow laughed. “No. Sally’s one of a kind. Only place you’ll find more is in the forest, but she’s small compared to them. She was very weak when I found her. A bad birth I think, and her mother left her, or died somewhere, gods forbid. Either way, my best guess is it stunted her growth.”

      Marcela’s group urged their horses closer. The shieldbearer, Matthias, looked the creature over with a scrunched nose. “Are you sure it won’t bite?”

      Harlow laughed, big and joyous. “Oh, she bites. Only if you’re an arse though.”

      “Harlow, please, a little decorum is owed to such prestigious guests.” A priestess stepped out from the crowd. She was a woman in her fifties, with greying hair and a sigil on her robes Hump didn’t recognise. “Greetings, adventurers. I am Joan, Priestess of Isterra. When we were informed help would be arriving, I never imagined so many Chosen would grace us.” She gave a deep bow. “The gods have truly blessed our small village.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Priestess,” Marcela said from atop her horse, the well-trained stallion controlled even in the presence of the stonetusk. “I am Marcela Daston.”

      She introduced them all, the priestess’ eyes widening with every name. Hump could relate. A few months ago, even to his usually cynical self, if two and a half parties of Chosen had shown up in front of him, he’d be shocked too. Funny how quick things change.

      “Lady Daston, goodness, I wasn’t prepared for such a visit,” Priestess Joan said. “Please, allow me to escort you somewhere private. Harlow, Gertred, please, help our guests.”

      “I’m afraid I must pass on the offer,” Marcela said. “Our parties must continue on to Marlton where Eve and her party are stationed. Allow me to leave you in the very capable hands of Wizard Humphrey and his companions, for we must still complete the trip before the night’s end.”

      “Of course, yes. My apologies. Please, do not let me keep you.”

      Marcela smiled. “It was very good to meet you, Joan. My party and I will be patrolling the forest, so I’m sure we will have plenty of opportunities to become properly acquainted.”

      They watched the two parties of Chosen go, leaving a slightly disappointed priestess behind. Hump got it. He was a wizard, and they were all a little younger—it would be easy to think Tailsend had drawn the short straw.

      “Priestess Joan, is there somewhere we can keep our horses and gear?” Hump asked in his most authoritative voice. “After that, I would appreciate a private word. I’d like to know the status of the village and how we can best help.”

      “Yes of course,” she said. “Harlow, would you help them get set up in the Jasper’s? Once you are all ready, we shall speak more in the chapel.”

      “Sure thing.” Harlow nodded his head to the side, directing them toward the village as Sally turned. “Come on, I’ll show you around Tailsend, home of the best stoneale you’ll ever find.”

      “Not the stoneale, Harlow,” Joan said, head falling into her palm.

      Harlow laughed from his seat on Sally’s back, the crowd parting as she walked. Hump exchanged a few greetings, but it was the others they were most interested in, openly gawking at the Chosen. Celaine may not have been of the Pantheon, but none here would know.

      The village was quite large. Row upon row of houses built along three winding, narrow paths. They were made of a strange material that had the texture of wood, but the cold hard touch of stone. It resulted in walls of grey lumber, where the rings and imperfections of the wood created fantastic patterns, and the rooftops were made of flattened sheets of petrified bark.

      It was a serene, fairy tale village, and Hump struggled to take it in a little with the stomping beast walking alongside him. Harlow explained there were many farms and hamlets out beyond the village, but for the most part they lived off the forest. Foraging, hunting, and manufacturing goods that only an earth essence domain could produce.

      Jasper’s inn was near the village centre. He came to meet them outside, showing them to the stables around back before leading them inside.

      “I’ve made your rooms for you,” he said, his voice as frail as he looked. “Please, if you need anything, you only need ask.”

      “My thanks, Jasper,” Bud said, looking around the tavern on the ground floor.

      “You have a lovely inn,” Emilia said, running a hand along the doorway as they entered.

      The man smiled. “You are too kind, my lady.”

      Their rooms were simple, but they each had one to themselves. They set aside their things and freshened up before heading across a small marketplace to where the chapel was. It was a grand old building, appearing to be made of real stone unlike the rest of the village, the belltower the highest point in Tailsend. Joan waited for them inside.

      She and Harlow spent some time explaining the situation in the village. Many of their people had already fled to Sheercliff City hoping to escape the threat of the dungeon, but most had stayed behind to defend their homes.

      “We rely on the forest for everything,” Joan said. “There are a few farms out there, but far from enough to sustain those of us living here. It’s the forest we cultivate, and right now, the dungeon has taken that from us.”

      “How much longer will your supplies last?” Dylan asked.

      Joan looked to Harlow who shrugged.

      “A couple of weeks,” he said. “Maybe a bit longer if we have a few successful hunts. Those supplies you brought will help, but it’s far from enough.”

      “That’s sounds simple enough,” Bud said. “We can escort you through the forest. Perhaps supplies will still be lacking, but it will at least extend your stock a little and provide time for the expedition to destroy the dungeon.”

      Joan let out a relieved breath. “I had hoped that would be possible. We’re only in the early months of winter. It’s not just about surviving a few weeks—we also must live through the months that follow.”

      “The forest…” Harlow hesitated, the ease about him turning rigid. “The forest is not what it used to be. We’ve tried to go out in groups, but it was becoming more and more dangerous. After one of our foresters lost their leg to an attack, most of them refused to go.”

      “Monsters?” Hump asked.

      “No,” Harlow said. “Or at least, they weren’t before. The dungeon’s changed them. Creatures that wouldn’t have harmed a person before are now hungry for flesh. It’s downright creepy. It’ll be hard to work up much enthusiasm for the job.”

      “Well, that’s what we have Chosen for,” Hump said, gripping Bud and Dylan’s shoulders. “They’re not just pretty faces. We’ll keep you safe.”

      It was a fairly simple solution, and at least it meant they could be active. That was enough for Hump to like the plan. Once they’d had some time to patrol the forest, perhaps they’d better understand how they could help the village.
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      Hump stared up at the canopy. It was familiar yet so unlike the forests he was used to, as if they’d been chiselled out of stone by Osidium himself. The trees were as gnarled and textured as any normal tree. Leaves were formed of veil-thin stone, so perfectly formed that Hump could see the veins within. The undergrowth was full of spiked shrubs, ferns, and tufts of needle-sharp grass. They shattered like clay as Sally cleared the path along the trail. In her wake, there was little to do but swipe aside anything that remained. Stone speckled the ground, protruding from thick green moss-like growths.

      If not for the chaotic essence of the dungeon in the air, Hump might have liked it. As it was, chills travelled down his spine. With every step into the forest, the dungeon’s presence grew stronger. A tarnished, corrupted power that just felt wrong.

      Harlow had convinced thirty-odd men and women to come with them, and they made a lot of noise as they walked. A stream gurgled in the distance, and there was a constant tapping sound echoing throughout the forest that Harlow explained as stonepeckers—the same birds Hump saw as they arrived.

      Harlow pointed off to the side of the trail. “Boulder boar dung. Angry little beasties they are—about the size of your average pig, but twice as heavy and twice again as mean.”

      “Don’t get smashed by the angry boars,” Hump said. “Note taken.”

      Harlow snorted. “A good mindset to keep out here. Takes a tough kind of creature to survive Stonebark Forest; best you avoid getting smashed by any of them.”

      “I assure you, we are tougher than we look,” Emilia said, a smile splitting her lips.

      “Maybe so,” he said. “Though there’s not much arguing to do with a ton of stone-hard muscle.”

      Harlow’s pet bird, Peck, swooped down through the trees and landed on his shoulder. It was a small species known locally as a nightflutter, easily recognisable by its black and red feathers. It circled them and flew back for treats every few minutes, supposedly scouting their surroundings. How he’d trained a bird to do that, Hump didn’t know. He knew of druids and a few wizards with the power to communicate with animals, but Harlow didn’t strike him as one. Though, perhaps he used his powers instinctually.

      Whatever the case, Hump wasn’t sure about trusting their safety to a bird. They were all on watch, and all on edge. The shadows of the forest provided the perfect hunting ground for whatever monsters lurked. Fortunately, they had a dragon-blooded huntress with them, Celaine’s eyes unaffected by the dim light. She led the way while Dylan brought up the rear. Hump, Bud, and Emilia stuck close to Sally and the foresters, ready to defend them the moment an attack came.

      They’d walked less than half an hour when they came upon a section of managed forest. Miles upon miles of young trees spread out before them. The ground was mostly cleared of wild plants, though some shrubs now grew after the foresters’ absence.

      Harlow hopped from Sally’s back and slapped the stonetusk’s rear, ushering her forward. She leapt into the strange farm excitedly, rearing up and throwing her weight against one of the thicker trees. There was a loud crunch as she ripped the trunk up, sending it crashing to the ground. Then she tore into it with her tusks, shredding the bark to get to the fibrous insides, which she munched on loudly.

      Around them, the other villagers got to work. They set their hand carts down nearby and took chisels and hammers from their belts. Then they struck at the base of trees, hammering away at them until they toppled.

      “We’re after the inner part of the horntrunk tree,” Harlow explained. “Peel off the outer bark, and you’re left with the horntrunk heart. It’s a brilliant starch. Sally makes it look easy, but the older trees like that one she’s eating aren’t much good for human consumption. It’s the young trees we farm. They grow fastest deep in the forest.”

      “You eat the trees?” Bud asked. “I thought they were made of stone.”

      “The outer bark, sure,” Harlow said. “Tough as rocks, that is. Inside, not so much.” He gave an upward tilt of his head toward where Hump heard the stream. “Focus your attention over there. Your adventurer friends are a good few miles that way.”

      “Got it,” Hump said. “Emilia and Bud, you both stay here with the villagers. I’ll set up some Alarm Traps. Dylan, Celaine, see if you can find somewhere suitable to keep watch.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Emilia said to him. “Bud can keep watch here on his own, and you shouldn’t be walking through the forest alone, even if it’s only nearby.”

      Hump looked at her and nodded. “Thanks.”

      He’d noticed her energy as they’d been walking. Hump got the impression that if it was up to her, they’d be encountering monsters today. Perhaps a little reckless, though he put it down to excited inexperience more than anything. Her impression of real adventuring no doubt warped by the stories she’d heard.

      They split up, each going about their jobs. Emilia stuck close to Hump as they wandered away from the villagers, him setting up his cantrips between trees and along what looked like animal trails to him. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than standing by and watching. He worked to the constant sound of hammering, both from the foresters and from the stonepeckers. It was a strange type of noise, though dulled by the trees. Hump didn’t mind it. After he’d set up ten of his traps, the two of them returned to find the hand carts already half full. The horntrunk hearts reminded him of the inner part of leeks, though much longer.

      They were a couple of hours in when one of Hump’s traps sounded toward the stream. It chimed for a few seconds then when silent.

      “What’s that?” Harlow asked.

      “My alarm spell,” Hump said, looking toward the sound, staff ready. “Something must have triggered it. Come on.”

      “Everyone, group up,” Harlow shouted at the foresters. “Something’s out there.”

      The group gathered, readying their hammers on their shoulders. They waited, watching the trees, but they remained undisturbed. To the right, there was a cracking sound, and Dylan emerged.

      “Celaine’s found something,” he said. “Come with me.”

      He led them back down a broken trail, where they found Celaine a little farther along the path.

      “There’s a dead boar,” Celaine said. “It’s near the stream. Looks like it died recently.”

      Harlow’s face turned to worry. “Show me.”

      She led them through the trees until they reached a rocky hill. The stream was louder now, Hump catching glimpses of it through the trees. His eyes were drawn to a patch of broken shrubs, where a corpse lay on its side, its back to them.

      “That’s the boulder boar alright,” Harlow said. “Any idea—”

      There was a bone shattering crunch, and the boar’s innards bulged where its stomach should be.

      Behind him, Bud slipped on the mud and caught his weight on a hanging branch. The branch snapped, echoing through the forest, and the movement in the corpse stopped. They watched tensely, weapons ready.

      The corpse shifted, and a small head popped out from behind it. It looked like a large squirrel, though instead of fur, its head was coated in red-stained bone.

      “Get back!” Harlow whispered.

      A second later, another head popped out. Then the entire boars body started to shift, until there were a dozen of the creatures staring at them. Still more clawed their way from its body, coated in blood, their claws forming a single, hard spike.

      They hopped up on the corpse aggressively. Others circled around it, or stood on their hind legs and stared at them, baring their rabbit-like teeth. Out in the open, more bone coated their chests and backs like armour. From within a helmet of bones, their eyes gleamed red.

      “Hammertooths,” Harlow said.

      Hump readied his staff. Bud and Emilia drew their swords. Dylan’s blessing radiated, encompassing them in the essence of nature, and Hump felt its strength.

      Then the creatures were dashing at them. They leapt through the air, screeching in terrifying hunger. A horde of red eyes charging through the shadows of the forest.
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      Hump reacted the same way he always did when a madly shrieking hammertooth leapt at him. He gathered essence in his staff and stabbed it toward them. “Fire Blast.”

      Fire exploded through the air and over the ground in a wave. Those struck went quiet, dying easily, yet more filled their place. They swarmed from all directions, the shadowy ground shifting.

      Emilia dashed ahead, her blade a silver blur in the air. Essence trailed it like yellow flame, and it rose from her body. She moved fast as lightning, spearing and slashing apart the creatures with perfect precision. Bud and Dylan took positions on either side of her, the knight radiating Frostfire as Dylan’s Aspect of the Bear formed around him. They slashed and bashed the creatures, yet some slipped through the gaps. The small beasts leaping and clawing their way up their bodies or weaving through legs, breaking through to the rear.

      Hump envisioned a shield that encompassed his party and barked the command. Essence spread from his staff, surrounding them. He almost staggered as a mass of fur and bone collided with it, covering the front segment of his barrier. The hammertooths bit down at his shield, slammed against it with their spiked claws, tearing at it with no regard for themselves.

      A few had made it inside before it fully closed, but the others made short work of them. Celaine launched into the fray using Spring Step, abandoning her bow in favour of her dagger, swiping a creature straight out of the air as it hurled itself at Hump.

      There was a dull thud, and Hump grunted. A crack split the shield, spider-webbing across its surface.

      “Shit,” Hump said. He willed it together, trying to reinforce his spell, but the bone-crushing force of these creatures was no joke. “I can’t hold them.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, finding a couple of the creatures trying to sneak around the back. Harlow was there, white eyed and fearful. He had his bow out and ready, but Hump didn’t trust him to use it.

      “More behind us,” Hump said.

      “I’ll go,” Emilia said. “The three of you cover the front.”

      There was no arguing. An explosion of cold hit his body as another crack spread across his shield, deeper this time. Then it shattered. Hump staggered, catching his weight on his staff. The creature’s collapsed to the ground in a heap, clawing over each other to be the first to taste blood.

      Bud swung at them, Frostfire coating his blade and engulfing a handful of them. Dylan slammed his staff into more, then kicked as one came for his legs. Celaine wielded her dagger in sweeping arcs, slicing the creatures to pieces.

      Hump was readying another spell when a shadow appeared at his feet, leaping at him with gaping jaws. Hump raised his still smouldering staff to smash the hammertooth aside, feeling contact, but hot pain seared his shoulder and back. He cried out, stumbling, momentarily blinded by the pain. The ground slipped beneath him and he fell, the creatures still clawing at him, scrambling up his shoulder, digging at his battle robes. He curled around the egg in his pouch, shielding it as he called upon his essence, letting it build in his body.

      Blood and bone exploded over his face.

      The creature was gone. Above, Emilia stood over him, sword held before her in one hand. Her rapier was a blur. As fast as a whip, blurring red light carving lines through the air as it lashed out at the hammertooths. It was a dance, the blade in constant motion—flicking, stabbing, slashing—leaving a trail of yellow essence along its path. She made it look easy. Her face split into a grin as she fought. Blood splattered her cheek, her armour; the creatures couldn’t touch her.

      Hump forced himself back up as Emilia continued to cut through the hammertooths that flew at them. Bud stood slightly ahead of him, his Armour of Ice coating him now, a helmet enveloping his head. Mists of cold exploded from him like vapour on breath whenever the hammertooths struck him, leaving their frozen bodies on the ground around him.

      Celaine was darkness taken form. Her cloak combined with Bloodshadow concealed her figure, making her appear as a whirling mist of black. She dodged amongst the creatures, killing them with precise cuts of her dagger. The aura of the hunt surrounded her, a killer intent that made even the maddened hammertooths swerve around her.

      Dylan was in the most trouble. His weapon and lack of armour made him ill-suited for the fight. Bloody wounds mottled his body, though his bear form defended against serious damage, at least for now. Creatures clung to his back, leaving painful red marks as they clawed their way to his head, probing for weaknesses. One crunched down on his shoulder and he screamed, grabbing it with his bare hand and crushing it in his grip.

      Hump aimed his staff at the druid’s back. “Essence Blast.”

      It was just a quick jab of power. Hardly enough to even stagger the druid, but it sent the lightweight hammertooths flying off of him. Celaine was there then, cutting away at the ones that tried to come up behind.

      “Keep them off me,” Hump said to Emilia.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” she snapped back.

      Hump ignored her, gathering fire to his staff, and lots of it. He felt it through his body like a violent wave, surging through his staff. The runes erupted with smouldering flame, smoke filling the air. The focus shimmered red and then boiled like lava.

      Hump aimed it ahead of him. “Clear the path!”

      He could hardly hold it back now, the flame taking on an intent of its own. The pressure trying to find a way out, the explosive power of fire desperate to escape. His three companions retreated to his and Emilia’s side immediately.

      “Fire Blast.”

      Flame erupted from his staff in a stream. Hump swept his staff over the area before them, the flame spreading across the ground, engulfing the creatures and the corpse of the boar. Their furious screams quieted. The stench of burnt flesh filled the air.

      As it cleared, Hump spotted shadows moving away from them in the distance. He gasped for breath, gritting his teeth against the sudden cold through him. It passed quickly.

      “They’re fleeing,” Dylan said.

      To his side, Celaine stumbled forward, the shadows still surrounding her.

      “Whoa, Celaine,” Hump said, stepping into her path. She carried on forward, her face distorted behind the shadows. He took her right wrist in his hand, gripping it. “Let go of the dagger.”

      The shadow shifted as if caught by the wind. Darkness clouded her eyes, muddying the usual green light. She bared her teeth.

      “Celaine!” he snapped, a touch of fear in his voice. Not for himself, but for her. He knew the power of the dagger she wielded, and it had tasted blood.

      Light returned to her eyes. In a moment of fear, she let the dagger go and it dropped to the ground, still radiating shadow. Hump kicked it away as Celaine stumbled back, looking around at the scene as if worried she might have done something.

      “We’re all good,” Hump said. “They’re gone.”

      “Sorry,” Celaine said breathlessly. “I guess I’m still a way away from properly wielding it.”

      Hump looked over his party, his eyes coming to rest on Dylan. The druid had returned to his normal form and was panting. Blood covered him, trickling from dozens of angry wounds. At the same time, green essence radiated from his body in gentle spirals of mist. It condensed around his wounds.

      “Dylan, how bad is it?” Hump asked.

      Dylan rolled his shoulders, wincing. “Nothing hurts too bad, I’ll heal up. No need to worry.” He drew in a deep breath, taking in the essence from the air and from nature itself. As he did, more power streamed from him.

      “Harlow?” Hump probed.

      The man was still at their back. He’d dropped his bow at some point. He gave a frightened nod. “I’m okay.” He looked over himself, patting his body. “I’m unhurt.”

      “Good,” Hump said, trying to sound calm. “Is everyone else alright?”

      “One of the blasted things bit me in the shin,” Bud said. “Other than that, my armour took the brunt of it.” He looked his equipment over and scrunched his nose. “It’s going to need some repairs, though.”

      Hump chuckled, then winced as pain flared in his shoulder. He pressed a hand to it and pulled it away to find blood. “Am I alright?”

      Celaine walked over. “Let me see.”

      Hump turned his back to her and felt her hands tugging at his robes. She hissed in a breath. “Looks like your battle robes took the worst of it. The fabric didn’t tear, but it’s stretched apart enough to let the point through. You’ve got a long cut along your shoulder blade, but I don’t think it’s serious.”

      Harlow started to take off his pack. “I’ve got some healing supplies.”

      Hump shook his head. “Save it. We need to move. There’s blood and essence in the air. More monsters may come.”

      He looked over to find Emilia watching them suspiciously.

      “Is anyone going to explain that to me?” She pointed at Bloodshadow on the ground. “What kind of artifact is that? And why did Celaine seem to lose her mind?”

      “It’s built using bloodlets, taken from a tyrannous raven,” Hump explained. “They’re powerful, but the raven’s will still lives on inside. It has a taste for blood, and it doesn’t care where it takes it from.”

      Emilia frowned. “It’s dangerous then.”

      Hump nodded.

      “Only because my will is still too weak to properly control it.” Celaine picked the dagger off the ground and stared at it, the shadow slowly withdrawing back into the blade. “But I’ll get there.”

      “Good to know,” Emilia said. “A little warning would have been nice, but I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”

      Celaine sheathed the dagger. “You’re right. I should have mentioned it.”

      Emilia smiled. “That’s okay. Though I must say, you were quite terrifying with all those shadows around you. It was quite remarkable.”

      Back at the horntrunk farm, the foresters and other villagers stood together, their hammers ready as weapons. The group seemed to relax as Hump and the others returned, as if all the fear and tension was suddenly released. Harlow instructed them to pack up—they were heading home for the day. There was some disappointment that they’d only filled half the carts, but for today, that was the best they could do.

      Dylan maintained Nature’s Spring as they walked, and Hump soaked in the power of the druid’s latest blessing. Not only did the pain from his wound subside, but the cold of essence use left him far quicker than normal. Despite that, Dylan still insisted on applying a press to the wound once they returned.

      There was a big gathering at the tavern in Tailsend that evening, Harlow repeating the story of their fight to seemingly the entire village. Marcela arrived part way through, her party remaining in the doorway while he finished. There were many grim faces around, but cheers erupted when he drew the fight to a conclusion. It was a blunt, honest version of the story, missing the embellishment a bard would add, but the villagers at least seemed on the edge of their seats.

      It was only when Harlow finished that they noticed Marcela, Priestess Joan quickly going to speak with her. Hump stayed where he was, enjoying the ale Jasper, the innkeeper, had treated him to. Harlow was right about one thing—the stoneale was certainly good.

      Marcela joined them shortly, and those in the area seemed to back off to give them some privacy to talk. Hump could feel the eyes of the villagers on them though.

      “It sounds like I missed quite the event,” she said.

      “Did you want to get ripped to bits by a horde of angry squirrels too?” Hump asked. “I should have invited you.”

      She laughed. “Harlow put it far more heroically.”

      Hump shrugged. “They were weak monsters. If we’d been more prepared, they wouldn’t have touched us.”

      “Actually, it was just you three boys that got caught,” Emilia said. She beamed at Celaine. “Celaine and I are perfectly fine.”

      “Ah, of course,” Hump said, though his smile didn’t falter. “My mistake.”

      “I am quite glad there weren’t more of them,” Dylan said. “Death by angry squirrels isn’t quite how I envisioned going out.”

      “And it would have been a bad time for it too,” Marcela said. “News reached me this morning—the push for the dungeon core has begun. We should expect attacks to become more frequent from here.”
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      The forest was empty except for Hump. A red light shone through the trees, casting long shadows. It hung low in the sky, a glimmer on the horizon like the setting sun, but something deep inside told him that wasn’t it. This was something darker.

      The sensation pierced him to the core. He rubbed the tiredness from his eyes and frowned. He’d been asleep in the inn, last he remembered. Pain flared in his head like piercing ice, and the thought left him.

      You must keep going, a voice told him.

      Surrounded by the dark, empty forest, Hump saw no choice but to trust his instincts. His breath cast mist in the cold air, yet strangely, he was warm. He didn’t have his staff, so he used his bare hands to break apart leaves and twigs, or threw his weight into branches, forging a path through the dense undergrowth. Gradually, the red light grew brighter. With it, Hump felt himself warming, like he’d taken a sip of Wizardfire.

      The forest thinned, and the shrubs and bushes died back to reveal dusty grey earth. Hump continued to push forward, catching glimpses of the red light ahead, partially hidden by rocky terrain. He went down onto all fours as earth gave way to jagged, bumpy rocks, forcing him to scramble upward. It was cold and hard to the touch, but he felt strong right now. Strong enough to climb a mountain if he had to. He dragged himself up the formation, coming to stand at its peak. From above, he realised it formed a circle of stone with a pit at its centre.

      In the pit Hump saw the source of the light—a dungeon core on its stone pedestal. The crystal ball radiated the red essence of life. It radiated power. He stared, unable to look away, enamoured by the light. The dungeon core’s heat coursed through Hump, giving itself to him. Power that could be his. Power that wanted to be wielded, if only he took it.

      It wouldn’t be the first time he’d reached for dungeon essence, though this was different from before. Back in Bledsbury Dungeon, he’d required a formation to control it and bend this chaotic power to his will. Now…

      His soul soared with desire. He reached out, stretching his fingers toward the core as if to grab it. To take the power he so craved. Hump breathed deeply, and he lowered his hand, letting it fall limply at his side.

      No, he told himself. I have to go. I shouldn’t be here.

      With that thought, an avalanche of fear surged through him. He pulled his eyes away from the dungeon core as it threatened to overwhelm him. He whirled around, desperate for escape.

      Lucile stood before him, brown hair draped over a perfectly white gown. She watched him with gentle eyes and a soft smile on her lips.

      “Is this not what you want?” she asked. “This is your chance for power, Hump. Take it!”

      Hump shook his head. “No. This isn’t my power to take. It’s evil.”

      “Look at it,” she whispered. “Feel it. It is a tool for you to wield. Even now, it feeds you strength.”

      “No. I need to go back.” Hump tried to get past her and reach the path beyond, but she blocked his way. He fell back, landing on the ground where he caught himself on his hands.

      “Hump…” She gave him a sympathetic look. “You’ve already come so far. Just one more step.”

      “You’re not really here,” Hump growled. “I watched you die. This is a dream. None of this is real.”

      The red light grew brighter, and Hump felt its heat building on his back. His blood surged with its power.

      Her brow furrowed. “There is no turning back.” Her voice was sharper now. Commanding.

      “No.” Pain flared in his head and Hump pressed his hands against it. “This is a dream. You’re dead. I’m asleep at the inn.”

      Still, the red light grew. Hump’s blood was boiling. He willed himself to wake up, but the forest only grew brighter, the heat stronger. The entire world shook, and a roaring, crumbling sound erupted around him as the trees shattered and fell. The ground gave way beneath him, and he toppled, his stomach lurching. The earth was like dust against his skin. Stone rose around him, forming walls on all sides, blocking him off from the forest until only the red light and Lucile remained.

      “Oh, Hump,” she said, her voice echoing. “When it comes to magic, the line between dream and reality is vague.”

      Her body shifted, melting like candle wax, morphing into something else. Earth was dragged up her feet, sifting along her body and turning her pale skin to red sand before his eyes. It hardened, appearing like clay, glowing in the red light of the dungeon core. Yellow eyes stared at him; an ivory smile sneered. It laughed in that hollow, terrible way of the gorger.

      “No,” Hump said. The transformation was complete. Lucile was gone, and only the gorger remained.

      There was a clink of chains, and before he could blink his wrists were bound. He screamed as he was dragged into the air until his toes just barely touched the ground. The gorger leaned in closer, its deep, pit-like eyes staring into his. Curious. Hungry.

      “There is no escape,” it said. “You will be here with me until I am finished with you. Until you are mine.”

      It pressed its hand against Hump’s chest and cold lanced through him. Hump screamed, its power worming its way through his channels, burrowing down to the depths of his soul.

      The world turned black, and the void descended, his own screams becoming distant, before vanishing entirely. Despair descended upon him. He was trapped in the gorger’s lair without escape, and without a chance to survive.

      A roar shook the darkness, and warmth surged through him, invigorating him. He felt hot breath, saw the shadow of wings through the void, and the glint of purple eyes staring back from beyond the fabric of darkness. There was a challenge to them. Would he bow down here, or would he fight?

      Not again, Hump thought. The gorger will not have me. The dungeon will not take me.

      His opponent didn’t matter. This was his soul. His mind. He would not allow them to dominate his will any longer. He threw his strength back against the gorger’s icy touch. The fabric of the void erupted in white flame, and the curtain was burnt back. It shrivelled and dissipated, revealing the room of stone once more.

      The gorger retreated a step, staring at him with fearful eyes. “You cannot escape.”

      Hump looked up, his wrists still bound in chains. “I have broken your chains before.” Fire manifested before him, red hot, suspended between himself and the gorger. “I will do so again.”

      He infused it with his resolve, fuelled it with the strength of his soul. White wisps flickered in the flame, and then it turned blindingly bright. The gorger recoiled from the intense heat, screaming as it crashed against the stone walls, unable to escape. Still the flame grew hotter, and Hump directed it to the chains above, melting them as though they were ice. He dropped, landing lightly on his feet.

      He stared at the gorger, relishing in its fear, until the world was engulfed by white fire.

      Hump shot upright, surrounded by the dim darkness of a moonlit night. He was back at the inn. For a while, he sat there, gasping for breath, his heart hammering so hard he thought his chest might explode. His head seared with pain. Adrenaline and fear coursed through him as his body caught up with the fact it was just a nightmare. He was safe. The gorger’s lair was long gone. It could never reach him again.

      Eventually, he took in the room. He’d kicked off his blankets and was lying atop the bed, coated in sweat. Despite that, he was cold to the bone. It took him a moment to realise why.

      Essence overuse.

      Fear rekindled as he realised he’d been drawing upon essence in his sleep. Turning his mind inward, he envisioned the river of his essence, and what he found was turmoil. His channels had turned to ice, and waves upon waves of uncontrolled power broke free of his core.

      And then he sensed it. The chaotic power of dungeon essence filled the room. It was faint now, so faint he could only tell because he searched for it, but there was no doubt in his mind.

      It wasn’t entirely a dream after all. Somehow, he’d drawn upon the dungeon essence of Stonebark Forest. Or perhaps, it had sought him out, hitching a ride out of the forest like some parasitic leech.

      He shivered as his mind went back to Lucile—back to the gorger. Chills ran down his already cold spine, completely uncontrollable. The beast’s icy touch had been so vivid, that for a moment he truly thought he was back in its lair, and that all the time that had passed since had been the dream instead. He’d seen the void. And the dragon had come for him.

      Dungeon essence, Lucile, the gorger, and the dragon’s imprint. Gods above, what’s happening to me?

      There was a sudden glimmer of light nearby and Hump glanced over at his nightstand where his spellbook rested. He took it, and the pages opened in a blur of blue essence.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        White Flame

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Soul Magic | Tier 4

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Fire empowered with indomitable will and infused with the strength of the soul.

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        To you who have uncovered the secret of this power, I pity you, for you have suffered more than any should. The White Flame comes only to those who have known despair. Know this: For every pit of darkness, there is some light to find. Some lesson to learn. And it is only there in the abyss that light can shine brightest. Learn well from the lessons of the past, but do not let the past keep you from moving forward.

      

      

      Hump stared at the page. There was no name or date to go with the note. The only explanation he could think of was that this was left behind by the first master. Perhaps the person who created the spellbook. He considered the note, unable to understand how he had uncovered such an ability in his sleep.

      Despite his tiredness, he did the only thing he could think of. He pushed himself out of bed and closed his eyes, he envisioned a white flame before him. He threw into it all the will and essence he could muster, and whispered, “White Flame.”

      The room turned suddenly bright. It was far smaller than in his dream—a mere fingernail compared to the all-burning fire—but he’d done it. Tier 4 magic, and it was easy.

      With that thought, the stabbing cold of essence overuse tore at him, and his flame flickered from existence. He fell back against the wall, clutching at his chest. He tried to collect himself. To focus on the River and Waves as his master had taught him, and to an extent, he pushed back the cold. But his mind wandered. The horrors of his nightmare snuck up on him, breaking his focus, sending his heart racing once more, as much with frustration as with fear.

      In the end, he gave up and instead propped himself up on his blankets and rested his egg in his lap. If sleep would not come, and meditation could not help, there was one other place he could turn to. Just the thought of the act forced a calmness on him. Although, he couldn’t let his emotional state affect the baby dragon inside. He managed to find a little bit of excitement out of the dark. The glimpse of the dragon. The span of her wings, the purple of her eyes, the warmth of her essence, and the searing heat of white fire. He shared that with the hatchling and smiled as it jumped with warmth and curiosity.

      Its emotions were clearer to Hump now, impressing on his mind as if he were experiencing them himself. There was no mistaking the hint of worry, but Hump had noticed its thoughts maturing. They were sharper and closer to his own. More and more its mind developed, showing Hump images that he’d once shared with the creature.

      Lost to his egg bonding, Hump didn’t notice morning’s arrival until the smell of food drifted up from the kitchen. It was already late when he dressed and went downstairs, the rest of his party already eating along with Marcela’s. They would be working together to secure the horntrunk farms for the village today—not exactly their quest objective, but there was more than just monsters to protect these people from.

      When he sat down, Celaine and Dylan looked at him with concern.

      “Bad night?” Dylan asked.

      “You look exhausted,” Celaine said.

      “Another bad dream,” Hump said. They already knew he’d had some trouble since returning from the Remnant Realm, but he’d hidden the true extent of it. Only Vivienne knew of his visions of Lucile. He glanced over at Marcela’s party, Bud and Emilia engaged in conversation about the day’s mission.

      Celaine chuckled uneasily. “You’re making me nervous, Hump. What is it?”

      “I dreamt of Lucile,” Hump whispered. “I was in the forest and came across the dungeon core. She tried to convince me to accept its power. When I refused, the world collapsed, and I was back in the gorger’s lair.”

      “It must be horrible,” Dylan said.

      “I can get used to the nightmares,” Hump said. “Only… this was different. I woke up cold to the bone and suffering from essence overuse. That doesn’t happen from just a dream. I’m worried this was the dungeon essence trying to corrupt me. Or worse, the gorger has marked my soul and saw this as its moment. And… I seem to have learnt a new spell.”

      Celaine gawked at him, but stopped herself from prying deeper as the innkeeper approached, bringing with him a serving of horntrunk porridge.

      Once he left, Celaine glanced over at the other group, who were still talking. “We’ll talk before we leave. Alone. You should eat, otherwise it will look odd.”

      Hump looked down at his bowl, realising how much he was starving. “Sure.”

      “We’ll figure this out,” she added. “You’re not dealing with this alone.”
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      “What’s this about?” Bud asked.

      The five of them were gathered in Hump’s room, Marcela’s party waiting downstairs. While they hadn’t known Emilia long, Hump didn’t think it would be fair to exclude her from something that might put her in danger. It wouldn’t be the whole truth, but it was the most he was willing to part with.

      Hump sighed. “To put it simply, I think the dungeon core tried to corrupt me last night.”

      “I don’t understand,” Emilia said. “I didn’t know that was something to be on guard for.”

      “Hump’s circumstances are…” Celaine weighed her words. “Difficult.”

      Emilia gave her a confused look. “Difficult how?”

      “You know a little of our quest in Fishers Lake,” Hump said.

      Emilia nodded.

      “There were some details we left out. Details that I’d prefer didn’t get out, but that may impact you if you remain in our party. We didn’t just fight spirits in Fishers Lake. We fought a creature from another realm known as a gorger. A specialist in soul manipulation, and a creature that held me prisoner for roughly a month, and during that time attempted to break my soul.”

      Emilia’s eyes went wide. “Gods above. There was mention of people trapped in another realm, but it was just a rumour of a rumour. I had no idea. How did you survive?”

      Hump told her the story. How he’d desperately struggled against the gorger, eventually breaking free. About rescuing Lucile and escaping back through the rift.

      “Which leads me onto last night,” Hump said. “I believe the dungeon’s essence somehow infiltrated my soul yesterday. I dreamt of it last night. It tried to seduce me with its power, and I’m concerned my time with the gorger may have something to do with it.”

      “Soul damage,” Emilia stated, coming to a conclusion obvious to any knowledgeable practitioner, and something all feared. “Shit.” She blushed, glancing at Bud. “Excuse me. That was distasteful.”

      Hump snorted. “No, no. It is pretty shit.” She smiled, and he continued. “The point is, if it got to me beyond the forest, there’s a chance it will try again. I want you all to be ready for it.”

      “How are you sure this was more than just a dream?” Bud asked.

      “I woke up suffering from essence overuse, and I could still feel dungeon essence in the room. On top of that, I discovered a new spell when escaping my nightmare.”

      “I see.” Bud scratched his chin.

      “You discovered a spell while sleeping?” Dylan asked.

      Hump nodded. “Weird, huh?”

      Dylan laughed. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “How do we know if this happens again?” Bud asked. “What should we be on the lookout for?”

      Hump shrugged. “If I start using magic without explanation, that’s a start.”

      “Hump suddenly attacking us will be a pretty big tell too,” Celaine said.

      “Or laughing maniacally,” Dylan added.

      “Whatever the case, I just wanted you all to be ready.” Hump focused on Emilia. “I know this might make our party seem off-putting, but this wasn’t something I wanted to share.”

      “I appreciate you including me,” Emilia said. “I also think I understand something about this party a little more now.”

      They all gave her a curious stare.

      “What’s that?” Dylan asked.

      “It’s extremely unusual to find a wizard leading a party of Chosen,” Emilia said. “Especially one as young and as lacking in credentials as Hump—no offence.”

      “None taken. Can’t argue with that.”

      “Well, it seems a little clearer to me now,” she continued. “To endure all that and come out alive and sane… your resolve must be absolute. As a fellow practitioner, there are few things I respect more. I see why the others follow you.”

      Hump blinked in surprise, a part of him forgetting he was speaking to a martial here. While her specialty lay in internal techniques, many of the same lessons applied, as well as the same risk of losing control.

      “So, you won’t be leaving us then?” Celaine asked.

      Emilia shook her head. “Not unless you ask me to.”

      “Thanks,” Hump said. “Really. I’m glad to have you on the team, Emilia.”

      “And I am glad to be here. So… shall we get out there and kill some monsters?”
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        * * *

      

      Hump sat on the forest floor and practiced the River and Waves technique as his master had so often taught him. Dungeon essence hung in the air, and he used the quiet moments as an opportunity to become more used to it. Well, not exactly quiet, but Hump had acclimatised to the constant hammering of the villagers as they worked the horntrunk farm.

      He opened his eyes when he heard the crunch of stone leaves nearby, like broken glass underfoot. Nearby, Emilia and Bud stopped sparring, and Dylan jumped down from the tree branch he’d been keeping watch from.

      “A few more hammertooths to the west,” Marcela said, leading her party back through the trees. “We followed the stream a good few miles before they attacked us.”

      “Stupid beasts,” Matthius scoffed. His axe was still bloody.

      “Stupid and weak,” Len added. “Why the guild thought they needed four parties stationed here is beyond me.”

      “Field experience,” Marcela said.

      Hump was aware of the real reason. Len’s family was just important enough to keep their son out of any real danger, and he was lucky enough to be in the same party as Countess Daston’s daughter. This was a chance to train in relative safety. And at least in Hump’s opinion, it was good training at that.

      They’d spent the past few days doing multiple trips into Stonebark Forest, some alone, but often with Marcela and the other parties, taking turns to protect the villagers working the horntrunk farms while the other party patrolled. They’d fought more hammertooths, stonepeckers, the odd boulder boar, and even a juvenile stonetusk. All of them corrupted, their bodies touched by dungeon essence making them inedible. Nothing particularly dangerous, but frequent fights were the perfect opportunity for training.

      “It’s been quiet here too,” Hump said, moving on from Len’s comment. He didn’t like the sorcerer—the man was arrogant and looked down on the people they were protecting. “Celaine’s still scouting, but today’s looking quiet, at least.”

      Marcela put her hands on her hips and looked over at the villagers at work, a small smile on her face. “Good. We need to take advantage of days like this while we’ve got them.”

      One thing had become clear to all of them since arriving at the villages—these people weren’t just at risk of monsters. Famine was a lingering threat. With the winter already growing cold, and food shortages across the entire region, there was little but the starchy heart of the horntrunk for nourishment. If Hump and the others didn’t secure their farms and livelihoods, many would not survive the winter, whether or not a dungeon was on their doorstep. Even in their small section of Stonebark, it was no simple problem to solve. Even with four parties to share the load, protecting the villagers while they harvested came with risks.

      The expedition had begun in earnest now. The sounds of distant fighting were a common occurrence during their patrols, and it was only a matter of time before it drove monsters outward in their search of food and safety. They’d already witnessed the strength of a small group of hammertooths; it was not hard to imagine the devastation a horde of them might bring.

      Hump heard crunching nearby and turned to see Celaine walking out of the trees, a deer carcass on her back that was nearly twice the size of her. She heaved it to the ground with a thump and slumped back against a tree to catch her breath.

      Looking up, she frowned at them. “What? I stumbled upon it while out, so I thought I’d bring it back.”

      “Good gods, girl,” Harlow said. “What did your mother feed you? That’s a silverback deer. It must weigh nearly a ton!”

      Celaine shrugged. “Feel free to help get it back to the village. Other than that, I found something else. There’s a tall hill with a clearing at the top and a decent view of what I’m guessing is the expedition. You can make out the light of essence through the trees.”

      “Can you show us?” Marcela asked.

      “It’s quite a way across the stream.”

      “We’re almost done for the day here,” Marcela said. “We’ve got time.”

      “Then sure. Just give me a minute to catch my breath.”

      Celaine led them deeper into the forest than Hump expected. From the high point amongst the trees, they could look down on the forest canopy from above. There was the glimmer of fire in the far distance, smoke rising through the trees as evening set in and the expedition made camp.

      “Do you think they’ve made progress?” Emilia asked.

      “Of course,” Marcela said.

      “How can you tell?” Hump asked, unconvinced. They didn’t look like they’d made much headway, and he could sense the dungeon core somewhere out amongst the trees. A chaotic power that permeated everything around them.

      “I can’t,” Marcela said. “But with Ricard in command, they’re making progress. Trust me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hump was right, you know,” Emilia said. “You’re improving incredibly fast, Celaine. It’s a shame you’re Chosen—you’d have made a fine duellist.”

      Celaine smiled. “I’m afraid I would miss my bow. Your approach has been very helpful though, thank you.”

      The five of them were eating dinner at the inn, a feast including a few slivers of silverback deer, courtesy of Celaine.

      “How’s the dagger?” Hump asked. “I saw you practicing earlier.”

      “I’ve got no problems outside of combat,” she said. “I’m starting to think it’s smart enough to conserve its strength. It only resists occasionally.”

      “Is it intelligent enough to comprehend strategy?” Dylan asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Celaine said.

      “I hope not,” Bud added, staring at Bloodshadow on her hip. “That thing is creepy enough already.”

      Hump snorted. “You’re just still upset over what happened when I tried to use it.”

      “Well wouldn’t you—”

      The inn doors slammed open and a girl rushed inside. She couldn’t have been over fourteen. Resting her hands on her knees, she gasped, catching her breath. She was red-faced and covered in sweat.

      Terror filled her eyes. “There are ogres in Stonepath. Please, you must help us!”

      Dylan managed to calm her down enough to get her name and an explanation of what happened. Her name was Tina. One of the farms had been attacked in Stonepath, and Corvin and his party had gone to assist. The girl’s mother sent her to them for help and help they would.

      “It’s impossible,” Harlow said. “Stonebark Forest doesn’t have any ogres.”

      Hump pulled himself up onto Prancer’s back, the rest of his party mounting around him.

      “Dungeons draw monsters to their domain,” Hump said. “It’s completely plausible that’s why they’re here. The worst possibility is that the dungeon spawned them. In which case, we may be in a whole lot of trouble. Ogres are incredibly powerful, and only a dungeon far more powerful than this one supposedly could create them.”

      “What will you do?” Priestess Joan asked. She stood in their path, arms folded.

      “We’re going to reinforce Stonepath,” Hump said.

      “What if they attack Tailsend?” she asked. “You just said you have no idea how many there may be.”

      Hump clenched his jaw. “You must get word to Marcela. She’ll know what to do.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Harlow said. “Go, lad. And good luck to all of you.”

      They thanked him, and then they rode. It was only a few miles to Stonepath. Smoke trails were clear in the twilight sky after only a few minutes, thick and black as thunderclouds. Soon, a house came into view with a family standing outside, watching the village nervously. Hump saw their signs of prayer as they passed and he couldn’t help but ask the gods to go a little easy on them this time too, for all the good it would do.

      He was relieved when they didn’t find the village in ruin, with its people reduced to bloody piles. It was smaller than Tailsend, and everyone had gathered near the road.

      “Thank the gods you’re here,” one of them said. “Corvin and his party are down at Hollhill’s farm.”

      A woman rushed out of the crowd. “My daughter! Is she safe?”

      “Tina?” Bud asked.

      She nodded.

      “She’s fine. We instructed her to stay at Jasper’s inn until we return. She will be safe there.”

      The woman let out a relieved sigh.

      “Can anyone take us to Hollhill’s?” Hump asked.

      “I’ll take you,” a young man said. “This way. All we need to do is follow the smoke.”

      The farmhouse was about a mile farther along the road, bordering the forest. It was in full blaze now, radiating a heat that drove back the winter cold.

      “Oh no,” Bud murmured, as a body came into view.

      A man, from the look of it, though it was difficult to tell. He’d been torn in two at the waist. Blood and flesh and intestines poured out from the gap; his face frozen in a scream. There was a dog-like creature nearby, though it could have been mistaken for a small pony from the size of it. It had a large hole burnt through its head.

      Hump spotted Corvin up near the treeline, his weapon out, summer light shining brilliantly from his body and illuminating the forest nearby.

      “Corvin!” Hump shouted.

      The man turned, his white eyes staring unblinkingly. Blood smeared his face, and a bloody wound traced down his arm—his armour had lost its glimmer. As they drew closer, Hump noticed the rest of his party gathered around a member on the floor. Kesha—her head was bloody.

      “Is she…” Hump trailed off.

      “She’s alive,” Corvin said, a desperate edge to his voice. “Kesha arrived first and one of the ogres clubbed her over the head.”

      “Where are they now?” Celaine asked.

      “Gone,” he said. He pointed toward streaks of blood on the grass. “They dragged the pigs off with them.”

      “What on earth happened here?” Celaine asked, looking around.

      “Gods only know,” Corvin said. “They overwhelmed us. The ogres we could take, but there was one amongst them that used some godforsaken magic.”

      “What do we do now?” Patrick, Corvin’s rogue, asked.

      “We go after them, of course,” Emilia said. When none of them answered, she looked around, shocked. “We can’t let them get away with this. Right?”

      “Right,” Hump said, though he wasn’t certain. The forest was where the ogres would be at their strongest. “But we can’t take them alone. We wait for Marcela. Until then, Celaine, go see if you can follow their trail. You two, search for wounded. Bud and I will see about putting this fire out.”
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      It had been a long time since Hump had tried to suppress a fire. Outside of the early years of his training, he would rarely use any fire affinity spells other than Spark, as his affinity was so poor. He remembered a few lessons where he’d been instructed to put a candle out while only wielding fire essence, a challenge that required one to overwhelm the natural energetic intent the essence possessed.

      With the farmhouse ablaze, it was a big step up from a candle flame. And fire was a dangerous adversary.

      Hump couldn’t help but feel a little anxious. He’d come a long way since his days as an apprentice, his mind and soul maturing, but it was a big task for any Rank 2 wizard.

      He gathered his will, envisioning the house as he wanted it. The dwindling flames, the waning heat, the snuffed-out embers in the smouldering wood. Hump took a breath and focused on convincing himself with absolute certainty that this was possible. A powerful trick until it backfired of course.

      “I’ll deal with the worst of it,” Hump said. “Freeze anything I miss.”

      “No problem,” Bud said.

      Hump’s eyes found the dead farmer nearby and a part of him wondered what good it would do anyway. His stomach churned at the thought of finding the burnt remains of his family inside, and he shook it from his mind, abandoning worries he could do nothing about.

      This was beyond the capabilities of his mind alone. He looked around and saw Corvin’s party members occupied with their own wounded. Taking his spellbook from his hip, he held it out in his left hand, opened down the middle. The pages whirled, falling on the page of a cantrip.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Control Fire

      

      

      
        
        Alteration | Chant | Tier 0 | Range: Short

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Create, control, and manipulate fire.

      

      

      The formation gleamed with essence—simple, but that was one of the things that made control over an element so powerful. He stamped his staff into the ground beside him, essence rising from his spellbook and forming a faint tendril of yellow light to his staff, flowing like a river of stars.

      He reached for the blazing house, for the fire essence filling every inch of the building. And he made his claim, forcing his intent into it. The fire roared excitement in response. An all-encompassing heat that engulfed him, a surge of energy which left him nauseated, obscuring his vision as if he were lost in the fire itself. For a moment, he relished the power. Then he squashed it, suppressing its intent and stopping the flow of its essence.

      He chanted the ancient words of Control Fire, the image of dwindling flames still fixed in his mind. He engrained the blaze with his will, overwhelming its intent. It resisted in flares of strength, and each time he squeezed a little tighter, crushing it in the fist of his mind until the flames quieted. Bud moved forward, unleashing Frostfire across the scene, and they quickly brought the house under control.

      As Hump let his magic fade, the wind around him faded too. Soon, Marcela arrived, and Nina helped to finish the job with her power over water, ensuring the blaze didn’t rekindle.

      “I’ve seen Chosen sorcerers with less control over fire than you,” Nina said. “That was impressive.”

      Hump smiled. “Wizards have their tricks.”

      Though he’d not needed one. It had been easy. The fire’s intent had folded beneath his will with little issue. Such a strange feeling. In a way, he had the gorger to thank for that strength. The dragon had boosted his affinity and soul, but the gorger honed it and hardened his resolve.

      Marcela’s eyes drifted over the farmer’s corpse, then she forced herself to look away. “What’s the situation?” she asked calmly.

      Hump glanced at Corvin, who still stood at the edge of the treeline, staring into the forest. He was in a poor state for a Chosen.

      “A band of ogres attacked,” Hump said. “From what I could piece together, a dozen or so. Celaine’s tracking them now.”

      Marcela sighed. “Emirai’s mercy. How many dead?”

      “As far as we know,” Hump’s gaze fell upon the bloodied body again, “just him.”

      “That’s something at least. Will Celaine be alright alone?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Hump said.

      “How can you be sure?” Len snapped. “You shouldn’t have sent her off alone like that.”

      Hump frowned at the man, noting his flustered expression. He’d noticed Len’s keen interest in Celaine during their travels.

      “Celaine can handle herself,” Hump said firmly. “With a bit of luck, she’ll find where the ogres are going.”

      Len scowled. “This is ridiculous. Teff, go find Celaine and bring her back. We can’t risk more injured.”

      Hump massaged his head, trying not to let his temper slip. “No. The ogres are weighed down by livestock. Celaine won’t have any trouble. We need her to find out where they’re going if we’re to go after them.”

      “Gods mercy,” Len scoffed. “Keep out of this, Wizard, and let us salvage this wreck of a situation. Kesha is already down, we can’t just go strutting through a monster infested forest. Teff, what are you still doing here? Go!”

      Hump gritted his teeth, about to shout back, when Marcela spoke.

      “Hold on a moment, Teff. Len, you need to calm down. Remember who’s in command.”

      The sorcerer’s cheek twitched. “Very well. Then what are your orders?”

      She turned a frown toward Hump. “Going after these ogres is risky, especially with evening setting in. I’m not sure I agree.”

      “He’s a bloody no-name hedge wizard,” Len snapped. “Just ignore him.”

      She silenced him with another glare.

      Hump sighed. “These ogres have attacked once. We’re too small a group to defend all the farms in the region, so our only choice is to take the initiative. If we don’t take the fight to them.” Hump pointed to the torn-up body of the farmer. “Best get used to the sight, because we’ll be seeing it a whole lot more.”

      Len’s face paled as he followed Hump’s hand. “Our task is to protect the villages. We can’t do that if we go too far into the forest and die.”

      “We can handle a band of ogres,” Hump said, turning his focus to Marcela. “We shouldn’t walk into this blind by any means, but we have two hunters that can gather information on the ogres. We’ll have all the information we need to know we’re not walking into a fight we can’t win.”

      Marcela hesitated, her gaze on the still unconscious Kesha. “It’s a risk. One mistake, and we could lose someone. A few, we could lose everyone.”

      “Believe me, ogres have a fierce appetite,” Hump said. “Pumped up on dungeon essence, you don’t want to let them establish a camp nearby.”

      “Their guard will be lowered after a successful raid,” Dylan added. “If we catch them while they’re on the move or making camp, we have the ranged power to kill a few immediately.”

      “I’ve never fought an ogre,” Emilia said. “I’ve heard they’re slow and stupid.”

      “Slow, stupid, and incredibly strong,” Hump said. “Nothing a group containing eighteen Chosen should be afraid of though.”

      “Very well,” Marcela said.

      Len threw up his arms. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Whatever decision we make involves an element of risk,” Marcela said. “At least this way, we control when the fight takes place. Besides, the gods granted us the strength to protect our people. Could you really live with yourself if they killed more when we could have taken action?”

      “More easily than if my face was caved in by a club,” Len said.

      “Then stay,” she said. “We should leave behind a few of us across the villages just in case anyway, while the rest of us go after them. If Celaine is successful, of course.”

      “It’s not a matter of ‘if,’” Hump said.

      Harlow arrived atop Sally a short while later, Eve’s party riding with him. They set about making plans, leaving Corvin’s party to defend the villages while the rest of them went out. In the end, Len agreed to come. His loyalty to his party apparently outweighed his pride.

      Celaine returned about an hour later. Enough time for Hump to begin to worry, but he had long since learnt to trust in her skills.

      “The ogres are following the stream deeper into the forest,” she told them. “They’re slow. We could catch them if we go now.”

      “What were their numbers like?” Marcela asked.

      “I counted thirteen,” she said.

      “The number of the Fallen God,” Matthius said. “A bad omen.”

      “Or a sign of evil we must destroy,” Marcela said.

      “Better to fight now than to dwell on anticipation,” Eve said, her party of Chosen nodding their agreement behind her. “Fifteen of us against thirteen of them bodes well.”

      Marcela looked to Hump.

      “I’ve already said enough about my stance,” Hump said.

      “Then let us go,” Marcela said. “Corvin, spread your party out across the villages.”

      “Let us fight with you,” he said.

      “You’ve fought enough for today,” she said. “Keep everyone safe and await our return.”

      With Corvin’s party remaining behind, that left fifteen to go after the ogres. Celaine led the way, finding the stream with ease and following its winding passage through Stonebark Forest. Soon, it meandered north, and they were deeper into the forest than ever before. They went fast, fast enough that Hump was struggling to keep up, the ground around the stream obscured by trees, stones, and rough ground. At points, they found overgrown trails that made for easier travel, and soon Celaine went on ahead to scout out the unfamiliar terrain.

      It was slow progress from there, a focus on remaining hidden over speed. They must have travelled four miles in the hour or so since they’d left, slowed by the thick foliage. If it was difficult for them, it must have been even harder for the ogres burdened with livestock.

      Teff and Celaine returned to them shortly.

      “We found them,” Celaine whispered. “They’re back on the move.”

      “What did you make of them?” Marcela asked Teff.

      His face was a mix of disbelief and fear. “It’s a lot of monsters… But the terrains good. Celaine and I can lead our more lightly equipped members to their flank.”

      “With the rest of you attacking from the rear, it would effectively pin them against the stream,” Celaine said. “They’d be sitting ducks.”

      “We surround them with our tanks and finish them off at range,” Hump said. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Just like the Battle of Lothgor,” Marcela said. “An entire horde of orcs slaughtered beneath a rain of arrows.”

      Eve smiled, the small woman seeming eerily keen. “I like it.”

      “Then we have a plan,” Hump said. “Who’s going where?”

      In the end, Celaine, Teff, Marcela, Emilia, and Halbir of Eve’s party would take the flank. Dylan had wanted to go too, but Hump thought the druid’s role on the front line and in support would be more important.

      Marcela left Eve in command. A decision Hump could hardly disagree with. Not only was she older than both of them, she also had the respect of everyone that came with it. Len would follow her command at the very least.

      They stayed together until the ogres came into view. Thirteen giant, beefy humanoids, with large muscles and even larger bellies. They bore bald heads and hunched slightly as they walked. Their mouths hung open slightly, revealing jaws of sharp teeth and tusk-like incisors. They were clothed about the waist, upper bodies mostly bare, revealing leathery, grey skin. Hump’s eyes fell to their weapons. Most carried clubs as large as tree branches, many adorned with metal spikes. A few carried pigs over their shoulders.

      Two stood out. Their shaman walked at the centre of their column, surrounded on all sides, carrying a short staff of burnt-black wood. Bits of bone and skulls, and all sorts of furs adorned its body. Studs pierced its ears and nose, and a necklace of what looked like monstrous teeth hung around its neck. And then there was the chieftain—a giant by even ogre standards. It carried an iron shield in its left hand, and a large iron-spiked club in the right.

      “Wait for our strike,” Marcela said. “When we hit, charge them. Use everything to block off their path and surround them.”

      There were nods and words of agreement all around and Marcela smiled.

      “Work together, and stay alive,” she whispered. “Good luck.”

      It was a nervous wait. Hump’s heart thumped watching the ogres make their way farther into the forest. The lumbering giants bulldozed their way through the needle-filled shrubbery without a care.

      There was a fearful shriek—one of the pigs was still alive. An ogre prodded it while another held it on its shoulders, laughing as it struggled. The ogre with the pig gripped it tighter and turned to its comrade, grunting a curse.

      “Disgusting,” Bud whispered.

      “If its lucky, that pig may still survive this,” Hump said.

      “How about we worry about our own lives over the bloody pig,” Len snapped.

      A flash of silver light streaked through the air, flying straight for the ogre shaman. Fear burned within Hump, a fear he recognised as Celaine. The arrow barely missed its mark as one of the surrounding ogres stumbled into its path. The arrow pierced deeply into the side of an ogre’s head and coming out the other side, where it was lost to the stream.

      The ogre wobbled a moment as all its comrades turned to look, then slowly, it toppled over. A heavy thud echoed through the forest.

      The ogres bellowed a thunderous battle cry, raising their weapons, searching for opponents.

      “Let’s move,” Eve said.

      And then Hump and the adventurers charged.
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      Hump caught glimpses of the ogres through the trees as he rushed forward. The dozen or so still standing were down by the rocky bank of the stream, scrambling for cover as arrows rained. The chieftain stood out in the open, catching arrows on its shield and roaring in defiance. It was a giant even compared to the rest of its band, and Hump felt a power to its voice like a whisper to the air. Essence.

      The shaman arrived behind the chieftain, wielding a short staff of burnt-black wood, with embers that shimmered in the charred cracks. The two of them directed the other ogres in their throaty, guttural language. A few had run on ahead to try to get at Celaine and Teff somewhere out there in the trees, but they were called back. Those with shields formed a wall with the chieftain, while the others grabbed stones from the stream bank.

      “Form a ring around them!” Marcela shouted over the noise, appearing through the trees farther up the stream.

      Emilia and Brielle, the berserker of Eve’s party, were with her. The giant of a woman led the way, her eyes and body radiating red heat as if a forge filled her. She carried a hammer in both hands with the head partially extended behind her.

      The chieftain shouted, and the ogres threw. A volley of head-sized rocks tore their way through the stonebark trees. Brielle swung her hammer, shattering one and continuing forward.

      Hump felt a thrill rise within him. His fellow adventurers charged at his sides, their shouts mixing with those of the ogres—anger, fear, excitement. A rush that only came from battle. There was panic amongst the ogres as their larger group came into view, and a couple broke off from the defence of the shields. Hump stopped and took aim, gathering his essence and pouring it into his staff.

      “Fire Beam.”

      It pierced a red line through the trees into his target’s back, arrows and other spells joining his, bringing down the mispositioned ogres. The chieftain shouted, and the ogres rushed forward, aiming for the gap between the main force and Marcela’s flanking group.

      “Fill the gap,” Eve ordered, the dark purple essence of Rathlar radiating from her, sinister chants spilling from her lips.

      Dylan and the other more mobile melee fighters veered left, four of them forming a line across the mid-ground, connecting to Marcela’s flanking force. At the same time, Bud and the more heavily armoured warriors took positions in front of Hump.

      As Eve finished her chant, a purple skull appeared over the path of the ogres, hovering in place. It cackled manically as miasma swept from its base, surging down the slope toward the stream. The ogres staggered to a halt, staring up at it fearfully then retreating, only to find they were surrounded on all sides. Some tried to run, but Nina uttered a quick word, extending her staff and palm outward. A transcendent blue shone from her focus and pushed back the shadows of the forest. Behind the ogres, water rose from the stream in streaks, walling off their retreat.

      The ogres clustered together, searching for their route to survival, weapons raised and ready. The chieftain stared around at its band, angrily roaring orders. Behind it, the shaman raised its staff, and the ember within smouldered brighter. Sparks flitted into the air and the creature drew in a deep breath. It blew, the embers flashing into flame.

      There were shouts along the line as the fire swept forward. Hump prepared a Shield spell, but Len was one step faster. The warding expert pointed his wand at the flame and muttered under his breath. The air shimmered, and suddenly the fire crashed upon an invisible wall. It broke like a wave, rolling over it and dissipating into the sky above. The heat was radiant against Hump’s skin, and the smell of burning filled the air.

      As the flame cleared, a resounding bang shook the forest like a crack in the earth. It came again, and Hump’s eye was drawn to the chieftain. The creature slammed its shield with its club, hammering it over and over. Around it, essence rose in a mist of red light. Hump felt a chill down his spine. He’d seen that light before, felt that power. The other ogres joined the hammering, thumping their feet and bashing their shields.

      “Bud, something isn’t right,” Hump said.

      “What?” Bud said. “The plan’s working.”

      Hump gritted his teeth. “We need to kill the chieftain.” He raised his voice so that others could hear too. “Kill the chieftain! Bring him down!”

      Hump gathered his essence, preparing another Fire Beam. A silver streak pierced through the air, straight at the chieftain’s head, but it raised its shield with superhuman speed, catching the arrow. As it lowered its shield again, it snarled, large, spiked teeth jutting from its jaws. Dungeon essence danced in its eyes, and Hump saw the same light in the other ogres. Some sort of battle aura encompassed them. Armour formed over their skin like stone scales, the same grey as the stonebark trees—power they must have gained from the dungeon.

      “Shit,” Hump said. “Len, be ready with a shield. They’re coming.”

      “We have them complete—” Len stopped as the ogres charged straight at them, seemingly twice as fast as before.

      The ground rumbled, battle fury in the ogre’s eyes. They were no longer trying to escape; they were after a fight. The shaman stood at the back, a spark of fire expanding from its staff and spreading out in a ring. There was a burst of essence, and the weapons of the ogres caught flame.

      “Gods above,” Len snapped, floundering with his wand. He managed to raise a shield, but the chieftain smashed through it like it was nothing, shattering it to the wind. Len staggered back from the blow, barely keeping his feet.

      Hump was ready though. As the chieftain pushed through, Hump sent a stone hurling through the gap in the front line with Rockshot. The giant ogre took the impact on its chest, stumbling, but regaining its balance quickly and pushing onward. Other ogres forced their way closer, and the adventurers went to meet them. They clashed in clattering steel, thuds and bangs ringing out as weapons met. Blessing and abilities went off everywhere, filling the air with all types of essence, a mesh of conflicting powers.

      Bud was amongst them, dodging the swing of a club and carving off an arm with his Frostfire blade, his blade whirling. He held his position in the line as the ogres fought to break through, his Heart of Frostfire aura radiating and filling the space with cold mist. To the left, Dylan and the others were already moving to attack the rear. The ogres were still surrounded, the frontline just had to hold formation.

      Hump did what he could, exploding the ground at an ogre’s feet, blinding another with Dustshot, doing his best to disrupt the ogre charge. To the right, a fat one broke through the line. Arrows littered his hide, but not enough to bring the big fellow down. He hurled a leg-sized club around like it was nothing, ignored the attack of one of Eve’s party, and sent the Chosen flying back with a swing to the gut. Another of the Chosen went after them, allowing more to slip through and sending other adventurers into a panic as ogres now towered over them.

      Hump slammed the fat ogre with an Essence Blast, sending the creature stumbling with a grunt. He took aim, drawing on the earth-rich essence of the forest and channelling it into a fist sized stone. It shone bronze, filled to the brim with essence. “Rockshot.”

      This ogre lacked the chieftain’s durability. Its chest caved as the stone slammed into it. Blood spurted from its mouth, running down its chin. It clutched the wound and dropped weakly to its knees. For a moment, Hump wondered if it might live, then it collapsed onto its face. Another dead.

      Around them, other bodies were on the ground, but Hump’s allies were not without their wounded. At least a handful had retreated with bloodied limbs or allies over the shoulders, and pulled back to a safe space while the fight continued. It was a disordered mess. He raised his Shield as another ogre charged him, throwing its body weight into him. Hump gritted his teeth and pushed back.

      “Get back in line!” Hump shouted at the Chosen who’d left their position to check on their fallen comrade. “You won’t do her any good if the rest of us die here. Hold the line!” Through his barrier, he could already see Emilia and Marcela on the far side, fighting their own battles. Forcing the ogres back. There were only six of them left now. The chieftain had made them stronger and tougher, but there was no overcoming the years of training these Chosen had been through.

      The shaman was still at the back in support. While the rest were controlled, it was somehow still standing. Arrows littered the ground around it and Hump realised it must have been protecting itself with a spell. He gritted his teeth as the ogre slammed down on his shield again. He prepared a counter spell, when the Chosen charged the ogre, engaging it with his spear and freeing Hump up just in time.

      The shaman roared and a Fireball shot from its staff, the spell unrecognisable. Hump stepped forward to take it, essence radiating between his staff and spellbook as he summoned another shield. The fire wrapped around it, coating it like oil. He felt the ogres will within, making the fire burn hotter. Keeping it on his shield. He pressed back against it, willing it to extinguish.

      His will against the shaman.

      Hump broke it easily, the shaman too far away to impose its will for long. The fire was extinguished, dissipating into essence, and Hump retaliated with a handful of stone shards.

      The impacts caught it across the front of its body, leaving red marks on its torso and smashing its nose. Blood poured from the crooked appendage, and it staggered, catching itself on its staff. Dylan was there before it could retaliate, leaping through the air, empowered by Aspect of the Ape. The druid was covered in blood, though this time not his own.

      He slammed his staff against the shaman’s head and sent it crashing back, roaring. The creature tried to catch its balance and block with its staff, but Dylan sharpened the point of his own with Growth. He drove it into the shaman’s eye with a quick jab, driving it deep into its skull. The shaman fell silently.

      It was only the chieftain and a couple of ogres left, engaged in a fight with Marcela, Emilia, and Bud, with many other Chosen in support. The sounds of battle were quieting now, and soon only pained, desperate huffs and grunts remained.

      The chieftain roared again, its essence rising, but no dungeon empowerment could save it now. Bud cast its heavy blow aside and drove a sword through its stomach, tearing upward. It snarled into his face as Bud pulled the blade free and cleanly swung at its neck, separating its head from the rest of its body. Marcela and Emilia made short work of the remaining ogres.

      Quiet descended on the forest. The fight was won.

      “Tend the wounded,” Marcela said. “Those of you still healthy enough to fight, be ready. There’s enough blood here to draw monsters for miles.”

      Hump looked over the carnage. Adventurers sat back on the ground around him, catching their breath and clutching bruises. There were three that worried him, with twisted limbs and bloodied faces. All of them unconscious. These weren’t just ordinary adventurers, but the Chosen of the elite. Children of nobles. The best and brightest of Sheercliff’s future warriors.

      “I have a feeling any deaths here over a single band of ogres won’t go down well,” Hump said.

      “No, it won’t,” Bud said. “What happened over there?”

      Hump sighed. “One of them broke through and a few guys panicked. It left an opening.”

      Bud shook his head. “Why?”

      Hump shrugged. “That’s what happens when you send academy students to fight a battle.” He searched the trees for Celaine, growing concerned for a heartbeat before she appeared nearby with Teff, walking over to join them.

      “The pig ran off,” she said.

      “Huh?” Hump asked.

      “You wanted to get the pig back,” she said. “It’s gone.”

      Hump paused a moment, then snorted. “If that’s all we lost, I’d count it as a good day.”

      Still, something didn’t sit right with Hump. The ogres were dead, but the dungeon’s essence remained. A constant plague on his consciousness, like something lurking in the shadows just outside of sight.

      He searched the trees, half-expecting to find monsters there, drawn in by the blood. But there was nothing.

      “What’s wrong?” Celaine asked.

      “I don’t know. Something just feels off.” His eyes continued to roam the canopies, but found nothing. He shrugged. “Probably nothing.”

      Suddenly, the ground shook. Hump clutched his staff for balance as cries rang out around them. Cracks appeared in the ground. Hump staggered, falling to the ground. Ahead of them, a tree collapsed, torn in two just above the roots. The ground rose beneath it. No, not just beneath it. The ground was rising all around them. The whole world was erupting.

      Dungeon essence poured out of the ground like smoke from a bonfire, and in the cracks shone the red of the dungeon’s power.

      “What’s going on?” Emilia shouted, stumbling over to them. She and Celaine had somehow kept their feet.

      “Weapons ready!” Marcela shouted.

      “It’s not another attack,” Hump said, staring at the ground. The ground wasn’t just rising beneath them. It was everywhere. Fissures carved lines through the forest, spreading outward. There was only one reason he could think of. “The dungeon is expanding.”
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      A crack echoed through the forest. The trees shook back and forth, rustling as if caught in a storm. So loud, yet it was nothing compared to the roar of the earth below, as if the god Osidium himself was hammering in the depths.

      The ground swelled, like it was filling with air, then deflated again. It rolled like waves, heaving up trees, shaking Hump from his feet. He fell to his knees and clung to his staff for balance. Around him, shouts rang out. A tree crashed down nearby, bringing a second along with it, the treetops crunching loudly as they slammed to the earth.

      It lasted for about a minute, and when it ended, the forest was a different world.

      Dungeon essence leaked from the upturned soil in streams of blood-smog, clouding the forest. Trees were uprooted in all directions. Stone tore from the earth in fragmented shards, forming great mounds and morphing the forest into something eerily familiar. It reminded Hump of his dream. He almost thought he’d see Lucile out there in the mist, smiling back at him with the gorger’s ivory teeth.

      The thought spurred a wave of fear that he fought to ignore. To give in to it now would be to risk all their lives.

      Howls rose in the distance, and Hump dreaded to think what other beasts must be out there. The forest was coming alive around them. Trees ballooned, veins of essence running up their stonebark trunks like poison, the trunks bulging with the sudden growth as if driven by cancer. As stonebark split, sap ran from the open wounds. Roots bulged from the earth, rupturing the ground. Shrubbery thickened into bushes, spikes and sharp leaves forming where previously they’d been as brittle as clay. The branches swayed and broke above, while others speared the ground or swung around in frantic, twisting motions.

      Hump turned when he heard a tearing sound behind him. Tree roots lurched and dragged at the body of an ogre like crab legs emerging from sand, pulling back the dead beast and swallowing it into the ground.

      They had to get out. Fast. Not just for their own sake, but to protect the villagers too. Gods knew how far the dungeon had grown.

      “What in the hells was that?” Len shouted, scrambling to his feet, stricken with panic. “We need to get out of here! Marcela!”

      “Gods mercy,” Marcela muttered, staring after the consumed ogre. After a moment, gathered her senses. “Is everyone alright?”

      There were yesses all around.

      “Estra’s unconscious, but she’s alive,” Dylan called, shoving a collapsed branch off his body. He was in his bear form, standing over the woman. “An ogre got her, not the forest.”

      “Jim’s out too,” Eve said, checking on the man.

      Hump looked around, frowning. “There were three down. I was sure of it.”

      Everyone swept around in search, and then Marcela’s eyes widened. “Matthias!”

      “Brielle’s not here either,” Eve said.

      “Matthias!” Marcela called again. “Brielle!”

      “Quiet,” Celaine snapped, tilting her head and closing her eyes. She turned to the mound of rock that had formed nearby and started running. “Up here!”

      Hump followed, along with a handful of the others.

      “Help!” a woman called, voice muffled. They all turned in its direction, but Hump saw nothing. “Please! Over here!”

      “We need to—” Hump stopped himself, the others already scrambling up the cold stone mound that now protruded from the earth in search of the voice. “Shit. Bud! Help me secure the area. We’re completely exposed here.”

      “What about them?” Bud said, nodding upward. “We need to get them back down. We’re too divided.”

      Hump gritted his teeth, looking over those that had remained below with the wounded, then turning his gaze back to the top. Red light gleamed along a ledge ahead, and a sinking feeling filled his stomach. Celaine and Marcela dropped to their knees, reaching for something.

      “Shit,” Hump said again. Something was very wrong. “Dylan! We need you up here.”

      You better be watching, Hump thought, looking up to the heavens. These are your bloody Chosen.

      The druid rushed up to him, and Hump started to climb, ignoring the knot in his gut. Coming to stand beside Celaine, he looked down into a deep fissure, so full of red essence he couldn’t see the bottom—a well of power, the artery of a dungeon. And hanging onto the rockface was Brielle. The berserker gripped the wall with one hand while holding onto an unconscious Matthias with the other.

      “I can’t hold on much longer,” she said, voice strained.

      “Everyone, stand back,” Dylan said. He drew a handful of seeds from his pockets, and vines manifested, shining with the green essence of nature. They stretched down into the fissure, dangling beside Brielle and growing wider, thickening to the size of a forearm.

      Brielle clutched the vines with her knees, taking some of her weight. Emilia and Marcela stood at the edge of the fissure, ready to step in, while Bud gripped the vines with Dylan and Celaine.

      “She’s on,” Emilia said. “Pull.”

      The three of them heaved, dragging Brielle and Matthias up. As she neared the top, Marcela and Emilia grabbed her armour and shoulders, pulling her up over the ledge before grabbing Matthias. Together, they pulled his unconscious form, grunting all the while, throwing their weight back—Matthias didn’t budge. Suddenly, something yanked on him from below. Emilia and Marcela fell onto their fronts, each gripping one of his hands and screaming from the sudden weight.

      Hump rushed forward. Roots had sprouted from the fissure walls and wrapped around his legs. Blood flowed where they’d dug into one of his legs, just above the ankle, anchoring in deeply.

      “He’s been grabbed by roots,” Hump said. He summoned his essence, calling upon all the heat he could. “Fire Beam.”

      He aimed the spell at the thick bit just under his foot, burning through them, but more formed in their place, lashing onto both of Matthias’ legs and climbing his body like snakes. They carved deep, red lines into his body, tearing through his skin.

      Celaine shot arrows into the pit.

      “No!” Nina screamed, launching blades of water at the roots, slicing them apart, but there were always others.

      Matthias screamed, his eyes going wide with terror. Emilia and Marcela heaved, but it wasn’t enough. He slipped from their grip in his wild panic, falling into the red mist below. A moment later, his screams went silent.

      Hump watched, his heart racing, searching for some hope. For a way down or some chance he might live. Emilia and Marcela both stared horrified into the fissure.

      “Matthias! No!” Nina cried, tears streaming down her face. She rushed forward, and Marcela pushed herself to her feet, catching her and holding her back. “We need to go after him. We need to get him out. Marcela, we have to!”

      “I’m sorry,” Brielle said, still slumped on the ground. Sweat covered her. “If I was stronger… I’m sorry.”

      Marcela said nothing. All the colour had drained from her face. She nodded numbly, but she didn’t make a move.

      Hump forced himself to think. The smog of the forest rapidly feeling like an enemy itself.

      “He’s gone,” Hump said, more harshly than intended. “We need to get ourselves out.”

      “No. Shut your mouth,” Nina said viciously. “We’re going after him, Wizard. You’re the reason we’re here! You can’t cower now.”

      Hump hated what he was about to do. He hated the choice that had to be made, but the alternative was they all died. He clenched his jaw and stormed forward. “Look at where he’s fallen!” He jammed a finger into the fissure. “There is no coming back from there. He’s gone, Nina. Likely dead already. And we’ll be joining him if we don’t get out of here. Marcela, get control of your party.”

      She stared at him, frozen with indecision.

      Hump stepped closer. “Monsters are coming. We cannot stay here.” Her mouth opened and closed silently. “Make a decision!”

      Slowly, Marcela nodded. “We’re coming.”

      “But Matthias,” Nina protested.

      “He’s gone.” Marcela’s voice trembled. “Hump is right. We need to go.”

      “No!” Nina cried.

      “You can stand there and argue about it, but we’ve still got two wounded down below,” Hump said. “And three villages we’re supposed to be defending from what now could be an entire dungeon. We need to move! Celaine, find us a route back. Bud, Dylan, round up everyone else. Emilia, help Brielle down to her party.”

      His party went without discussion, Celaine splitting off from them as she searched for their path back.

      Hump turned back to Marcela. “I want you to come with us, but we won’t wait long.”

      “We’re coming,” she whispered, gently pushing Nina’s arms from her and stepping past. “Come on, Nina.”

      Hump rushed down the mound with Dylan and Bud. “Eve, what do you need? I want everyone ready to move.”

      She stood with Dalton, their paladin, over the still unconscious Estra. Her face was bloodied, but Dalton’s blessing was already at work, pale yellow essence radiating from the long gash down her cheek.

      “Jim woke up, but Estra will need carrying.” The small girl frowned, her eyes darkening. “Where’s Marcela?”

      “She’s on her way,” Hump said. “We lost Matthias.”

      Eve sighed and placed a hand on her forehead, running it down the middle of her face. The sign of Rathlar. Hump should have realised her god when he’d seen her wield the purple skull before. She was a Chosen of the god of death—a real one this time, not like the puppet Kassius had turned Lucien into.

      “Do you need someone to carry Estra?” Hump asked.

      “She’s one of us,” Eve said. “We’ll bring her.”

      Hump nodded. “Then get ready. We need to—”

      Hump felt an impact. His feet fell out beneath him and he hit the ground hard, driving the wind from him. He rolled over, ready for a fight, only to see a furious Len staring down at him.

      “Who are you to give out orders?” Len snarled. He had his wand in hand, but he’d only shoved Hump. “You’re the reason all this happened. We wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t pushed us.”

      Bud came to stand before him, blocking Len’s line of attack. “Don’t be a fool, Len. We need to work together right now.”

      Len scoffed. “Oh, big surprise. The knight in shining armour appears to fend for his little friend.”

      “He’s my friend. Of course I’m here,” Bud said.

      “Your friend got my friend killed!” Len snapped.

      Nina and Marcela remained off to the side. Everyone was watching. All nine of what remained of the spoilt, noble, arrogant lords and ladies.

      Hump pushed himself up so that he was sitting. He spat out dirt and glared at Len. “I didn’t force you to come here. You all knew what you were doing when you accepted this quest, and you came here anyway. It doesn’t matter if you’re a gutter rat or silver spoon, monsters—dungeons—don’t care. If you wanted an easy, safe life, you shouldn’t have come here.”

      “We shouldn’t have followed you here, you mean,” Len growled.

      “It was my decision,” Marcela said. “I’m to blame.”

      “No, you’re not,” Hump snapped. “There was no predicting this. How were we to know the dungeon would expand? All we knew was that if we let those ogres go, more villagers would die. Are you going to say his life is more valuable than everyone else’s?”

      “Yes,” Len spat. “It is more valuable.”

      Hump snarled in disgust. “And you call yourself Chosen. I’m sorry your friend is dead, but that’s how it goes sometimes. He didn’t die fighting the ogres. He died to the dungeon, and the rest of us are going to join him if we don’t get out of here.” Hump pushed himself to his feet. “Adventurers die so that others don’t have to. Now, in case you forgot, we still have three villages to protect, not to mention a forest full of monsters to escape. Either come with us or stay here, but save your recriminations for someone else. I don’t give a shit.”
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      Hump stared off into the red smog that filled Stonebark Forest, trying to calm his racing heart and thoughts while he waited for Celaine to return. So far, nothing had attacked them, but they were still many miles from the villages, and in these conditions, that would take them some time to cover.

      He could feel the power within the dungeon’s essence tingling on his skin. It overwhelmed his senses as if he were standing in smoke, nauseating in its presence. An uncomfortable experience at the best of times, but right now Hump didn’t trust himself to be so exposed to this power. If he was right, and a fragment of the gorger had somehow infected his soul, this might just be the strength it needed to break out.

      Footsteps sounded behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder to see Bud and Emilia approaching.

      “You alright?” Bud asked.

      “Yeah,” Hump said. “The prick only shoved me.”

      Emilia chuckled. “And you tore him apart for it. It’s a shame Celaine missed it, that was quite the sight. Marcela and Eve both agree they should come with us. They’re collecting what heartstones they can from the ogres and getting everyone ready to move.”

      Hump sighed. “Then some good might come from this at least. We could do with the coin once this is over. Though I have a feeling this isn’t going to be like Bledsbury Dungeon.”

      “As do I,” Bud said.

      “Why’s that?” Emilia asked.

      “We never saw a display of power like this for a start.” Hump gestured toward the giant mounds of stone all around them. “This dungeon is well beyond us to fight.”

      “If the gods are with us, we will find a way,” Bud said.

      Hump gave him an unconvinced look. “If you hear them, could you ask them to clear this damn mist. I can’t see shit.”

      Bud let out a breath. “You won’t be doing us any favours talking like that.”

      “Tell that to Matthias.”

      “Do you not fear the gods, Hump?” Emilia asked, more curious than accusing.

      “Of course I fear them,” Hump said. “I just don’t think they care one way or the other.”

      “We’ve been over this before,” Bud said.

      “And so far, no god has smote me,” Hump said.

      “I thought you were trapped in the den of a monster from another realm,” Emilia said. “Maybe that was a message.”

      “In that case, we might really be in trouble,” Hump said. “I wasn’t listening.”

      Bud scowled. “It’s like you’re trying to make them angry.”

      “If I’m honest, I’m rather angry myself right now,” Hump said. “Their bloody Chosen didn’t help. Seriously, Bud, why are so many Chosen arseholes?”

      “He’s got a point,” Emilia said. “I do sometimes wonder.”

      “Exactly!” Hump said. “It’s a mystery.”

      Bud frowned at her. “Must you encourage him?”

      She smiled innocently. “Not that I would ever truly question their reasoning, Robert. Just wonder.”

      Hump jumped—something moved in the red mist. A moment later, Celaine appeared, moving silently despite the crunching foliage of Stonebark Forest.

      “You look like you saw a ghost,” Celaine said, smiling at them.

      “A ghost would be less frightening,” Hump said.

      She snorted. “I found a way through. Is everyone ready?”

      “I’ll go find out,” Bud said.

      Celaine nodded, then paused, focusing on Hump. “Why is there dirt in your hood?”

      Hump looked over his shoulder and brushed at his hood with his hand, dirt falling from inside.

      “I took a bit of a tumble while you were gone,” Hump said. “Nothing to worry about.”

      They joined the others. Estra was still unconscious, so they’d made a makeshift stretcher using two young trees and part of a bedroll. Blood caked her face, but the wound to her head and cheek appeared healed. Jim was on his feet again, shaky, but he was moving around unsupported.

      “Everyone’s ready,” Marcela said to Hump. “I’m sorry about what happened. I’ve spoken to Len briefly and will have a proper discussion once we’re back to safety.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said. He glanced at Len, who quickly turned away from his gaze. With him, he noticed Nina was now carrying a one-handed axe on her hip—they must have recovered Matthias’ weapon. “We’re all shaken up, and he lost a friend. I won’t hold it against him.”

      A small smile touched Marcela’s lips, though she looked sad. “I appreciate that. And for you speaking up when you did. I didn’t conduct myself properly.”

      “I’d have thought worse of you if you had,” Hump said. “One grows used to losing people in our line of work, but it never gets easy. At least, it never should.”

      “I hope to remember that,” Marcela said.

      “It’s something my master would say.”

      Eve walked over to join them. “Are we ready?”

      “Yes,” Marcela said. “I think we are. Celaine, what did you find?”

      “The forest has changed much,” she said. “We won’t be able to stick to the stream as much, and most of what I saw was rocky and difficult to traverse. I fear it may be a long journey back, but we’ll find our way.”

      Marcela sighed and glanced up at the sky. “We should start moving then. I just wish we could tell how much daylight we have left.”

      “Not enough I expect,” Hump said. “We’ll need to stay close together.”

      “And there’s wounded to consider too,” Marcela said. “Celaine, will you work with Teff to guide us back and watch out for any ambushes?”

      “No problem.”

      “Thank you.” She raised her voice so that everyone could hear. “We’re moving out.”

      They moved in a box, the stretcher with Estra at the centre, carried by Brielle and Jim, despite his wounds. Offensive casters walked with them, and the rest of their melee combatants were spread across the front and rear of the formation, while Hump and others with defensive spells walked on each flank. They proceeded at a fast walk, a tense silence between them, talking only when there was valuable information to share. They couldn’t risk being heard by monsters, especially with visibility this low. Though it did little to put them at ease, especially when even the trees were a danger.

      They watched all directions closely, staring into the mist, eyes fixed on every shadow. More than once, somebody called out that they’d seen something, and every time nothing came from it. Celaine and Teff returned often, though she seemed to be doing the brunt of the work. Not that Hump could blame Teff—Celaine’s eyes were something few Chosen could compete with at their circle.

      “I think we’re almost at the halfway mark,” Celaine said. “There’s a bend in the river that I remember, though there seems to be a lot of new bends since we were last here. The dungeon really ruined the place.”

      “It’s bad, is it?” Dylan asked.

      Celaine shrugged. “There’s somewhat of a path. We’ll manage. And no monsters as far as—”

      She stopped, head tilting to the left, then in a swift motion she brought up her bow and launched an arrow into the mist. There was a flutter, and something dropped dead, landing on the ground nearby. A stonepecker, except its head and beak were covered in blood. Red essence still simmered in its eyes, slowly fading from its dead body.

      “Nice shot!” Teff said. “I’m telling you; she’s got eyes like a hawk.”

      “And the mouth of a jinx,” Len said.

      “Count yourself lucky,” Celaine said. “It was looking at you.” She turned to Marcela, ignoring the twitch in Len’s shoulders. “Keep following the path around the hill that way. We’ll come back before you reach the end.”

      “Got it.”

      It was a long and eerie walk, and soon they were relying on their abilities to light the path. Hump used Burning Wisps to manifest a single fiery companion, pouring into it only enough essence to produce light. Eventually though, the mist thinned. They were reaching the outer limits of the dungeon’s expanded domain. And through the mist was a gentle flicker of candlelight at about head height. Hump thought it was a torch or lantern at first, but he couldn’t think of a reason anyone would be this far in the forest.

      There was a loud creak, and Hump jerked around to the right as a shadow flicked over them, though he couldn’t make it out. He felt icy cold bloom and a light rush past him. Bud was there, carving through a branch with his Frostfire blade. A burst of sickening essence clouded over him, then all at once roots tore from the ground. A dark trunk rose from the dirt, staring at them with crystallised eyes of bloodred sap, spread out around the midpoint of its trunk. A high-pitched, crackling growl escaped from somewhere at the base.

      Hump raised the Shield he’d been holding on his lips since they’d started their return journey. The barrier spread out before him in a shimmering pattern, a wall against the corrupted tree. The creature churned across the earth like an avalanche, scrambling atop its mismatched root-limbs. It threw its weight forward and leaves shot from its canopy in a hail of shrapnel, shattering across Hump’s shield in a hundred different places.

      It lashed out with branches, and the impact drove Hump back a step, though his spell held. Those at Hump’s side spread out around the edges of his shield, pushing forward. As the creature attacked again, it was met with the deadly force of far too many Chosen. This newly born monster had picked the wrong fight. A blightroot tree by the looks of it, corrupted by the dungeon’s essence.

      Bud carved through a branch, shattering it into icy shards. Marcela slashed one straight along its centre with perfect precision, droplets of water trailing the edge of her blade and splashing outward. Brielle lunged with her axe, hacking apart the tree with furious vigour. Emilia ducked a low branch and dashed in closer.

      Hump lowered his Shield and gathered the residual essence, fuelling his Burning Wisp with all the power he could. Its orange body went a violent red and rushed in, exploding across the tree’s fleshy eyes. The sap bubbled and smoke, filling the air with the smell of burnt caramel. It flailed violently to no avail. The others were through, gouging at its eyes, until Brielle punched straight through a gap in the bark to get at its insides. She dragged her fist back, sticky sap trailing like blood. In her hand shone a fragment of a still forming heartstone.

      The creature went still. They stared at the creature, then all of them looked around to see what else might come for them.

      “I think it’s clear,” Celaine said.

      Dylan approached the fallen tree and knelt beside it. He touched it and then whipped back, a chill running through him. “It takes a grotesque power to corrupt life in such a way.”

      “It sure does,” Hump said. “Let’s get the hell out of here. No doubt our essence will draw more monsters.”

      They continued toward the light, weapons ready. The flickering remained steady, though as they got closer Hump realised it was larger than a simple candlelight. And then it hit him, it was a still manifesting will-o’-wisp. Given time, the dense ball of essence would gain a sliver of sentience, and no doubt be drawn to the emotion-filled villages nearby that they fed on. It was a simple matter to destroy it. They were resistant to magic once fully formed, but like this, even using a hand to rupture its form was enough to send its essence scattering back to the mist.

      Night had set in when they finally reached the edge of the forest, not half a mile from where the dungeon’s domain ended. Corvin stood at the edge of the forest, a lantern in the night as he channelled the summer blessings of Ordana.

      He let out a long breath when he finally spotted them, hurrying over to greet them. “Marcela! Gods, it’s good to see you. We feared the worst when the forest changed.”

      “For the most part, we’re fine,” Marcela said.

      “For the most…” he trailed off, noticing Matthias’ absence. “I’m so sorry.”

      “As am I,” Marcela said. “How is Kesha?”

      “She’s conscious again,” Corvin said. “The ogre gave her a nasty hit, but Krenton was able to patch her up. Everyone’s here. There were monsters sighted a couple of hours ago over near Stonepath, and we’re spread so thin I didn’t know what else to do. I brought everyone to Tailsend.”

      “What kind of monsters?” Hump asked.

      “We didn’t stick around to find out,” Corvin said. “What in the hells happened out there?”

      Marcela gave him a grave look. “Our leading theory is that the dungeon expanded.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I can only think something has gone wrong with the expedition,” Marcela said. “Whatever the case, we have our own task. Until word reaches us, we must do what we can for these villagers.”

      Strong words, though Hump wasn’t quite sure how they were supposed to keep these people safe on the edge of a dungeon. Monsters were coming, and they were hungry.
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      Hump had to admire the hardiness of the Stonebark Forest people. Even with the threat of monsters on their doorstep, they were not ready to run. They dug trenches, built barricades, and took up what weapons they could—hunting bows, hammers, axes, spears, and hand-me-down swords. Against the corrupted beasts of the forest, they might even be able to hold their own. Against the monsters of the dungeon, Hump wasn’t so sure. Though he supposed that applied to the rest of them just as much.

      Whatever happened to the expedition, something had gone wrong. Something that was no doubt beyond a few parties of iron rankers to do anything about. Hump just crossed his fingers it wasn’t enough to wipe out a force of bronze and silver ranked adventurers.

      It was far from his first time left in the dark. Even back when he was apprenticed to his master, it was common for them to take on patrol work around dungeons. Risky business, and nobody could ever truly prepare for everything that could go wrong. While the topic of dungeon sentience was still debated, nobody would deny it was a living, breathing thing. It required sustenance just like everything else, and the best way it could get that was to grow large enough to encompass everything around it. Entire cities had been consumed in the Fallen Lands—hundreds of thousands of people forced to flee their homes or be devoured by dungeons like the Hellpit or the monsters within.

      Several villagers rushed over as they approached. Harlow and Priestess Joan were amongst them, along with members of Stonepath and Marlton.

      “It is good to see you all back,” Harlow said to Hump and his party. “We were losing hope.”

      “It is too early to abandon hope yet,” Bud said.

      “What of our horses?” Hump asked.

      “We brought them back here,” Harlow said. “They’re stabled.”

      Hump let out a breath. “Thank you.”

      “What’s the situation?” Marcela asked the group. “It’s good to see so many have come from Stonepath and Marlton. I fear we do not have the strength to spread our force.”

      “Most have come,” an old woman said, whom Hump thought he’d met briefly when they’d first arrived in Stonepath. “Though a few stubborn fools wouldn’t leave their homes behind. Not even on the word of a Chosen.”

      Marcela frowned, and Hump could see her frustration. “Then I shall pray the gods keep harm from their path.”

      “Harm is coming then?” Priestess Joan asked. “When the forest started shaking… It was as if Isterra herself descended.”

      “There are no gods here today,” Hump said. “The dungeon has expanded, and I suspect monsters will soon follow. It is good to see you have already started to prepare.”

      “What can ordinary men do against a dungeon?” a man said. “We shouldn’t be here.”

      “Then go, Perry,” the old woman said. “Nobody forced you to come here with us, and you cannot force us to leave with you. We’d be better off without your blathering.”

      The man’s face reddened, but he backed off.

      “Do not be so disheartened,” Marcela said. “It will not be dragons we face, but the animals you are familiar with.”

      “They are beasts twisted by an evil power,” the man spat.

      Marcela nodded. “Twisted, yes, but still the same creatures you have coexisted with all these years. You can still kill them.”

      “Every able body is hard at work,” Harlow said. “We’re blocking off roads and gathering everyone in the market square.”

      “What of those too weak to fight?” Marcela asked.

      “Safe inside the chapel,” Priestess Joan said.

      “Very good,” Marcela said. “We’ll survey the defences and keep watch over the forest. There is no telling when an attack may come. Make sure your people do not push themselves too hard.”

      “We of Stonebark are tough as rock,” Harlow said. “You need not worry about us, although… there is something else. We saw lights flashing amongst the trees in the distance, like a battle going on.”

      Marcela looked at Eve and Corvin. “That must be the expedition.”

      “How far was it?” Eve asked. “Did you see them, Corvin?”

      “I saw them alright,” he said. “Gods know how far. I can’t tell anything with all those damned trees in the way.”

      “At least a dozen miles,” Harlow said. “It was difficult to tell in the night, but it was far beyond the flashes we saw of you.”

      “Far enough not to be our concern,” Corvin snapped. “And it stopped a while ago. What does it matter anyway? It’s not like we can do anything about it.”

      “It matters because we do not know of the peril the expedition faces,” Marcela said. “I pray they are still strong.”

      “Ricard is with them,” Corvin said. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Hump said. “How far can a pack of bloodwolves travel in a night?” he asked Harlow. “We heard howls in the distance.”

      Harlow’s face paled. “A hundred miles in a day if they have to.”

      “A force of bronze ranked adventurers and a hungry dungeon is a lot to motivate a beast,” Hump said. “We need to be ready.”

      “I’m going up the belltower,” Celaine said, pointing at the chapel. “I’ll let you know if I see anything.”

      “Corvin, go with her,” Marcela ordered. “If they come, light the forest up.”

      “I have my own party to worry about,” Corvin said.

      “This is no longer a simple quest,” Marcela said. “We need everyone to function as a single unit if we’re to protect the village. We need Ordana’s light tonight.”

      Corvin sighed. He turned to Patrick, the rogue of his party. “Keep an eye on Kesha for me.”

      “You don’t even need to ask,” Patrick said.

      “The moment Celaine sees something, light it up,” Hump said.

      “I don’t need help from you, Wizard,” Corvin said.

      “Do what he says,” Marcela said. “Hump’s word has proved valuable more than once today. And Celaine’s eyes too.”

      Corvin glared at him then turned. “Very well.”

      “Do I really have to go with him?” Celaine muttered.

      Hump snorted. “Try not to start a fight. That light blessing of his is useful.”

      The villagers worked on the defences by lamplight, constructing barriers of stone and the lumber of stonebark trees across the roads leading to the square. They’d abandoned the outer houses and focused on reinforcing the more defendable chokepoints. It was a strategy concocted by Harlow, and one Hump agreed with. With so many hidden places in the village for monsters to lurk, it was best to choose a space where they could take the fight on good ground and use their numbers.

      Hump went to check on Prancer and the other horses, finding them stabled at the inn. They were all nervous, clearly sensing the tension in the village.

      “I’ll keep an eye on them while you’re gone,” a voice came. Hump glanced toward the inn door, where the old innkeeper stood.

      “There’s nothing you can do for them here,” Hump said. “You’d be safer in the chapel.”

      Jasper shook his head. “This is my tavern. My home. I’d rather take my chances here.”

      Hump hesitated a moment then nodded. “In which case, you have my thanks. I’m not sure what I’d do without Prancer.” He scratched the horse’s nose and the short, grey hair of his cheek. “He’s a good horse.”

      “That he is.” Strangely, the old man seemed calm.

      He pointed, and Hump turned to find the belltower shining with light, as if a miniature sun was contained within. Shouts of alarm filled the village.

      “You had best get going,” he said.

      “Good luck.”

      “And to you, lad.”

      Hump rushed back outside as people shouted and pointed at creatures flying above the forest in their direction. Marcela was nearby, gathering the village folk and arranging them into rough formations by the barriers. Perhaps a hundred men and women. Bolstered by twenty adventurers, it was a respectable force, though Hump couldn’t help but worry. If a fight broke out on the streets, there was no telling how many lives they’d lose.

      Hump joined his own party at the edge of the market square, on the road that gave the most direct route to the forest. He stared out at the trees. Illuminated by Corvin’s light, they were stark against the darkness, casting long shadows out into the forest. He wondered what might already lurk there.

      “I think they’re bats,” Dylan said, as dark specks flew above the distant trees. “I remember hearing of a large species when I passed through here before.”

      “Bats don’t sound so bad,” Emilia said.

      “Under normal circumstances, I would agree,” Dylan said. “I believe they mostly feed on fruit and nuts. Now though… a dungeon can drive anything to bloodlust.”

      “Something else must be driving them this way,” Hump said. “Dungeon or not, animals don’t just fly miles in the night without reason.”

      Bud rubbed his eyes and squinted. “Am I going mad, or are the trees moving?”

      Hump stared, his eyes slowly widening as distant canopies swayed back and forth, gently enough that he’d not even considered it to be anything but wind. Watching now, bit by bit, they were getting closer.

      “Shit,” Hump said. “As if things weren’t bad enough. More blightroot trees I think.”

      “A lot more.”

      “I guess we know what the bats are flying away from then,” Emilia said.

      “Yeah, and gods know what else,” Hump said. “We could have a whole horde of monsters coming right this way.”

      “Everyone to the barricades!” Marcela shouted.

      Hump glanced over to see her with the other Chosen. Celaine was running toward him.

      “Have you seen?” she asked.

      “The trees are moving,” Hump said. “We saw.”

      “No. Well, yes, but this is closer than that,” Celaine said. “There are creatures moving through the trees. They’re almost upon us.”

      “What…” Hump trailed off as he caught shadows moving. He’d been so focused on the distant trees he’d missed it. Glimpses of fur, the glint of red eyes. And then a silverback deer burst from the underbrush, running directionless past the village. A few moments later, more followed, their hooves hammering the ground as they ran.

      “Ready your bows!” Marcela shouted. “Remember, these are the same beasts that have always dwelled within the forest. Stand together and you have nothing to fear.”

      When wolves emerged, Hump wasn’t so sure, but he wasn’t about to contradict her. They had time.

      Farther up the road, a house exploded like a mountain cracked in two. Rubble showered the ground ahead of them, scattering all over it as a stonetusk burst out from within. The giant, tusked creature raced down the road in wild panic, a giant, grey wolf nipping at its heels. There were more behind it: dozens of silverback deer, boulder boars, and more wolves.

      That incessant red glint in their eyes filled Hump with a sense of wrongness.

      The villagers looked nervously to each other.

      “Steady,” Marcela called. “Remember, they are still the beasts you know.”

      Suddenly, Dylan’s blessing, Nature’s Spring, radiated from him, encompassing all those around him. Empowering them with essence, but more importantly, giving them courage. Hump felt its touch like the warmth of the sun, and the wrongness was pushed back.

      “Bring it down, Celaine,” Hump said.

      She raised her bow, silver light building in the arrow’s point until it shone like a star. She let it loose, the string buzzing, the arrow hissing down the street. It found the stonetusk’s skull and pierced even the thick hide and bone of the giant creature, sending it to the ground.

      “Shoot them!” Marcela ordered.

      More strings hummed around them as arrows from half a hundred bows filled the road. Many missed, bouncing off the ground or burying themselves into the wooden beams of houses, but many found their mark, bringing the creatures squealing to the earth. More beasts followed behind them, and the group unleashed another disorganised volley into the horde.

      That seemed to get the message across, as even in their panicked state the animals veered around the market square, racing through the streets to the fields beyond. A few creatures, either brave or stupid, charged through the mass of dead and dying beasts and leapt the barricade into the line of weapons waiting for them. A wolf burst into the ranks, sending them scattering back as it snarled and growled. It didn’t flee. Instead, it lashed out at the closest target, tearing into the arm of a man and barrelling him to the ground as he screamed.

      Those around it drove it back, and Marcela dashed in close, carving off its head with her curved blade, slick with whatever water blessing she channelled. The creature collapsed.

      More arrived in waves, those hungry enough to brave the line of defences. But they only came a few at a time. Numbers they could deal with by maintaining a tight formation.

      Soon, the tide of animals slowed to a trickle. Many had died, and many more had fled beyond the village. A problem for a later date. Ahead, the final few limped from the trees, ravaged by wounds. There was a blur of shadow and the deer farthest from them was speared to the ground. Something shuffled beyond, and Hump glimpsed the red eyes of a blightroot tree. The deer died flailing on the end of its roots, its essence drained from its body until nothing but a husk remained.

      Blightroot trees emerged, like the forest itself had risen up to destroy them. Trees that once fed on the earth essence of the region were now consumed by dungeon essence. Blighted. Fallen. Corrupted.

      And then a humanoid figure appeared from the trees. It floated out into the open, suspended just above the ground. Its body was of grey wood, as if a sculptor had carved it from a tree. Only it was taller than a person, with a leaner figure. Green essence pulsed gently through the cracks in its skin, like lines in bark—its eyes shone with it. Though red muddied them, faint, but impossible to miss.

      “A tree spirit,” Dylan whispered, awe in his voice. “Krioc’s blessing, what has happened to it.”

      “Gods’ mercy,” a villager said.

      Another took a step back. “What do we do?”

      “Marcela, we need to strike now, before they reach the villager,” Hump said.

      He’d only ever heard of tree spirits—his master had called them dryads. They were creatures of nature, born from its essence to nurture forests and life, worthy of worship.

      As the creature raised an arm in their direction, a dozen blightroot trees emerged around it. Hump decided this one was all out of such sentiment.
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      The blightroot trees attacked with intent, churning the ground with their long root-limbs as they surged, accompanied by the sound of rolling stones even a hundred paces away. Unlike the horde of beasts that raced past previously, these were not fleeing. They were here for their lives.

      “What do we do?” Eve asked.

      “I-I don’t know,” Marcela stammered. “How do we fight off a forest?”

      “The dryad seems to be commanding them,” Hump said. “If we can bring it down, perhaps the blightroot trees will lose their focus. It might buy time for the villagers to escape.”

      “And go where, Wizard?” Len asked. “Did you forget the beasts that just fled past the village? We go out there and the villagers will be easy pickings.”

      “We should run,” Nina said, though not loud enough for the villagers to hear.

      They all looked at her.

      “The villagers will slow us down,” she continued. “But we can escape. There’s no reason for us to die when there is no hope.”

      Hump’s mouth dropped open, stunned at what he was hearing from a Chosen, even under the circumstances.

      “How can you say that?” Bud asked. “We have to try. There are hundreds of people here. Children. We can’t just let them die.”

      “Matthias already died for these people,” Nina said. “Why should the rest of us? Our deaths would mean nothing.”

      “Please,” Harlow said. “You cannot just leave us.”

      “We will not,” Marcela snapped. “Nina, curb your tongue. You are a Chosen of Sumi, a lady of House Kelden, show some courage.”

      Nina cast her eyes down.

      “I need ideas,” Marcela continued, watching the creatures advance. “Fleeing is not an option, Hump. As Len said, there’s no way we can escort hundreds of people through the night.”

      She was right, Hump knew it. “Then this barricade must hold,” Hump said. “If it falls, there’s nothing left to guard the chapel.”

      “We should split up,” Emilia said. “Support specialists remain here with the villagers to hold the barricade, leaving the rest of us free to manoeuvre.”

      “And focus our power where it’s effective,” Marcela said, nodding. “That’s good enough.”

      “What can we do against these tree monsters?” one of the men asked. “You told us we would face animals.”

      “We’ll handle the trees,” Marcela said. “No doubt more creatures will come, and we can’t stop them all. You must hold the barricade here.” Her eyes glanced at the chapel. “Remember what you fight for.”

      “We will die before we let the barricade fall.” Harlow sat on Sally’s back, staring at the blightroot tree advance. Fear shone in the man’s eyes. The creatures were barely fifty paces now. “We must protect the children.”

      “You won’t be alone,” Dylan said. “I’ll remain here. My powers will be best served where they can affect the most people.”

      Nature’s Spring was an invaluable asset to miss, but if it could give the villagers the strength and endurance to last a little longer, it was more valuable here.

      “Len, you stay too,” Marcela said. “They will need your wards.”

      “With pleasure,” Len said.

      “Jim, Brielle, both of you are exhausted,” Eve said. “Best you lend your support here too.”

      “What about your party?” Marcela asked Patrick. The rogue had taken command of Corvin’s group while the man acted as a beacon from the belltower. “Kesha—”

      “I’m coming with you,” the archer said. “And I’m fine. Really.”

      Patrick smiled softly. “We’re all coming. Our abilities lend more to offence than holding a line.”

      Marcela sighed. “That makes thirteen of us.”

      “The bad luck of the Fallen God,” Eve said.

      “Now’s really not the time to care about superstitions,” Hump said. “I’d argue we’ve had all the bad luck possible. We need to move.”

      “I’ll stay,” Eve said. “My afflictions can hit a wide area. Given time, I can kill them, but against a creature like the dryad I’ll be less useful.”

      “Very well,” Marcela said. “The dryad is our target. We find an opportunity, and then we focus everything we have on it.”

      Hump had that same fear he always did as they moved. Every instinct in his body told him to flee, yet instead he was running straight at the enemy. The blightroot trees would be upon the village at any moment now.

      “We’ll attack from the left flank,” Marcela said, leading them left between two houses.

      “I’ll conceal our approach,” Estra said. The illusionist waved her wand and started to chant. It was as if stars descended, and Hump felt a veil envelop them. The woman didn’t stop chanting.

      They passed a cluster of four more houses, and then they were out in the open. Distantly, Hump saw more beasts fleeing the forest, but they were too far off from the town to care, at least for now. Meanwhile, most of the blightroot trees clumped together, ambling toward the villagers, but a few had broken away from the main group. Easy pickings.

      “Once you have a chance to take out the dryad, don’t hesitate,” Marcela said.

      “This better work,” Celaine murmured. “I’m not sure what we’ll do if they keep coming.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” Bud said. “This is the only chance we have.”

      Hump was already gathering his essence for the upcoming fight. He took a handful of rocks from his pouch and filled his left pocket—they wouldn’t be much use against the stonebark of the blightroot trees, but he felt more comfortable with ammunition close at hand.

      He wasn’t sure who moved first, but when Hump heard boots, he followed. Better not to think about it. The more he thought, the more he realised charging into a horde of monsters was a terrible idea.

      In seconds they were out of the shadows of the village and on the open ground between Tailsend and Stonebark Forest. Corvin’s light illuminated the grassland clearly here, but under the cover of Estra’s veil, the creatures were unaware.

      They continued around the left flank until there were only a handful of blightroots stood between them and the advancing dryad. The creature floated behind the line of trees, watching the village, unhurried. Up close, the red essence tainting its own became clearer. Hump had heard they were creatures of intelligence, capable even of conversation to those that could commune with spirits. This one, though, was beyond that. At least for them, there was nothing they could do to save the fallen spirit.

      Behind it, more creatures emerged. They lumbered forward, great cancerous masses of flesh, twisted into unrecognisable beasts from the animals they were once before.

      “Shit,” Hump whispered. He wasn’t sure they could stop this even if they took out the dryad.

      One of the blightroots tore through a house at the village’s edge, crumbling it beneath the churn of its roots. Down the road, the villagers hurried into position, forming ranks behind the barricade. Arrows rained, bringing down some of the disfigured monsters in howling screams, but doing little to the blightroot trees. Dylan’s essence rose from all of them in green trails of smoke. And then Eve’s power swept forward in a wave of purple miasma. The creatures visibly slowed, some of the wounded staggering as her poison infected them, yet still the blightroots pushed on.

      Hump’s stomach sunk, but he forced his focus back to the dryad. The best way they could help them was to kill it.

      “How close can you get us with your veil?” Marcela asked.

      “I’m almost at my limit,” Estra said.

      “Then we’ll clear a path,” Marcela said. “Fighters at the front. Nina, Hump, Emery, stay behind us and save your magic to take out that damned dryad. Archers, do whatever you can to support.”

      “Celaine’s our strongest hitter,” Hump said. “She should be with us.”

      Marcela nodded. “Let’s go.”

      Hump’s staff shone now, essence pulsing through his blood as they rushed the last dozen paces before the veil fell. The moment it did, the closest blightroots turned on them, screeching excitedly. There were four close enough to be in the way, but faced with so many Chosen, such numbers weren’t enough.

      Bud charged straight at the centre, radiating Frostfire, his sword ablaze. He tore through branches and roots that lashed out at him, carving his way through to the trunk at its centre where he plunged his blade deeply through one of the red-sap eyes. Emilia went right, weaving her way through the creature’s defences. Marcela left, her sword perhaps even deadlier than Bud’s, her blade lined with water of the goddess, Sumi.

      Dalton stayed close, the paladin glowing with light. His giant shield was before him, and somehow every attack that came their way found it, drawn in by his power.

      And then they were through. Their chance was upon them, and Hump wasn’t going to miss it. He threw all the essence he’d been building into the strongest, single target spell he had, and he let it loose. “Fire Beam.”

      The ray shot forward, a deep, raging red. Beside him, Emery unleashed a howling vortex of fire and wind—it was the first time Hump had seen Corvin’s sorcerer in action, and he was certainly powerful. Nina’s spell was a second behind, a hail of raindrops pouring forward.

      The dryad whirled in their direction and raised both hands. The air shimmered. Essence pulsed, and a weave of interlocking threads formed a shield before it. Layer upon layer of power, radiating green. Their magic broke against it, streaming around the creature and blasting the forest behind it. As their magic faded, the shield remained, cracked, but the dryad behind it was unhurt. The power of four spellcasters not enough to break it entirely.

      Celaine’s arrow followed. It streaked silver, black lines trailing behind it like the embodiment of death. Fear descended, and Hump felt the strength of the hunter goddess, Owalyn, in her blessing. The arrow struck, and the shield shattered like glass, Celaine’s arrow burying in the dryad’s stomach and sending it blasting back. It fell limply onto its back.

      “Finish it!” Hump shouted.

      Marcela rushed forward, water trailing her blade’s edge as she raised it overhead. She swung down.

      A shockwave of essence sent her flying back. But it wasn’t from the dryad.

      A ring of red swept from the depths of Stonebark Forest. The wind howled, trees snapped and cracked, tumbling in an avalanche of sound. For a moment, Hump thought the dungeon was expanding again, but there was no tremor accompanying the blast.

      Suddenly, every beast let loose a roar. The monstrous creatures charged, more masses of flesh than animals. Veins bulged beneath their skin, red with the dungeon’s light. Their eyes brimmed with power. Whatever that blast had been, it strengthened them, and things already looked grim.

      “The dryad,” Marcela called.

      Hump turned back to it as it floated into the air again, suspended just off its feet, the arrow still in its stomach. The dryad hunched forward, arms extended at either side like claws, bellowing a screech that shook Hump’s soul. And in that moment, he felt temptation leak in.

      They were desperate. They’d lost the fight, and whatever godforsaken power had just swept from the dungeon core, it only made things worse. The beasts were frenzied, shining with power. It wasn’t a fair fight, and it wasn’t one they would win.

      But… Hump could dip into the reserve himself. It called to him, whispering in his ear in gentle coercion.

      Take it, it said softly. Use it to save your friends. Use it to survive.

      It would come to Hump if he wished it. A power great enough to turn the tide—to save the villagers, his own party, the new companions he’d met following Marcela. And then he turned to see them fighting. Bud roaring back in defiance, not taking one step in retreat as monsters threw themselves into the fray. Emilia by his side, weaving around him in perfect harmony, deadly needle-like attacks whirling between his hammer-heavy blows. Celaine shot arrow after arrow into the creatures, but their enlarged bodies were more difficult to take down than before.

      If he gave in, what was to say he would not fall to the dungeon like all these creatures? Like the dryad before his eyes.

      Lucile appeared before him in the red mist, her face stoic. You will lose.

      No. Hump shoved her down, willing his power to come. Crushing all temptation with the blinding heat of White Flame.

      The night brightened more as his essence soared, flame kindling before him, white hot, fuelled by his soul. He called upon all the power it would give him, and he let loose a beam more powerful than anything before it. Straight at the dryad.

      A cone of white fire erupted, engulfing the creature and everything between. Burning so hot, it forced Bud and Emilia back.

      As the blast faded, the dryad was no more. Its burnt-black body lay in a charred heap on the ground. Dead for sure this time.

      Hump dropped to one knee and looked back toward the village. The blightroots and beasts were still going, unhindered by the dryad’s death.

      “It’s not stopping,” Nina said desperately. “I told you, we should have run!”

      They tore apart the line as Dylan and the others desperately fought to hold it. The druid channelling his Aspect of the Bear, standing before the tide without fear.

      It’s not too late, Lucile whispered again. Take it.

      Hump caught Bud’s eye and the knight shook his head, as if reading his mind. But what choice did he have?

      There was a flash of light in the sky. A blindingly bright streak of yellow surged their way like a comet over the village. Hump shielded his eyes as it landed in the middle of the village road, exploding in an array of yellow lightning and forcing back the tide of monsters. A man stood within the light, a sword in each hand extended at his side. From the rear, a spear pierced a line of creatures, tearing apart wood and flesh alike and leaving a mess of blood on the ground. A woman this time, and she wasn’t alone. Three more were standing with her.

      Reinforcements had arrived.
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      Hump stared at the reinforcing adventurers, still on one knee and gasping for breath. The five of them charged into the fray, carving through the ranks of monsters with powerful blessings, killing trees and beasts alike before they had a chance to strike. It took hardly a moment to realise he was looking at a party of bronze rankers. And most impressive of all was the lightning wielder. His aura filled the space around him like a physical force, bolts of lightning streaming from him to strike at anything that stepped inside his range. It was no simple blessing. This was Soul Manifestation. He was a fourth circle Chosen.

      “Hump!” Celaine shouted, jerking his shoulder.

      Hump turned to her, startled.

      Her face relaxed. “You were zoning out. We’re not out of this yet.”

      Around him, the others formed a circle. Marcela held her sword in two hands, watching as creatures recovered from the combination of his White Flame and the sudden appearance of the Chosen in the village.

      “What was that?” Marcela asked him.

      “My strongest spell,” Hump said between breaths. He groaned as he forced himself to his feet, staggering and catching himself on his staff. “And one I’m too tired to use again.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Marcela said. “It worked though. The dryad’s dead.”

      “Thank the gods for that,” Eve said.

      “They’re still coming through, Wizard!” Nina said. “You said this would stop them. You said they would stop attacking if we killed it.”

      “It’s still too soon to tell,” Emilia said. “We need to get back to the village and group with the others.”

      “Agreed,” Marcela said. “Can you walk, Hump?”

      Aching cold spread from his soul. White Flame had taken almost everything from him. A fire fuelled by his will and his essence. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation like essence overuse though. Rather, it was like the warm burn after exercise, only a chill instead.

      Hump nodded, already envisioning the River and Waves coursing through him. “I can walk, but I won’t be much use in a fight.”

      “Dalton, stay close to him,” Marcela ordered. “Make sure he gets back in one piece.”

      “No problem.” The paladin’s armour clanked as he came to stand with Hump. “Hold still a second.”

      The man placed a hand on his shoulder, chanting something under his breath. A holy light filled the air around Hump, and suddenly he felt a little of his strength return to him. His lungs stopped burning and the cold retreated.

      Marcela swiped her sword, manifesting a blade of water from the edge that sliced through the air, carving deeply into what Hump thought was once a stonetusk. It huffed at the impact but only picked up its pace. The giant creature’s body had swelled to the point its face was hidden beneath folds, and only the glow of eyes peered out from within the mess of flesh. What must have once been a trunk now hung longer than a sword, with bone spikes protruding from the end, swinging side to side as it charged.

      Emilia veered right, getting around its side and lunging at it with her rapier. The blade pierced its chest, and the creature jerked but didn’t stop. Celaine shot an arrow through its eye and this time it staggered, wailing in pain. It was an awful sound. These were not evil monsters, but innocent creatures twisted into monstrosities. Marcela closed the distance and finished the poor beast off with a swing through the neck.

      “Let’s move,” Marcela said. “We need to work our way back. Stay together and follow my lead. Bud, I want you up front with me to help take some of the pressure off.”

      “Of course,” Bud said.

      Around them, the creatures were starting to gather. They were sluggish compared to before, as if the dryad’s death had fazed them. It didn’t seem to last long though. Snarls resounded as the giant beasts stepped closer, clumping Hump and the others together. The creatures moved awkwardly, their newfound bulk likely handicapping their power. Instilled with the frenzy of the dungeon it mattered little. They knew no fear, and now that they had their scent, it was clear they were hungry.

      Three creatures at the front charged. Hump picked out parts of the wolf they once were: clumps of matted fur, a tail too short for their new body, claws so long now they dug into the earth, fangs long enough to pierce through their own mouth, wetting them with blood. Thick rivulets of saliva ran from them as the creatures opened their mouths again, a deep rumbling snarl gurgling forth.

      Bud tried to meet the attack, his Frostfire aura surging and enveloping the wolves. It slowed them down, frosting the surface of their leathery skin. He stabbed at the closest one, Frostfire leaping from his blade like a spear of flame. The creature reared back, wailing in pain. At Bud’s sides, Marcela and Emilia were ill-equipped to take such large foes head on. They veered left and right, getting around the flank of the beasts. Patrick flashed forward on a jet of fire, the rogue getting behind the wolves and attacking from the rear.

      A thud hammered to the left, and Hump turned as what must have once been a boar barrelled toward him. Hump readied his staff, preparing a shield to cover Nina, Emery, and Larisa at his side, but the illusionist released her magic first. The boar veered to the right, straight into Dalton’s awaiting shield. The paladin took the charge, sliding back but remaining steady as a wall on his feet. He stabbed over the top of the shield with his sword, drawing blood. Again he stabbed, over and over, puncturing the beast’s shoulder, its neck, its ear. The beast fell back, shaking its head and releasing an angry huff. Steam rose from its nostrils, curving around the long, stone tusks that protruded from either side.

      Nina waved her wand and a blade of water shot along the arc. It caught the creature in the jaw, tearing one side from its face until it hung from only a single strand of flesh. The beast crumpled, exposing its neck. Dalton was there without hesitation, plunging his sword deep into the beast’s throat. It flailed, blood pouring, and then it went still. Red essence leaked from its body like fumes.

      Hump surveyed their surroundings. Back behind them, a horde of hammertooths devoured the body of the stonetusk they’d killed before, buying them a little time. A chorus of squeaky snarls accompanying their feast. Hump turned back to the fight at the front to find three dead wolves, and a new collection of monsters blocking their path. It seemed a pack of the wolves had been caught by the dungeon’s expansion and came here together. Around them were more silverback deer, hanging back from the larger creatures.

      Not ten paces beyond, Patrick was in trouble. Half the wolves worked together to keep Bud and the others from advancing to his aid, while more hounded him. The rogue was separated from the group, the left side of his face bloodied and one of the squirrel-like hammertooths on the ground at his feet. It didn’t take much to piece together what happened. He was gasping, both daggers held before him, stabbing at anything that came close, a whirlwind of fiery blows following each of his attacks. He dodged and weaved backward, pushed toward the forest as more wolf-creatures gave chase.

      “Focus on the right flank,” Marcela shouted. “Patrick, we’re making you a gap.”

      He didn’t answer, too caught up in just staying alive.

      Hump drew on a little of his essence and flicked a stone from his pocket, stabbing his staff at the face of the closest wolf on the right. Bronze light caught the stone and sent it hurling forward in a burst of power. “Dustshot.”

      Cracks of bronze formed in the stone. In an explosion of essence, it burst apart, showering the creature’s eyes in rockdust. It staggered, shaking its head furiously. Before it recovered, an arrow pierced its mouth, burying itself in its throat. The wolf died choking on its blood.

      The others pushed forward, wedging their way into the gap created by the fallen wolf and forcing the others back. Hump hurried to keep up, Dalton remaining close to him and the other more vulnerable combatants. Nina launched hails of droplets into the creatures, causing pain more than significant damage, but buying openings for others to land quick and deadly blows. Hump tried to conserve his strength, focusing on his lower cost abilities, and continuing to channel River and Waves. There was no telling how long the fight might last, even with the bronze rankers nearby.

      He used Transform Earth to trip beasts on sudden soft ground, or exploding small pockets at their feet, staggering them and creating opportunities.

      On Hump’s left, a deer approached making a hacking sound. It spat at them, a globule the size of a fist aimed at his group. Swiping his staff, he used Parry Shield to smash it aside, Kesha killing it with a perfect arrow through the skull. Hump breathed a cold breath, his fingers tingling from the use of more essence. Even against an attack with as little mass as the bubble of spit was difficult for him to take head on. He had to be more efficient.

      “Oh no,” Hump murmured.

      Through the gap, Hump saw the moment the wolf’s jaws locked around Patrick’s leg, dragging it out from under him. He hit the ground hard, screaming in pain and lashing out with his dagger. He plunged the blade through its eye, deep into its skull where it remained, stuck.

      The beast raised its head and cried out, and Patrick’s now free hand snatched at its neck. His hand glowed with fire so hot it turned blue. Flesh charred, hair burnt, the smell filling the air like meat. His fingers dug deep into its throat, blood spurting from the wound, showering Patrick. It tried frantically to pull away, but Patrick only crushed harder. And then it gave. There was a crunch, and the wolf collapsed on top of him, kicking its death throes.

      And then he spotted Dylan leaping over the creatures standing between them, somehow arriving to reinforce from the village. The aura of Aspect of the Ape filled the air around him, and he moved with such agility that he was all but untouchable. He reached Patrick, fighting off the remaining beasts with his staff. Vines sprouted around him, joining in his attacks like whips, a torrent of blows as if he wielded five weapons at once.

      The wolves backed off, and then Bud reached their rear, sword blazing. The other Chosen were around him, sending even the dungeon amplified monsters into retreat. Dylan grabbed Patrick from under the wolf and hauled him out, the rogue screaming as his bloody leg dragged limply behind them.

      “Get to the village!” Marcela shouted.

      Hump turned, only to find more monsters racing at them from the village. A few blightroot trees remained, their trunks chipped and leaking with sap. Bloodied monsters charged. Hump pulled out his spellbook, opening it to Essence Blast to utilise Compact Formations, then threw what was left of his essence into his focus. Only, the monsters didn’t come for them.

      They passed them by, and Hump realised Larisa’s veil had once more fallen over them. As the tide of monsters cleared, Hump realised why Dylan had come. The monsters were in retreat, chased by a battalion of angry villagers with a party of bronze rankers at their head.

      Bodies littered the fields and streets, both of monsters and of men. The ground was red with their blood, glistening in Corvin’s light, still radiating from the belltower.

      The lightning user approached, his armour and face speckled with blood, his blades dripping with it. There was still the buzz of static around him.

      “Who’s in charge here?” he asked.

      Marcela stepped forward. “I am.”

      The man’s eyes widened in recognition. “Lady Daston.” He gave a nod. She was out of breath, her hair clinging to her face, slick with sweat, but there was no way a bronze ranked adventurer of Sheercliff wouldn’t recognise her. “My name is Jacob Hark. We were ordered to come here and reinforce the villages, but when we found the first one empty we feared the worse. What’s the situation?”

      Hump recognised the man’s name, though he couldn’t place it.

      “We gathered most of the villagers here,” Marcela said. “Retreat wasn’t an option with the surrounding lands full of crazed beasts. When the dungeon expanded it caught us in the forest and claimed the life of Matthias, a member of my party.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. I’m afraid the situation in the dungeon isn’t any better.”

      Marcela frowned. “What happened?”

      Jacob shook his head, dismayed. “I don’t know. Ricard led the main force ahead and something went wrong. The expedition failed. We tried to hold the encampment but were soon ordered to retreat.”

      “Gods mercy,” Eve whispered. “Is Ricard alive?”

      “I don’t know,” the man said. “He gave us our orders, and we followed them here. I don’t know what happened afterward.”

      Marcela sighed. “I’m glad you made it at least. I’m not sure we would have lasted much longer. And Ricard’s alive, I’m sure of it. That man won’t die easily.”

      Hump wasn’t so sure. In his experience, it didn’t matter if one was a mighty Chosen or an unfortunate farm boy, one unlucky hit was all it took to end it all.

      He decided not to voice that opinion. If Marcela wanted to cling to hope, who was he to take it from her? He watched as the monsters fled back to the forest, disappearing into long shadows. And then he turned to the village, his stomach sinking at the sight. There were so many wounded. The night would be a long one yet.
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      The cries of wounded people and beasts were sickening. Hump walked through the pools of blood and bodies in a near daze—partially exhaustion, partially sheer shock at the scale of the conflict. The road was crammed with the crushed and broken beasts of the forest. Those that still lived did not have long left, and the villagers quickly put them out of their misery.

      There were sixteen dead in the end. Villagers they were there to protect. Hump knew it wasn’t their fault. If anything, the count was low considering the numbers they were up against. Still, he couldn’t help the bitterness in his heart. Despite how hard they tried—how much they’d risked—people still died. Though that was the way of the world. There was no saving everyone. The heroes might win, but it always came with a cost.

      “You look like you could do with some rest.”

      Hump looked to the voice, finding the old innkeeper sitting up against the wall of a house. Blood caked Jasper’s left arm, and there was a sword on the ground beside him. It was of fine steel, embellished with a bronze pattern on the grip and crossguard. Hump hurried over to him, inspecting the wound.

      “You’re injured,” Hump said.

      Jasper waved him off with his good hand. “Got chewed on a bit. I’ll be fine.”

      Blood still trickled from an open wound on his forearm, a small bulge jutting out near his elbow.

      “It looks broken,” Hump said. “We should get you to the chapel.”

      “Really, lad, I’ll manage.”

      Hump frowned, then knelt beside him. He pulled out some chalk and opened his spellbook, drawing a formation. When he was done, he took out a chicken bone and snapped it.

      “What are you doing?” Jasper asked.

      “Sorting your arm out,” Hump said. “It’s not a perfect fix, but it will set the bone and keep it in place. Stop it from getting any worse until someone with more skill than I can take a look. Now hold still, this part’s tricky.”

      Hump placed the two halves of the broken chicken bone in the formation, positioning them as close together as he could along the break. He closed his eyes and let his power seep into the formation, incorporating both Jasper and the chicken bone. In his tired state, it took more time than it should have to envision the necessary connection. He had to completely believe that the chicken bone and Jasper’s broken arm were one and the same, so completely, that in his mind it became simple fact.

      He infused the bone with essence, filling it with as much power as it could take. “Chicken Fix.”

      There was a snap. Jasper gasped. When Hump opened his eyes, the chicken bone was bound together, a shimmering line of essence joining the two pieces. He looked at Jasper’s arm to see it straightened.

      “How’s it feel?” Hump asked.

      Jasper tentatively lifted his shoulder, then shifted his arm. He blinked, surprised. “Better, actually.”

      “Don’t push it. All I’ve done is joined it back together. It’s held in place by a simple binding—if you strain it, you’ll probably break it worse than before.”

      Hump pulled some bandages and a jar of settle leaf paste from his pouch, coating the wound and applying the compress. As he worked, he noted the dead wolf on the ground nearby. A giant creature, enhanced by the dungeon though not to the point it deformed.

      “I’ll mount it above the fireplace I think,” Jasper said, studying the fallen beast.

      “You own a fine sword for a simple innkeeper,” Hump said.

      “Hah! Well, I wasn’t always an innkeeper.”

      “You used to be an adventurer?”

      “Not exactly. I was a travelling bard—the world is too dangerous for even a bard to travel without a weapon. You pick up a thing or two.”

      Hump tied off the bandage and stood, looking at the wolf once more. “Seems you picked up more than just a little.”

      The man shrugged, then held out his good hand. Hump took it, heaving him to his feet and helping him catch his balance. “Go on now, lad. There’re people who need your help more than me. I’ll manage.”

      The wounded were carried to the chapel, where beds had been made. The dead were outside, their bodies covered so that only their faces were visible. Families and wailing children gathered at their sides, and once more Hump became bitter. If the gods were so powerful, why did they work through their Chosen? Why let people suffer like this?

      Hump joined the others in the chapel, where the Chosen tended to the wounded. Dylan used Nature’s Spring to encompass those with the most severe wounds, buying time for those with more powerful healing effects.

      Jacob Hark was fortunate enough to have a Chosen of the Maiden—the daughter of Emirai—amongst his party. While Hump got the impression that, of the reinforcing bronze rankers, only Jacob had manifested his soul, there was no denying the power of the rest of his party. These were not like the Lantheers and Jespers of the world who dealt with remote dungeons such as Bledsbury, they were of noble birth and education.

      Fila’s touch was enough to quiet the screaming. Her essence radiated a warmth that calmed Hump, even at the edge of its range. She poured a silver liquid from a crystal vessel onto their wounds, infusing it with her power. It closed the wounds before their eyes and whispers of her miracles filled the room.

      The nights were long in winter, and they worked into the early hours of the morning. Jacob and two others of his party had returned to the other villages after Marcela told them of those that decided to remain and defend their homes. In the meantime, Celaine and Bud helped to man the barricades, keeping watch for another attack.

      “Are you good here?” Hump asked Dylan. “I’m going to return to the inn and check on the horses.”

      Dylan nodded. “I don’t think the rest of us will be long behind you.”

      He passed Emilia at the chapel door, leaning against the stone walls and looking over the dead. Her face was pale, looking as exhausted as him, the usual enthusiasm gone from her.

      “You okay?” Hump asked. She didn’t answer. “Emilia?”

      She blinked, turning to him. “Sorry, I zoned out.”

      Hump smiled softly. “You should get some rest. It was a tough fight.”

      “I know,” she said, sighing, though she didn’t move. “Do you think we could have saved them if we did things differently?”

      “With hindsight on our side, perhaps,” Hump said. “Though I think we got lucky already.”

      “It doesn’t feel lucky. It feels like we lost.”

      That same bitterness he’d been feeling before came back. “Yeah, it does. My master used to tell me that it’s the defeats that stick with you. You might save a hundred people—hells, thousands even—but it’s the one person that dies you truly remember. The family that suffers their loss. The failure that cost a person their life, even if it wasn’t truly your fault.”

      “What did he say to do about it?”

      Hump shrugged. “Don’t know. Celaine put it well though. ‘The dead pave our path forward, and our memories of them guide us, teach us, and help us become better versions of ourselves.’ Sounds like a complicated way of saying ‘learn from your mistakes,’ but I like it.”

      Emilia huffed. “It’s probably better than wallowing in self-pity.”

      “We saved people today,” Hump said. “If not for us, it’s quite possible everyone in the surrounding villages would be dead. I know that doesn’t take away from the fact that people died, but don’t forget we did a good thing. We put our best foot forward and we tried. I’m not sure what else is expected. We’re adventurers, not gods. And clearly the gods don’t give a shit.”

      Emilia glanced up at the sky. “Maybe they don’t. Though if that’s the case, I’m not sure this is a world I want to live in.”

      Hump frowned. He’d not thought of it like that, and he had to admit, the version of the world Bud saw was a whole lot less miserable than his own.

      Emilia sighed. “Sorry to add to the problems of the day. I’m alright now. I’ll try to stop feeling sorry for myself.”

      “No problem,” Hump said. “I’m always happy to talk if you need a friend.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. Really.”

      Hump didn’t know what to say, feeling a little awkward at being thanked. “Right, I best check on the horses before heading to bed. Good night.”

      “Night, Hump.”

      The horses were anxious, their sensitive noses likely still smelling blood. He spent a few minutes reassuring them with his presence, but that was all he could last. He was freezing cold, both from the weather and from his essence use, and he needed rest.

      He returned to his room and lay down, taking his egg from his pouch and holding it to his chest. Its warmth removed the worst of the chill, and Hump felt a little of his own anxiety fade away as he tapped the mind of the dragon inside. Sleep came easily.
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      Morning arrived too soon. Someone slammed on the door, startling Hump awake.

      “What?” Hump snapped.

      “There’s a fight in the forest,” Bud shouted. “We need you.”

      Hump groaned. He stared up at the roof for a long moment, seething at whatever god cursed him with such back luck. “I’ll be right down.”

      The heavy chink of Bud’s footsteps moved away, and Hump staggered to his feet, dreary eyed and dizzy. He blinked back his tiredness—or at least, he tried to. It was light out, so he must have had a good few hours sleep at least, though it didn’t feel like it. A distant bang sounded outside, and adrenaline pumped through him. He dressed in a hurry, donning his battle robes and cloak, taking up his staff and clipping on his spellbook.

      As he went downstairs, the tavern was clear.

      “They’re outside,” Jasper told him, the innkeeper preparing breakfast. “If you’re heading out, come back here first. I’ll make something you can eat on the road.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said, rushing out the door.

      People gathered in the square, murmuring nervously as they watched the forest. As another bang sounded, Hump realised why. A flash shone through the canopy, perhaps only a few miles from the village. Hump joined Bud and the others at the front.

      “Our orders are to defend the village,” Jacob said. “We’re in no state to take on a dungeon. Even the outer regions of one.”

      “I’m giving you new orders,” Marcela said. “That light’s hardly more than a mile away. We can’t just ignore it.”

      “Marcela—”

      “I wasn’t asking,” she said. “You may hold the higher rank, but I am still a Daston. And I will not leave adventurers to die.”

      Jacob clenched his jaw. “Very well. Though if this goes south, know you are going against my recommendation. Any blood will be on your hands.”

      “I’m well aware. Everyone, get your things. We leave in five minutes.”

      Jacob let out a long sigh and turned away from her, talking with his own party.

      Hump approached, catching Marcela before she joined the others. “Are you sure about this? We’re not at full strength, and there’s no telling what’s going on in there.”

      “Weren’t you the one to suggest we take the initiative and venture into Stonebark Forest previously?” she asked.

      “Yes. But we were tracking ogres, and the dungeon hadn’t expanded its domain. This is different. There’s no guarantee it’s even adventurers that are fighting.”

      “If information is your concern, Jacob is a fourth circle Chosen possessing Lightning Speed.”

      Hump suddenly became all too aware of how much things had changed. Somehow, he’d been playing the hero more and more lately. Taking risks where he knew he shouldn’t. This was the difference between adventuring with Chosen and travelling with his master. They weren’t just there for coin. They were truly there to help people.

      And despite the fear rising in Hump, the logical voice in his head telling him this was risky, that there were too many unknowns, he found himself unable to argue. He was a hedge wizard. He was supposed to follow certain rules if they wanted to live long enough to see a few grey hairs. He wondered when he stopped following the coin. No god was looking his way. There was no reason to care. Nobody had cared about him.

      He glanced at his party members—the reason obvious—all of them were full of the same contagious ideals. He wondered which of them it would kill first.
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      It was a bright, cold winter’s morning, and enough light pierced the trees that visibility in the red dungeon mist wasn’t too bad. They moved cautiously, aware that any one of the trees they passed could be another blightroot tree or hidden monster lurking beyond. They’d left Corvin’s party back in the village to stand guard, something he hadn’t exactly complained about.

      Hump followed at the centre of their group, focusing only on not getting ambushed by hungry monsters and leaving the others to guide the way.

      Between Celaine, Teff, and Jacob, a flash of light up ahead was all they needed. The three of them ran ahead, doing their best to find the fastest route and search for danger. When they came to a stop, Hump grew nervous. He peered out into the forest, reaching for a tree to catch his breath.

      “Stop!” Jacob blurted, holding up a hand.

      Hump froze, following his finger to a thick, silver rope that ran down the tree beside him—or rather, that ran up it. The canopy above was full of thick webs. Birds and many of the bats they’d seen flying over the forest before littered it, cocooned in a grey web that reminded Hump of dried out clay.

      “Greydeath spiders,” Jacob said. “You don’t want to get that stuff on your hand.”

      “No, I do not. Thanks.”

      “We’ll move as a group from here,” he said. “I want defenders on either side and up at the front. I’ll take the front. Be ready for a fight. You get hurt, Fila will be there for you. Don’t run, and don’t die. We’re safest together.”

      They kept moving. Soon, sound filtered through the forest. A distant shout, then a huge, snarling roar that cut through everything else. A surge of fear washed through Hump.

      “Any idea what that was?” Emilia asked without turning back.

      They were all advancing with their weapons out now, a palpable tension amongst them.

      “No,” Jacob said, concern in his voice.

      “That was a razorclaw,” Celaine said. She was walking at Hump’s side, her bow drawn.

      “Impossible,” Marcela said. “Razorclaws don’t live this far south. We hunted them all to extinction.”

      Celaine shrugged. “Evidently not.”

      Hump had heard the same. The only cases of razorclaws this far into Alveron’s lands were those brought in by people—either as exotic pets for the wealthy or for fighting games. They were monsters contained to the Fallen Lands. Dominant predators capable of killing anything that Stonebark Forest might have to offer, including a few adventurers caught out alone in the forest. They were fast, devastatingly powerful, and capable of working together.

      There was another shout—a woman this time—her panic clear.

      Jacob burst into a sprint. “We need to hurry!”

      Hump’s heart raced. The forest steepened, and they followed it downhill. Yellow light shone ahead, close enough that it illuminated the underside of the leaves above—the remnants of some blessing or magic. The sounds of shouting grew clearer. The wind howled, and someone cried out in pain. Through the trees, Hump spotted a small rocky crag jutting out of the ground.

      Three figures stood before it—a woman and two men fighting shoulder to shoulder while three giant cats prowled a half-circle around them, forcing them farther and farther back against the rocks. There was no doubt in Hump’s mind that they were razorclaws. They matched all the tales perfectly.

      The creatures were light brown, with darker stripes running along the length of their bodies. Each had four giant and muscled legs, paws the size of a man’s head with claws as long as daggers.

      The beasts hunched forward on all fours, still not aware of their presence. They snarled, revealing teeth that could tear a man’s arm off, and yellow eyes that filled Hump with the urge to run, even from a distance. They had a mane of horns around their head, each one sharp along the edges like a blade. A tail whipped behind them with more spikes protruding from the end, thin and light so as not to impact its mobility yet appearing no less deadly for it. Even their fur appeared thick and sharp, as if being brushed by it might shred skin.

      The beasts kept their distance, working together to exhaust the adventurers, the crag at the adventurer’s backs their only means of survival. The flat rock guarded them against an attack from the rear while they kept the beasts at bay, but it wouldn’t last long. There was a body not far from them, a bloody trail on the ground showing it had been dragged from the group. The person’s armour was torn and bloodied. Their face was eaten, a mess of bloody meat and broken bones remaining.

      It made Hump sick.

      Even backed against a wall, bronze rankers were no easy prey. A tall man in heavy armour wielded a spear, water trailing the bladed end, walls emerging from it like a streak of paint and smashing back their attacks. A smaller man fought beside him, wielding a sword that was more paddle than blade, blasting howling gusts with each strike. Behind the two, a woman wielded ice to block off paths with spikes or smash back the razorclaws with thick pillars.

      The razorclaws didn’t commit to an attack, satisfied with harassing them, picking them apart slowly, either to avoid risking injury or to relish in their hunt. And it was working. They were on their last legs, sluggish, their weapons drooping, bodies covered in sweat and blood. The woman’s left arm hung limp at her side, blood dripping from it, shimmering in the light of her icy powers. She had a long gash across her stomach, staining her light brown robes red. The men seemed to have it a little better. Each was stained in blood all over, but they were still reacting decisively to each attack that came their way.

      “Shoot them, Daniela!” Jacob shouted.

      His archer came to a stop, her feet thudded as she planted them in the ground, earth entrenching her. She raised her bow, an arrow manifesting in her hand as if made of dust. Bronze light filled it, and she let it loose.

      It flew true, a streak of light through the mist. The razorclaws saw them now, but not even they were fast enough to dodge. It pierced the right-most of the beasts high in its thigh. It yelped and retreated, snarling in their direction. As Daniela readied another arrow, they exploded into the trees, disappearing amongst them.

      Hump didn’t dare stop as everyone around him kept charging forward. To be left alone now was to be mobbed by three very angry razorclaws. They crossed the final two hundred paces to the crag in formation, forming a half-circle around the wounded adventurers, the crag at their back.

      “Stay behind us.” Marcela took a position in the centre, standing slightly out-front, Len right behind her with his wards ready.

      In the moment of reprieve, Hump inspected the adventurers. They stared back with exhausted, unblinking eyes. To Hump, it seemed they weren’t quite sure that they were real. Lost in the dungeon’s mists and hounded by monsters, it was easy to understand why.

      “Do you think they ran?” Marcela asked.

      “Razorclaws don’t run,” Celaine said. “They stalk. We must remain on guard.”

      “Fila, tend to them,” Jacob ordered. “The rest of you, hold the half-circle. How many of you have control abilities?”

      “I do,” Hump said.

      Eve, Len, Nina, and Dylan all gave their affirmations.

      “Perfect,” Jacob said. “Focus your efforts on a single target and hold them in place—preferably not the injured one. That will leave just two for the rest of us to take care of. Tanks, hold your positions. Archers and damage dealers, focus on the closest target and kill it fast.”

      It was a good plan. Hump drew runes into the ground at his feet, using the chance they had to prepare an Earthen Grasp formation. Bud, Dylan, and Emilia formed up ahead of him, Celaine at his side. The five of them covered the left side of the crag, Marcela and her party at the centre, along with Jacob’s, while Eve’s took the right.

      Even with so many Chosen, there was no guarantee they would escape this without casualties. Razorclaws had the power to kill a person instantly. Their hides were thick and tough enough that if they truly put their minds to it, there wouldn’t be much the rest of them could do to peel it off in time. One opportunity, one mistake, could cost someone their life.

      Silence filled the air between them. The mist made it difficult to see, moving gently, the trees above creating shadows.

      “Movement.” Jacob raised a sword, aiming slightly left of the centre.

      Larisa aimed her wand and a piercing bolt of light flew into the mist, twisting and spiralling through the air, chasing its target to the right. It found the creature, the spell latching onto its body and making it shine with light.

      Without a moment’s pause, it dashed from the trees straight toward Eve’s party. Heather’s arrow was still clear in its thigh, blood pooling on its fur—not Hump’s target. He held his magic. The others could handle it.

      Daston took the front, Brielle and Marcela supporting the paladin from either side. The creature let loose a snarl and Hump couldn’t help but stare, a jolt of fear making him unable to look away.

      “Left side!” Celaine snapped.

      Hump whirled around in time to see two razorclaws charging their exposed left. They were already close—so close they must have been hiding nearby. They dashed the short distance, so fast Hump could barely bring his staff around. Someone cried out to his right, but there wasn’t time to look.

      Bud lunged ahead, stabbing, but the razorclaw turned its head and took the attack on its shoulder, leaving a shallow cut. Frostfire blazed, freezing it, and causing the creature to stagger. Dylan was there then with his staff, raising it for a swing, when the other beast leapt at them. Celaine loosed an arrow, catching it under the foreleg. The shaft snapped off and flew to the side, not slowing the beast down.

      Dylan grunted as it barrelled him to the ground, tearing the staff from his hand with its teeth. Without thinking, Hump stabbed his staff toward the beast, a Focused Beam exploding from the focus. It hammered into the chest of the creature and sent it staggering.

      Hump channelled his essence into the formation at his feet. He clenched his fist, bronze essence exploding from his staff and burying itself into the ground. He lifted his arm, muscles straining as if he lifted a great weight. “Earthen Grasp.”

      He heaved, and a fist of earth erupted from the ground, wrapping around the staggered razorclaw. It flailed in his grip, crumbling earth and stone, straining Hump’s will. Then vines emerged around it, purple miasma clouded its face, fuming from its body. Its strength weakened, and Hump held it tighter, crushing his fingers together.

      Hump caught sight of a blur as all the archers in their group loosed arrows into the beast Bud fought, needling its body and buying Emilia a moment to close in. She drew back her rapier, her entire blade shining before she unleashed a barrage of perfect stabs at its side. The razorclaw raised its head and cried out, retreating with a limp. It shook its head, its neck muscles bulging, chuffing a breath and then releasing a long, grumbling growl.

      The one in Hump’s grasp continued to fight. His spell weakening. He screamed as his hand and mind strained, desperately trying to hold the spell together. Cold lancing through him.

      There was a yellow flash. Jacob charged from the centre, leaping, both swords held in a downward grip. He dropped through the air fast, slamming against the creature and burying his blades through Hump’s earthen fist and deep into the beast’s flesh. The razorclaw let out a scream, striking at him with its tail. Jacob fell back, pulling his blades with him. A fountain of blood jetted from the wounds, and it let out an agonised cry. Hump released it, the creature collapsing to the ground where it snarled and clawed at the air, warning them back.

      Nearby, the other razorclaw limped away, slowed by the arrows that filled its body. Bud ignored it and stepped closer to the one on the ground. He dodged a sluggish wave of its tail as the beast flailed, then plunged his sword into its throat, right at the base of its neck. Blood pulsed from the wound, spurting across the forest floor. Its thrashing weakened, and then stopped. Releasing a long sigh, the creature went still.

      Behind it, the other whined softly. There was still a red glint in its eye, but the death of its pack member had brought back some sense, not to mention the arrows pierced all over its body. It snarled one last time, baring long teeth, and then retreated into the forest, trailed by more arrows. Hump heard a whimper from the trees—at least one had hit.

      “Where’s the last one?” Celaine asked, out of breath.

      “Retreated,” Marcela said. “We opened up its side. I don’t see it lasting long.”

      “If they escape, the villagers will never have another night of peace,” Hump said.

      “My party will go after them,” Jacob said. “Get them back to the village safely.”

      Marcela nodded. “Go! We can get them back from here.”

      Jacob and his party raced after the two wounded razorclaws, while Marcela turned to the surviving adventurers. The spearman had collapsed, completely out of breath. The other two were just about standing.

      “Thank you for your help,” the wind user with the large sword said. “I don’t think we could have lasted much longer.”

      “I’m just glad we made it. I’m Marcela Daston. Our parties have been defending some of the villages nearby and we saw signs of your fight.”

      The man with the spear appeared a little shocked. “Marcela Daston, as in, daughter of Count Daston?”

      Marcela smiled. “Yes.”

      “I am honoured, milady. My name is Tanek.”

      “Be honoured later,” Len said. “We need to get out of here. Can you move?”

      The spearman heaved himself to his feet.

      “Dalton, what about you?” Marcela asked.

      The paladin had an arm over Brielle’s shoulder and was keeping the weight off his right foot.

      “With help,” he said.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t lose the foot,” Eve said. “I thought it had you when it started dragging you back.”

      “You and me both.”

      Hump approached Dylan and offered him a hand, pulling the large man to his feet. “Are you alright?”

      He had a long cut down his shoulder, and dozens of small scratches on his chest. “I think so,” he said, looking himself over. He sighed. “This is going to itch like mad.”

      “Yeah,” Hump said. “Was it just me or were they not as strong as you expected?”

      “I suspect the dungeon stopped them from being able to think properly,” Celaine said. “Razorclaws don’t normally go down so easily, nor do they attack so foolishly.”

      Looking over the surviving adventurers, Hump thought maybe they really did get lucky for once. They’d lost Matthias last time, but at least now three lives were saved. It had been a risk, but if it had been his party trapped against the crag, he liked to think fellow adventurers would come for them too.
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      “Celaine, Teff, would you keep a lookout, please?” Marcela said. “Let’s give our friends here a few minutes to catch their breath.”

      “Could you go up the crag?” Celaine said to Teff. “I’m going to butcher the razorclaw.”

      “Someone else can handle that,” Eve said.

      Celaine looked over the parties of Chosen. “No offence, but I’m not convinced any of you have butchered a sheep before, let alone a razorclaw. I’ve handled plenty of game, and at least seen someone take apart a razorclaw.”

      “It’s alright,” Teff said, already climbing the rocky face. “We don’t need both of us up the crag.”

      Celaine pulled Bloodshadow from its sheath, the knife they’d taken from Kassius still as sharp as ever and no doubt eager for the blood of this beast. She went about the process with grisly efficiency: removing the heartstone, the eyes, the largest teeth, and other parts Hump preferred not to think about.

      “At least let Dalton help you store it,” Eve said. “He’s got a Stone of Holding that you can use to transport the furs.”

      Len scowled the entire time. “Is that really necessary?”

      “We risked our lives for this,” Hump said. “Might as well spend the few minutes we have to gather the spoils.”

      Len stared down his nose at Hump—the same look Hump imagined he gave anyone with less money than him.

      “Keep staring,” Hump said. “You look great.”

      They gave the three rescued adventurers food and drink, while Dylan and Bud worked together to create a stretcher for their fallen companion. Fila remained behind while Jacob and the rest of the party went after the wounded razorclaws, tending to their more serious injuries before they moved.

      The three introduced themselves. Louisa and Warren belonged to the same party, the former being the niece of Lord Kint—a man Marcela seemed familiar with, though Hump had never heard of him. Tanek had met with them later, along with the now dead adventurer.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Marcela asked. “All we know is from Jacob, who arrived with orders to help protect the local villages.”

      “The expedition started off fine,” Louisa said—she was the woman with ice powers. “We were making progress. Yesterday morning, Ricard led our strongest parties on the final push for the dungeon core. The rest of us staged an attack from various sides to disguise the main assault. That afternoon… well, I assume you felt the earthquake here too?”

      Marcela nodded. “We were in the forest when it happened, though that was no earthquake. Until yesterday, this section of forest was nowhere near the dungeon domain.”

      “It expanded?” Warren asked, wincing as Fila poked at a long wound down the back of his shoulder.

      Marcela had a grave look on her face. “Without an expert, I hesitate to say for certain, but it’s the only explanation we can think of. Unfortunately, we don’t know why.”

      “Gods know,” Louisa said. “There was no telling what was going on in the chaos. The ground erupted around us; the trees were coming down. Warren and I were cut off from our party, and before we knew it, a monster horde was surging through the forest. We did the only thing we could think of—head east and hope we make it out.”

      “We met Tanek along the way,” Warren said. “And the razorclaws.”

      “The story’s the same for me,” Tanek said. “I was split off from my party and ran into our fallen friend, Leo, over there. Poor fellow—he had a good head on him. As for Ricard, I don’t even know if the main force is alive.”

      “Jacob believes it is,” Marcela said. “He received orders to defend the village yesterday evening. Hopefully word reaches us fairly soon on how to proceed. For now, we’ll take you back to Tailsend. The village is outside the dungeon domain. I wouldn’t call it safe, but it’s a damn sight better than here.”

      “Thank you, Marcela,” Louisa said. “My father always speaks highly of the count and countess, and I can see the same good qualities in you. We owe all of you our lives.”

      The journey back to Tailsend was uneventful. Hump wasn’t sure whether the razorclaws had scared off the competition or if the credit for that went for the bronze rankers, but they were back in the village in less than half an hour.

      It was no welcoming sight. The villagers stacked up the remains of the monster horde on the far side of the village, systematically harvesting what usable parts they could. Though from experience, Hump knew there wouldn’t be much. The meat of dungeon-corrupted beasts was mostly inedible, and these were no essence beasts. They were ordinary animals unlike the razorclaw, twisted into flesh hungry monsters, and that meant they lacked heartstones.

      “What happened here?” Louisa asked.

      “You weren’t the only ones to run into a monster horde last night,” Hump said. He didn’t want to be down in the village right now. He was tired—both from lack of sleep and the constant fighting—and wasn’t sure he had the strength to face all that death again so soon. Turning to Marcela, he said, “My party will keep watch for a while just in case anything followed us.”

      “Thank you,” Marcela said.

      Hump hesitated a moment, uncomfortable to be taking the lead when it truly wasn’t his place. “If the expedition has truly failed, we need to consider evacuating the village. We can’t defend here forever.”

      “We won’t need to,” she said. “You know Natalie, don’t you? Ricard’s second in command.”

      “We met,” Hump said. “She assigned us our quest.”

      “Good. I’m awaiting her instruction. Her blessings give her the power to communicate over a distance, and she’ll issue us new orders once she has them. Until then, we must do what we can to hold here.”

      Hump frowned, considering pushing further.

      She seemed to read his mind as she continued, “If she hasn’t contacted me by the evening we can reconsider. In the meantime,” she looked to the body of the fallen adventurer, “we’ll find a place to bury him. He died a good death; he deserves a good place.”

      Hump stared at the body—at the bloody ruins of his face. It didn’t look like a good death to him, but he decided not to argue the point. “Very well,” he said.

      He watched the Chosen head back to Tailsend from the edge of Stonebark Forest, talking amongst themselves.

      “You lend that wizard too much of your ear,” Len said as they walked, no doubt intentionally saying it loud enough for the rest of them to hear.

      “I really don’t like that man,” Emilia said.

      Hump snorted. “You and me both.”

      “What do you think?” Bud asked.

      “Well, obviously he’s an arsehole,” Hump said.

      Bud rolled his eyes. “Not that. What do you think about waiting for orders to come through?”

      Hump shrugged. “I think we might not have enough time to wait for Natalie’s instructions. If the dungeon remains, these people cannot stay here. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that monsters will infest the outer sections of the forest. At the same time, escorting hundreds of defenceless people with so few of us is risky, and well beyond our quest assignment.”

      “You say that as if the assignment matters,” Emilia said. “Surely helping people comes first.”

      “I suppose,” Hump said. “We better be compensated for it though. I’m nervous. There shouldn’t be razorclaws here, and the dungeon was already massive even before its domain expanded. Something dangerous is going on here, and I’m sick of being a part of it already.”

      Celaine groaned. “Times like this make me just want to leave. I really don’t want to die pointlessly to a monster horde.”

      “Give Marcela some time,” Dylan said. “I think losing Matthias was all the wake-up call she needed. She’s smart, and she cares. I don’t think she’ll take unnecessary risks.”

      “Agreed,” Bud said. “I trust her.”

      “Then let’s see what happens,” Hump said. “If we don’t receive orders today, I’ll push for us to evacuate anyway.”

      It turned out they didn’t need to wait for evening. Jacob and his party returned a short while later—they’d finished off the most heavily wounded of the escaped razorclaws, though the one filled with arrows had escaped. With luck, it would die from its wounds, but that seemed unlikely for such a strong creature in an essence-rich environment. Within an hour of their return, Marcela gathered them all in the tavern.

      “Natalie contacted me a few minutes ago,” she explained. “Her explanation was brief, but the expedition has failed. Ricard is alive but wounded, and at least for now, they’ve halted the attempt at clearing Sheercliff Forest Dungeon. We have been ordered to leave the villages and meet the expedition on the road back to Sheercliff. And she wants us to bring the villagers with us.”

      “We’re giving up?” Eve asked. “Did she even specify what happened?”

      “She referred to it as a tactical retreat,” Marcela said. “And no. Communication was brief, and details were non-existent.”

      Eve sighed. “The Pantheon will not be happy with this. This expedition was supposed to be a joint venture. A sign of mutual trust. Instead, it’s made us all look weak.”

      “That is for people far more powerful than us to worry about,” Marcela said.

      “Meanwhile, we need to clean up this waste of bloody time,” Corvin said. “I can’t believe Matthias died for this. He was a good man.”

      Marcela clenched her fists as she looked at him, biting back her anger.

      “It won’t be a waste if we get the Stonebark people to safety,” Bud said.

      “If they even agree to leave,” Corvin said.

      “We should speak to Harlow and Joan,” Hump said. “We’ve got almost thirty Chosen in this little village.”

      “Don’t see how it will help,” Corvin said. “They seemed pretty decisive about defending their homes to the death. Good on them if you ask me. Let them fight for it. There’s honour in that. I will not beg them to come with us.”

      Hump bit his cheek. “I didn’t tell you to beg. There’s more holy power concentrated in this little village than these people have seen in their entire lives. Channel some of those blessings, make yourselves all glowy, and start acting like Chosen.”

      Corvin frowned at him. “Did I mention you are insufferable?”

      “Enough, Corvin,” Marcela said. “Hump is right. If we can’t convince the people here to leave, then we don’t deserve to be Chosen.”

      Harlow and Joan took little convincing. The priestess was in hysterics, overwhelmed by everything at once, though somehow more taken aback by the Chosen than all the slain monsters on her doorstep. Harlow wore a long face throughout the conversation, though he made no objection.

      “I was coming to the same conclusion myself,” Harlow said. “I’m almost ashamed to say it, but I don’t think we can keep our homes safe any longer.”

      “I’m sorry about all this,” Marcela said. “It was our job to help.”

      “Don’t be foolish, milady.” Joan clasped a hand over her mouth. “Forgive me for speaking out of turn. I just mean… for so many of you to come here and try to help us. We couldn’t ask for more.”

      Marcela smiled. “I’m still sorry.”

      “We’ll be alright,” Harlow said. “I said it before—we of Stonebark are tough as rock. We’ll get by, even if the getting by takes place somewhere else.”

      “Do you think the others will come around?” Corvin asked. “They weren’t exactly cooperative when I asked the first time.”

      Harlow sighed. “They’ve lost family, lad. They’ve seen the bloodlust of these beasts. I think you’ll be surprised how quick that changes a person’s mind.”

      Marcela turned her gaze to the chapel window, where a crowd awaited, drawn by their activities. “I suppose I should get this over with now rather than later. The more time we have to prepare, the better.”

      It was a tough reality to face for anyone. Hump understood that, despite never having a true home of his own. There were gasps, murmurs, and fear amongst the crowd as Marcela spoke, and more than a few objections.

      As the crowd turned on her, Marcela breathed deeply, and pure blue light shone from her chest. Her eyes glowed. The air around her turned to glitter, like a fine rain caught in her presence.

      “I know this is a lot to ask,” she went on. “I know you are afraid of what the future will bring. But I ask you to trust me. A place has been made for you outside Sheercliff City. A place you will be safe until we are ready to reclaim your lands. I will not force you to come with us, but you have seen what will come for you if you remain. The dungeon has expanded once already. The attacks will only become more frequent.”

      The expressions of the crowd ranged from anger to panic, but the objections quieted. Marcela turned to the Chosen. “Get some rest. Tomorrow morning, we’ll work together to take those of Stonepath and Marlton back to their villages to reclaim what they can. Harlow, can I trust you to arrange your provisions?”

      Harlow bowed his head. “Of course, milady. We’ll need some time, though.”

      “You have tomorrow. We leave the following morning.”

      He pressed his lips together, worry lines marking his forehead, but nodded.

      “In the meantime, I’m going to go over our route,” Marcela said. “I’ll be in the inn if anyone needs me.”

      “So, the plan is to escort all these people along the edge of a dungeon?” Celaine whispered. “I’m sure that will go well.”

      “I’m going to speak with her,” Hump said, following Marcela to the inn without waiting for their response.

      He pushed the door open, slamming it against the wall in his hurry. And then stopped.

      Marcela wasn’t alone.

      Tanek stood before her, his spear in hand. The blade embedded in Marcela’s stomach. The blood expanded on her robes, blooming as she stared at Tanek with wide eyes. He pulled it free, and she gasped. Her legs shook, and she collapsed to her knees, clutching at the wound with her hands.

      Tanek turned to Hump with a displeased look. “Now this is unfortunate timing, Wizard. Truly. I wanted to avoid another unnecessary death.”

      “Unnecessary…” Hump trailed off as he saw another body beyond the tables and chairs. Jasper, the innkeeper, lay in a bloody pool on the floor, his sword fallen beside him.

      “Why?” Marcela growled.

      “I told you,” he said. “You’re a Daston. Now, stay right there, Wizard, and I may just let you live. You did just save my life after all.”

      Essence gathered around Marcela, cold and sharp, like liquid blades.

      “Enough of that,” Tanek said, raising his spear to deliver the final blow.

      Hump reacted without thinking. He brandished his staff, aiming straight at the bronze ranker before him. His spellbook fell open into his hand, the pages whirling, shining with the light of his power. He didn’t need to beat him. He just needed to make a lot of noise and stall long enough for help to come. And he was somewhat good at making noise.
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      “Blast.” Hump sensed the smoothness of the spell even as he barked the command. It didn’t burst from his staff in a cone of blue like usual. Instead, it was an almost clear shimmer. As efficient as he could make it.

      Tanek met the attack with a swipe of his spear. Water manifested along the path of the spearhead like a paddle making a splash. The Essence Blast broke against it, forking around Tanek. Tables and chairs blew back through the room, yet it barely brushed the hair on Tanek’s head. He stood low, spear held in two hands, the point directed at the ground. He was like a pent-up spring of energy. Instinct warned Hump that this man was truly dangerous.

      “Big mistake, Wizard,” Tanek said.

      Hump didn’t waste a moment on words, drawing upon his well of essence as he rushed to Marcela’s side. Before he could summon an attack, Tanek took aim with his spear, wielding it like a staff.

      “Tidal Jet.” A torrent of water spiralled from the blade, no thicker than an arm and travelling fast enough to pierce a person in two.

      Hump swung his staff, coating it in Parry Shield and slapping the attack aside. Beyond it, Tanek slid in Marcela’s direction, carried upon waves of water that washed from his feet. Hump stepped ahead of her, his spellbook whirling as he threw all the essence he had time for into a Shield directly ahead of them. It shimmered into existence; a wall of will and magic supported by the lines of essence channels within. Hump gritted his teeth as he braced himself for the impact he knew would come when facing a foe so far beyond his rank.

      But this was no Kassius. This was no monster like the gorger. He could hold. He would hold.

      “Careful,” Marcela said quietly, clutching at her wound. “He’s strong.”

      Hump tightened his grip on his staff. “I got that already.”

      Tanek skated across the water at his feet as if it were ice, his spear held like a lance. It struck like a hammer. A crack webbed across Hump’s shield. The sound of crackling glass filled the air. He stumbled back, clinging to his staff for balance and almost tripping over a table. Sharp pain shot up his hand from the impact and cold lanced through him as he threw more essence into the spell, trying to fix the damage.

      When the second blow struck, Hump’s Shield shattered like a pane of glass.

      Hump whipped a sharpened stone from his pocket with a tendril of essence. “Rockshot.”

      “Ocean’s Embrace.” Tanek snapped, and water emerged over his body, clinging to him like jelly. It bulged and burst forward where Hump’s spell struck his chest, engulfing the stone and plopping it harmlessly to the ground.

      “You’re a practitioner,” Hump said breathlessly. Get him talking. Find a moment.

      “That I am,” Tanek said. “We should not be enemies, lad. Stop protecting the servants of those that oppress you. A Daston is not worth dying over.”

      Hump frowned at the familiar pitch. Things clicking into place. “You’re a warlock.”

      The corner of Tanek’s lips curled into a smirk. “You shouldn’t have turned down the chance I gave you.”

      “What did the Dastons—”

      Tanek raised his spear overhead, gripping it near the base of the shaft.

      “Shit,” Hump muttered.

      The spear slammed down into the water that now pooled at their feet. Water erupted into vapour, filling the room with thick mist.

      “I don’t see him,” Hump said.

      “Left!” Marcela snapped.

      Hump turned, finding only mist, so he’d have to take her word for it. He raised his barrier just as light emerged. The mist cleared like a hole in a cloud, Tanek rushing at him from beyond, his spear aimed at Hump. Water streaked down either side of its bladed end, white as waves and shining with essence. It shot ahead of the spear, a spike of water.

      Hump grunted at the impact, falling to one knee. He screamed, pouring essence through his spellbook to empower his shield as Tanek fought to break through. The book shone brilliant blue, essence weaving between it and his staff-focus, a streak of pure energy.

      Tanek backed away silently into the mist, moving like a ghost, but not before Hump caught a glimpse of the surprise in his eyes.

      I guess he was hoping for a faster fight, Hump thought, a little pride bubbling at his core. He could do this. Tanek might be bronze, but he wasn’t unbeatable.

      “What is that book?” Tanek asked.

      Hump didn’t hesitate. He launched an Essence Blast in the voice’s direction, aiming to make noise even if it didn’t hit. Once more, Tanek destroyed his spell, shattering it so that only a gentle wind escaped.

      Marcela startled. “Behi—”

      Hump felt an impact against his back. The ground came up beneath him, and pain flared across his body. The world went silent—his mind blank. Everything was spinning and above him, Tanek stared at him. The man’s eyes gleamed like ice. He stabbed downward, and Hump closed his eyes.

      Metal rang out.

      Hump opened his eyes to see Marcela’s blade blocking the blow. Tanek swung at her blade with his spear, throwing her aside. Marcela screamed in agony, clutching at her wounded stomach.

      Everything went so fast. The fear in Marcela’s eyes. The thrill of battle in Tanek’s as he closed in. Hump wondered how much time had passed. Someone must have heard their fight… right? Help had to come soon.

      Not soon enough, the voice in his head whispered.

      Hump grunted as he heaved himself to his feet with his staff, planting it into the ground. He’d dropped his spellbook, so he used Shape Shield to encompass them both in a spherical barrier.

      It was weak. So weak Hump wasn’t sure it would block a blow, but it was all he could do.

      You know there’s more you can do, the voice eagerly said.

      The coercion of dungeon essence snuck up on Hump, so powerful and overwhelming, he almost gave into it without thought. It was instinct that moved Hump. Rage and fear rampaged through him as Tanek attacked. He was exhausted. He hurt all over, but there was power out there.

      And he reached for it.

      The dungeon answered his call. Essence streamed toward Hump in red streaks, and Hump breathed it in. His concentration returned. The power leaked into his shield like blood, staining Tanek’s mist red with its light.

      When the blow came, Hump hardly felt it. The impact jarred Tanek’s hands as if he’d struck stone. The shock registered in the man’s eyes, and Hump didn’t let the moment go to waste. He shattered his shield, drawing upon all the dissipating essence and unleashing it straight ahead.

      Bloody essence erupted from his staff—a cone of devastation—howling like the storm god Seres himself. Tanek’s eyes widened. He brought up his spear, but not fast enough. Hump’s Essence Blast was upon him, and it threw him back like a swatted fly. The mist scattered. The inn wall exploded with a crash and daylight streamed inside. Outside, the horses neighed in a panic.

      Tanek returned to his feet, gliding on the water. His face was bloodied, his gambeson chest piece shredded, he breathed heavily but did not drop his spear. As Ocean’s Embrace emerged once more over his body, he stared at Hump in shock.

      And then people were there.

      “Shit,” Tanek said.

      He tried to run, gliding toward the back exit of the inn, stopping only when Bud and Dylan rushed inside. Hurriedly he pulled a vial from his pocket and drank. Essence exploded throughout the room and then Tanek turned a furious gaze back toward Hump—his eyes as black as pitch. No, not him. He was staring at Marcela.

      He charged, throwing everything he had into the attack.

      “Shield!” Hump barked, mind numb. He felt the impact. The world blurred and spun. Yellow light flashed somewhere and then Tanek was there no more.

      “Out of the way, Hump,” someone said.

      Hump stared at the person. His vision slowly unblurred and he recognised Fila.

      The tall woman frantically ushered him to the side. “I need to help Marcela.”

      Only then did it fully click. Hump dropped his spell and collapsed against his staff. “Will she be alright?” His voice was barely a whisper.

      Fila didn’t seem to hear him, channelling her blessings immediately. Light radiated from Marcela’s wound—she was in better hands now than before. He turned back to the fight, Tanek and Jacob locked into a fierce duel. Jacob’s twin swords were alight with lightning. He tore apart Tanek’s defence, overpowering him with ease despite whatever the tonic was. Others formed around them, but they didn’t interfere. Len came to stand in front of Hump, creating a barrier of his own that encompassed them both.

      A great pressure descended on the room. Yellow lightning filled the air around Jacob, discharging from him in flares. It was the manifestation of his soul, and Tanek could do nothing before it. His spear was taken from him. He threw himself at Jacob in a wild frenzy, only to be pinned through the shoulder to the floor with a blade. There, he lay defeated, screaming in pain and rage.

      It was a sound Hump could get used to.

      Hump blinked blearily as Len reached out a hand to him and helped him to his feet. “Thank you, Hump. Truly. Are you alright?”

      Hump nodded, but he was still so out of breath he couldn’t reply. And the world wouldn’t stop spinning.

      “Hump?” came another voice. And he turned to see Celaine beside him.

      His legs shook. He felt so cold, despite the dungeon essence coursing through him. He stumbled and Celaine lunged forward to catch him.

      “We got him, Hump. You’re good.” Sudden panic filled her eyes. “Oh no—Dylan!”

      The druid was there, worry etched on his face. Hump caught sight of Celaine’s hand, wet with blood up to the wrist. He tried to look around for the new threat but all his strength had left him.

      “Lie him on his front,” Dylan said. Hump felt the familiar warmth of his essence then, like a ray of sun in winter frost, though the cold was still coming. “I need healers here!”

      “I’m alright,” Hump tried to say, though only a groan escaped his mouth.

      Are you sure you’re fine? Lucile’s voice whispered in his ear, sinister and deadly. Sleep now.

      The world spun once more, and everything went dark.
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      Hump was ensconced in cold and shrouded in darkness. For a long time, that was all he felt. It was good while it lasted.

      A red light brought him back to conscious thought. He was on his back, the earth warm beneath him. Even as he opened his eyes, his stomach sank. Jagged rocks surrounded him like walls. Treetops loomed above, illuminated by the same red glow. A red glow he was familiar with.

      He was back in Stonebark Forest.

      Fear filled him, knowing what he’d find when he lifted his head, but doing so anyway. The dungeon core was nearby, a giant gemstone that swam with a sickly light atop its pedestal. Around it, the soil was dead and grey. And Lucile stood there, grinning down at Hump with the gorger’s ivory fangs. Her eyes gleamed with the red dungeon essence, shimmering like miniature cores.

      It was a look that inspired fear in Hump—except the gorger was dead. Whatever this was, it wasn’t the same. He tried to move but his body was heavy. The most he could do was wriggle his fingers and toes. Panic rose in him as he tried to force himself up, willing his body to react with every fibre of his being. Not even his essence would obey him. He groaned against the effort; fought and clawed at the ground to bring himself up, to escape, or at least put up a fight.

      In the end his body relented, exhausted. He lay there gasping, heart hammering in his ears like drums.

      “Shush now.” Lucile strode over to his side and squatted down. She tilted her head, studying his face. Her eyes swam with swirls of red power flaked with bronze. “There is nothing left for you to do.”

      “What did you do to me?”

      She laughed. “You did this to yourself. And now you are stuck here in my world. A world I wish to be free of.”

      “No. This is a dream. I can wake up like I did before.”

      Her grin widened, the skin of her cheeks stretching back inhumanly, the gorger’s fangs on full display. “This is no dream. Right now, you are a soul attached to your body by a thread. What little of your mind remains will pass once I am done with you.” She placed a hand on his chest. “Do not worry. It will be over soon enough.”

      Pain exploded in Hump’s chest. She pressed her fingers through his skin, and Hump screamed. They gouged deeply, but it wasn’t blood that flowed from the wound. It was pure white essence.

      She pushed deeper, reaching for his core, her fingers like hot knives. His vision flickered and the sound of his screaming grew distant. He struggled to think. Struggled to do anything as the pain soared. The heat surged throughout his body, travelling down his channels, worming its way deeper. He summoned his will and pushed back against her, fighting with everything he had, but it didn’t work as it should. His mind didn’t seem his own. Everything was sluggish and beyond his control.

      He envisioned the River and Waves, sensing his channels. They were filled to the brim with dungeon essence, clogging them like sludge. He tried to stir it. To get his power moving, but it resisted his will. It didn’t feel right. Like he was trying to control someone else’s power and their own will pushed him back. Almost as if it wasn’t his own body.

      A tightness gripped his chest and he gasped. Then there was a pulling. Pain exploded—white hot. There was nothing else. The world vanished, and with it went the pain.

      Flashes of memory burst in his mind. Glimpses of places he’d been, faces he’d met. Dungeons, monsters, the smell of smoke, the sensation of wind against his face. Each moment brief, yet in that fleeting window, it was as if he were back there. And then they were gone.

      It felt wrong, like something was ripping them from his mind. He desperately searched for escape, willing himself to wake up, for Lucile—for the gorger—to have been lying. He delved back into the River and Waves, trying to sense his body. Trying to sense anything.

      What he got was something else.

      He was falling. There was green again. Trees, the grass, a distant village. He smelt meat and smoke. And then his momentum came to a stop. The world spun around him and when it settled, he was sitting on a log. Something huffed nearby, and Hump turned to see Prancer stomping at the ground as he grazed. By the campfire, his master paced back and forth before him.

      “Let’s try another approach,” the old man said. Seeing him like this, he didn’t look as old as Hump remembered. There were no grey specks in his beard, he still had all his hair, the wrinkles on his brow were little more than lines. Even his cloak looked new.

      “Are you listening, Hump?” he snapped.

      Hump hadn’t been. He’d just been staring. It had been almost a year since his passing, and Hump didn’t even have a picture to remember him by.

      The old man grumbled something under his breath. “Open those ears, lad, or you’ll be mucking out the stables again tonight.”

      “I’m listening!” Hump said, the words coming out on their own.

      His master scowled. “This will be good for you. Your focus needs work, and the River and Waves technique is the perfect skill for it. Through its mastery, you can achieve a state where you can truly accomplish anything.”

      “Anything?” Hump asked. “What about gold? Are you able to make it?”

      His master frowned. “No, not exactly. But you could make something appear to be gold or possess properties like it.”

      “What about food then? Can you create food?”

      “Well… okay, not quite anything. But you could certainly cook it.”

      “I can cook it anyway.”

      His master glared at him. “Nattering on won’t help you. There’s no getting out of this. We’re going to keep going until you get it or until you’re tired enough that you stop annoying me.”

      Hump rolled his eyes and let out a long groan. “How can something that isn’t magic help me use magic?”

      “Your ability to manipulate essence does not make you a wizard. Any brute with a bit of talent can do that. With a strong enough will, one can command essence through force, but it will resist you at every step. That’s why we need things like formations to bind it, and why you struggle so much with your shaping skills.”

      “Let’s just go back to Essence Blast,” Hump said. “I was really starting to get it.”

      “There is more to magic than blowing things up.” He tapped Hump’s forehead. “It’s about controlling this.” He squeezed Hump’s shoulder. “This.” He tapped Hump in the chest, just over his heart. “And this. Only when you master all three can you expect the world to listen to you. Now close your eyes and focus. Envision the river, focus on your breathing, and give me a few minutes of peace.”

      Hump sighed and did as he was told. He turned his attention inward, envisioning the channels of his body. Immediately, he could sense the stagnant dungeon essence that still filled them. As bad as that was, at least it meant his connection to his body wasn’t entirely lost. It leaked into every part of him, meandering down the wide channels of his arms and legs, leaking into the smaller channels that broke away from them.

      Less distinct was his core. It was like a dried-up pool at the centre of him, weak but lingering. Whatever Lucile was trying to do to him, it had to start there. The first thing he needed to do was figure out what exactly that was.

      Birds suddenly fluttered above, distracting Hump.

      “Calm yourself,” his master said. “What happens in the world is beyond your control. What you can control is the state of your mind, and that is the only thing a wizard needs.”

      Hump took a breath and once more delved inward, seeking the power of his soul. It flickered like a flame at his core, brilliantly vibrant silver essence full of lifeforce and everything that made him up. As he focused on it, he noticed there was more to it. The first thing that drew his attention was a streak of essence where his soul merged with another—the bond to his dragon egg. Seeing it like this renewed his efforts—if his soul was harmed, it might somehow affect the egg too, and that was something he couldn’t allow to happen.

      The more he focused, the clearer his image of his soul became. There were two other abnormalities. Growths that flowed against the rest of his essence, faint but definitely there. One was larger than the other, and it was from the smaller of the two that Hump felt something sinister. A foreign essence leaking into him, polluting the very fibre of his being. As small and weak as it seemed in comparison, it was working its way deeper.

      The first had to be the dragon imprint, and the second Hump could only assume was an imprint from the gorger. Soul fragments that contaminated his own. Fragments that wanted to corrupt him and bend him to their will.

      He could sense the suppressive force of the gorger fragment now, constricting him. That moment when he’d wielded dungeon essence was all it needed to take control, and now that it had it, it wasn’t letting him go. But this was only a fragment, and Hump had once resisted the real thing.

      The sensation reminded him of when Vivienne helped them practice projecting their souls during their training at Fishers Lake, training to suppress each other. It was an exercise Hump was quite good at. He reached for his power with renewed confidence. He’d used it before with White Fire and knew it responded strongly to need and emotion. This was different. More purposeful. He used the principles of White Fire and projected the power of his soul outward, pushing back against the gorger’s resistance, stretching it like a piece of elastic.

      It was like a weight had lifted. Essence flooded in, and Hump could finally breathe again. His mind cleared, his essence surged, and his channels were once more within reach. He cycled his essence, making use of the momentum to move it. It was slow, as if every step of the way the dungeon’s essence fought him, but he got it moving. Vitality flowed back into him. He felt the hot, addictive power of the dungeon rush through him, and he had to resist the urge to use it.

      Instead, he let it go, spewing it from his body like a choked-up poisonous breath. It went in hot, painful spikes. In its place, ice tore through him so painfully, he thought he might black out again.

      It was the cold that hit Hump first when he woke. There were few things worse than essence overuse, and right now he felt every bit of it. It ebbed from his core, a persistent icy burn that made Hump gasp. His head ached and his body throbbed as if he’d been beaten all over.

      “I’m here, Hump,” came a voice. A hand gripped his arm—Bud sat beside him. “Are you with me?”

      Hump blinked back the pain in his head. “I’m with you.” He felt the bump of the wagon beneath him, and his memory returned. The fight with Tanek, Jasper dead on the inn floor, Marcela’s wound, Lucile… “How long was I out?”

      “Over a day,” Bud said. “It’s past noon now. We’re on our way to meet the expedition.”

      “An entire day…” Hump rubbed his face, still trying to get his thoughts together. His headache and the bumping of the wagon didn’t help. Though looking at it now, it was more like a small coach than a wagon, with a canvas roof overhead and benches on either side. Hump was lying down the middle. “How’s Marcela?”

      “Alive, thanks to you.” Fila appeared outside the wagon and climbed inside, the Chosen of the Maiden giving him a smile. Celaine followed behind her. “You, however, were rather touch and go for a while. Wielding dungeon essence is a dangerous thing for any wizard, let alone one forgoing the aid of a formation.”

      “I did try to explain that to Tanek,” Hump said. “He was strangely uncooperative.”

      She laughed. “Well, it’s good to see you awake. You lost a lot of blood, and the wound to your back was too serious for my blessings to heal entirely. You need rest. I’ll be back each day for a healing session for at least a few more days.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said.

      “How are you feeling?” Celaine asked.

      “Other than an intense case of essence overuse, not too bad actually.” Hump was almost surprised at the truth of that claim. Everything hurt, sure. But he had answers. He’d sensed the soul fragments imprinted on him, and now he could try to do something about them.

      And he realised something else as well—the true potential of River and Waves might still be more than he’d known. Not just a meditative technique like he’d first thought as a child, nor just an essence circulation enhancement.

      It had power over the soul.

      Perhaps, it was even the key to Soul Manifestation. If so, his master truly had been preparing him for this all his life. He’d taught him the techniques of the Book of Infinite Pages, and while he’d kept their purpose a secret, Hump had a foundation to build on.
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      The first few hours were the worst, as was always the case with essence overuse. The cold consumed Hump’s every thought. It burnt beneath his skin, pierced his muscles, radiated from his bones. Everything itched as if ants crawled inside him, and it was all he could do not to scratch himself raw.

      Not even the healing powers of a Chosen of the Maiden helped; the body simply had to run its course. The only thing Hump could do was meditate on the River and Waves. It gave him purpose enough to somewhat ignore the discomfort and focus on discovering what hidden potential might lie within the technique. He was almost grateful for the opportunity.

      Almost.

      As time pushed on and a little of his strength returned, his mind wandered to his worries. In truth, the threat lurking in his own soul was getting to him. At least with the dragon’s imprint he could convince himself that it wasn’t necessarily malicious. That wasn’t the case with the gorger. And for it to be taking on the form of Lucile, he wondered just how deeply it had rooted itself.

      There had been too many close calls lately. Too many fights that could’ve gone either way. In the last few months, Hump had grown stronger than he’d ever dreamed, but his luck had to run out eventually. While the situation with Tanek was out of his hands, perhaps he could have held his own better if he’d entered the inn at full strength. That might have been enough for him to avoid relying on the dungeon essence.

      Yet, it was only because he’d pushed himself that he’d seen the imprints on his soul. And once again, he’d progressed. There was still more potential in the River and Waves to discover. It was only by experiencing situations where the mind, body, and soul were pushed to their limits that one could see growth like his.

      He’d been in more danger in the last few months than across the rest of his life, and that showed.

      There was something on the horizon. His instincts told him he was changing. His control over essence was better than ever, his spellcasting fast and powerful, and most importantly, his soul was strong. For the first time, Soul Manifestation didn’t seem like some distant power. It felt within reach.

      He left his master as a Rank 1 wizard with little talent for anything that didn’t explode. It had taken him eight years to get there, and two years to reach its peak. Yet in only six months he was casting the Tier 4 spell White Flame with proficiency against a dryad. That likely qualified him as a Rank 3 wizard already. He wondered what his master would say to that.

      He chuckled, happy that he could picture his master clearly once more. He knew what the old man would say. “You’re going to end up dead, lad, if you keep walking into fights like this.”

      “You haven’t gone mad again, have you?” came Celaine’s voice. “It’s creepy when you randomly laugh to yourself.”

      Hump opened his eyes. Celaine sat on the coach bench at the end. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “That’s even worse! Do you save the creepy laugh for when you’re alone?”

      Hump snorted. “What are you doing here?”

      “Bud wouldn’t let us leave you alone, and I got tired of watching him worry over you like an old woman, so I kicked him out.”

      “I’m fine, really. You guys don’t need to worry.”

      “You took a spear to the back, Hump, and you’ve been leaking dungeon essence for days. Eve was half-convinced you’d turned to dark magic. It was actually Len that convinced her you didn’t need a permanent guard.”

      “Huh. I didn’t think he’d ever come around.”

      “Marcela told us all what you did. He won’t doubt you again—none of them will. What you did took a lot of courage.”

      Hump smiled genuinely, his heart hammering. “You need to slow down with the compliments, Celaine! You’re being too forward. People might get the wrong idea.”

      “What idea’s that then?”

      “That you’re infatuated with me.”

      Celaine scowled. “You are such an idiot.”

      “That’s a mean thing to say to someone that’s injured,” Hump said. “I think we should go back to the compliments.”

      “In your dreams.”

      Hump took a breath and sighed, trying to disguise the nervous adrenaline pumping through him. “How’s the trip been?”

      Celaine shrugged. “About as miserable as you’d expect, but people are plodding along. There’s been a couple of attacks on the road—only hammertooths and boulder boars. Nobody was hurt. Nothing today though—we’re nearing the edge of the forest and should be with the expedition this evening.”

      “And then it’s back to Sheercliff…” Hump sighed. “It feels like we’re running away.”

      “Isn’t that the point in all the walls and cities your people build? You’re lucky to have the luxury of having a place to run to.”

      “You don’t feel like we failed?”

      “I didn’t fail. You didn’t fail—well, you did almost die but that’s beside the point. The expedition may have messed up, but we did our job.”

      Hump wrinkled himself, annoyed at his own line of thought. “You’re right. I swear, it’s Bud’s fault. Him and his damn hero complex. It’s like an infection. I keep forgetting what truly matters in life.”

      “What’s that?”

      Hump grinned. “Coin. Lots and lots of coin.”

      Celaine rolled her eyes. “What was so funny anyway?”

      “Hmm? Oh. I was thinking of what my master would say about all the close calls we’ve had recently. He always droned on about a mindset of responsible adventuring. ‘Knowing your limitations is vital if you want a long career as an adventurer,’” Hump impersonated. “That kind of thing.”

      “Nobody remembers the hunter that slew his one-thousandth deer,” Celaine said. “They remember the hunter that slayed the Pit Spider, Gorgotroth, or Drunda, the slayer of demons.”

      “What good is being remembered once you’re dead?” Hump asked.

      “To some, that’s all that matters?”

      “Does it matter to you?”

      “Not particularly. I don’t really know what I want, but I’ve enjoyed seeing the world.”

      “You don’t get homesick?”

      “Home hasn’t been the same since Starfall died,” Celaine’s voice dropped a bit. “I miss my family, but I’m in no hurry to return. If anything, I want to see more of the world. A part of me wants to take the Southsea Road and find a ship to sail to Nilesh. Ever since you and Vamir talked about Sisila, the city of lights, I’ve been thinking about it.”

      Hump gave that some thought. “I never really considered leaving Alveron, at least, not until this dragon egg bound to me.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever do it,” Celaine said. “I have a responsibility to my people, and Owalyn chose me for a reason. I can’t just leave.”

      “Are you nervous about going back?”

      “Yes. And you should be too. You’ve become strong, Hump, but the trials to be a Dragon Keeper are purposefully challenging. It’s not enough.”

      Hump wondered if perhaps his good luck simply had a deadline. Maybe finding a ship and sailing off somewhere wasn’t a bad idea after all, though he didn’t much like the idea of a bunch of angry Dragon Keepers hunting him down.

      “What do you call a group of dragons?” Hump asked. “A flock? A murder? A pack?”

      “A fury,” Celaine said. “And believe me, you don’t want to be caught by one.”
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      Hump realised they’d arrived when shouts rose from the villagers that the encampment was in sight. Hump crawled out from the dark coach box he’d come to call home and took a seat beside Dylan at the front. The druid was the only one of them who knew how to properly steer a carriage. Evening was setting in, the sun just barely staining the horizon orange.

      Ahead of them were more carts, spread out in a line as they followed the road east. The forest had thinned to sparse trees, and in the distance, the smoke of many campfires rose into the air. Lamplight flickered amongst the trees, hanging from branches or suspended on poles, appearing like wisps in the waning light.

      Hump grew bitter yet again as the trees rolled past, a cold wind on his face. He still couldn’t help but feel like they were letting the villagers down, but at least they were alive. Land could be reclaimed, but lives were irreplaceable. They’d lost enough of those already.

      There had to be fifty tents amongst the trees, and more than twice as many carts. The smell of woodsmoke and food crept out from the camp just as Hump started to see people. There had to be well over a hundred bronze rankers here, and from what Hump understood, that number was significantly lower than it should have been. Either only part of the expedition force had remained to wait for them, or they’d suffered catastrophic losses. Judging from the number of people with wounds, Hump had a terrible feeling it was the latter.

      “What do you make of it?” Dylan asked. “I’ve never seen an expedition before.”

      “They look defeated,” Hump said. “I think things might be worse than we anticipated.”

      Dylan sighed. “What a bloody disaster.”

      Hump clasped the man’s shoulder. “Where are the others?”

      “All keeping watch,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “Probably back there somewhere. Marcela’s had us keeping watch at the rear ever since we put the forest behind us. I think she trusts Celaine’s eyes more than her own at this point.”

      Hump smiled. “And she’s wise to do so.”

      It wasn’t long before their own wagon train came to a stop as a group of adventurers approached. Jacob and Marcela greeted them, and soon instructions came down the wagon line that they were to set up their tents on the far side of the encampment, away from Stonebark Forest. Eve was left in charge, while Marcela went to meet with Ricard.

      Hump and Dylan stationed the coach beside the road and set up a tent beside it. The three men would share it, while they’d leave the coach box to the ladies.

      Hump set to work on the fire, preferring to keep busy rather than spend any more time in his own head. Moving didn’t exactly help with essence overuse, but it left a satisfying burn in his joints that at least felt like it was helping. He set the fire the old-fashioned way, and Dylan set a stew over the flame. The others joined them shortly, and they spent the evening quietly, keeping to themselves other than when Harlow came over for a chat.

      The moon was high when Marcela joined them at their camp, alone. She looked exhausted.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner,” she said, looking to Hump. “Fila told me you woke up earlier, but with all the villagers…”

      Hump waved her off and shook his head. “There was no time. Really, Marcela, there’s no need to say anything. I understand.”

      “You saved my life, Hump. I owe you a great debt. So let me just begin by saying thank you. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, all you need do is ask.”

      “I’m just glad to see you doing well,” Hump said. “I heard there was no chance for Jasper.”

      She shook her head. “Tanek didn’t give him a hope. He seemed to know something was wrong even before me.”

      Hump sighed. “He was an adventurer in the past, did you know?”

      “I could have guessed. He didn’t hesitate in trying to help.”

      Hump clenched his jaw. It was one thing to see good people killed by monsters, but for another person to be the culprit… it made his blood boil. “Did you get any answers out of Tanek?”

      “Nothing useful. We’re working on your assumption that he’s a warlock, and I passed that on to Ricard. Which leads me onto something else.”

      “Oh?” Hump said.

      “I feel like you’re owed a full answer after what you’ve been through, but what I’m about to share must not leave this circle.” She looked around at the rest of Hump’s party. “I hope you will all agree.”

      There was no question, everyone gave their agreement.

      “The expedition was destroyed by traitors,” she explained. “Ricard’s party successfully captured one of their number. They possessed a black stone that seemed identical to the ones previously found, which pretty much confirms Tanek’s relation to them. Neither have said a word, and my mother has conveyed through Natalie that she wants them both brought back alive.”

      “What interest would warlocks have in a dungeon?” Bud asked. “I don’t understand.”

      “They could be trying to create a disturbance,” Emilia said. “Draw attention and resources away to hide their real plan.”

      “In which case, wouldn’t they have acted already?” Dylan asked.

      “Gods know,” Marcela said. “All we can be certain of is that this was their intention. They attempted to assassinate Ricard, and while he was down, one of them fed something to the dungeon core. It triggered the expansion. All of this was because of them.”
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      Day by day, Hump’s condition improved. By the second, he was back to practicing his shaping exercises and cantrips. By the third, he hardly noticed the cold touch of essence overuse, other than when he pushed himself too hard.

      It took them five days to return to Sheercliff City—almost twice as long as the trip to Stonebark Forest. With so many villagers relying on handcarts to move their possessions, there was no avoiding the slow pace. When Sheercliff finally peeked over the horizon—a beacon of white stone that shone even in the overcast, winter sky—Hump couldn’t help but feel relieved. There was no getting used to the sense of defeat along the line, the crying children at night, the hopelessness.

      Beyond the city limits, Hump was pleased to see the refugee camps had changed much. Simple buildings of yellow stone towered four stories tall. They were perfectly smooth and all but identically built by earth wielders at work even now. They operated in groups, channelling blessings and spellcraft to shape the earth around the city to their will. While far from the luxury of a proper house, it gave the refugees actual walls and a home, where before they’d hardly had tents. Clearly, Countess Daston had worked hard to ensure her people were taken care of. He just wondered if the city’s food supply would hold up.

      Bud trotted Asoltef to his side. “I don’t like returning defeated.”

      “Neither do I,” Hump said. He stared off at the cliff, the carriageways that moved along its face like small, dark spots. Surrounded by the grey clouds, it was as if gloom enveloped the city.

      They drew quite a crowd as they approached. Ricard had sent messengers ahead to ensure people were in place to accept the additional refugees. They came in numbers to meet them, bringing with them healers, clothing, food, water, and any other necessities the people might need. Citizens lined the streets, whispering about Ricard and Marcela, both famous throughout the city. Despite the brief moment of excitement, there was a sombre mood. Everyone appeared exhausted and defeated.

      Marcela gathered their full squad of four parties to her.

      “Take the rest of the day,” Marcela said. “I intend to stay here and ensure the villagers are properly looked after before returning home myself. We’ll reconvene tomorrow at the academy if that suits everyone.”

      There were no complaints. Hump said his goodbyes to Harlow and Joan with the rest of his party, and then headed for the city gates.

      “Wizard Hump?”

      Hump turned to see Luna amongst the crowd, accompanied by other members of the Pantheon that tended the refugee camps. She was in her priestess robes, embroidered with Lady Light’s sigil.

      “I thought that was you.” She waved to everyone else. “Hello again. I didn’t realise your party was part of Lord Godward’s expedition.”

      “We weren’t with the frontline expedition, actually,” Hump said. “Our job was to protect the villages around Stonebark Forest while the expedition did their thing.”

      “Oh, I see.” She looked down the line of people, sadness radiating from her. “Still, it looks like you’ve all been through a lot. Here.” She opened a basket around her shoulder and offered it to them. Inside were shortbread biscuits in the shape of wings.

      “Is this not for the refugees?” Hump asked.

      “There’s plenty more,” Luna said.

      Bud accepted one and took a bite. “Mhm, this is delicious! Thank you.”

      Luna smiled at him. “You are very welcome.”

      Hump took one too, along with the rest of his party.

      “I am glad to see you all return safely. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” She looked at Hump. “Do come by if you want to catch up.”

      Hump watched her go, taking a bite of his biscuit. Bud was right; it was good. “Well, at least we got a warm welcome.”

      Celaine kicked her horse onward, laughing under her breath. “You are such an idiot.”

      Hump frowned after her. “What?”

      “I thought you wizards were supposed to be smart,” Emilia said. “She clearly just invited you to meet with her.”

      “She’s a priestess!” Hump said. “She’s just being polite.”

      Emilia raised an eyebrow and shook her head, carrying on after Celaine.

      Bud snorted, clapping him on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get back to the inn.”

      Hump laughed, but he abruptly stopped, realising Emilia wasn’t joking. “Wait, seriously?” He glanced over his shoulder, searching for Luna’s blonde hair in the crowd—she was already gone.

      The city streets were packed. They worked their way through the crowd on foot before arriving at the gates. Bud showed them his carriageway pass, given to each of them by Countess Daston, and they were allowed through without question.

      “I’m going to part ways with you here, if that’s okay,” Emilia said. “I’m sure my brother has been worried sick. I should check in with him.”

      “Of course,” Bud said. “Please pass on my greetings.”

      She laughed, short and sharp. “I’m sure he’ll love that. I’ll meet you all at the academy tomorrow.”

      The four of them walked the quiet alleyways where they’d fought the warlock affiliated gang all those weeks ago, working their way back to the inn. With the ever-growing crowd, Hump was glad they’d spent the coin to keep their rooms, even if it had seemed like a waste at the time.

      There was a sudden tremor. Hump reached for the alley wall to catch himself as the ground rumbled beneath them, only for a moment.

      “Did you all feel that?” he asked.

      “Sheercliff is known for the occasional earthquake,” Bud said. “This is the city of Osidium after all.”

      They stabled the horses and tipped the stable boy to have them each properly groomed before going inside.

      The quant inn was warmly lit, and Hump couldn’t help but feel at home as he went inside. Sheercliff had been good to him, for the most part at least, and Mister Gronde sure cooked well.

      Inside, it smelt of bread and roasting meats—an improvement after the food shortages from when they’d left the city. In a large booth on the far side of the room, Vivienne waved them over. Sat with her were Inquisitor Eliana, and Countess Daston’s lead researcher, Graham.

      “It is good to see you all.” Vivienne rose from her chair to give Dylan a hug. She wrinkled her nose. “You stink.”

      “A week on the road will do that to you,” he said, grinning. “How are you? And how are things in Sheercliff?”

      Her expression soured. “Let’s talk after you put your things away. I’m afraid there’s little in the way of good news.”

      “Well, that’s ominous,” Hump said. “Why don’t you tell us now quickly so we don’t dwell in anxiety in the meantime.”

      She smiled. “Go on. We’ll be waiting here. I am so very glad you all returned safely.”

      There was food and drink already set at the table upon their return. The four of them sat down on one side, while Vivienne, Eliana, and Graham sat opposite them, recounting the situation as they ate.

      “Where to start?” Vivienne said.

      “What about the good news first?” Eliana said. “Vivi’s tribunal was postponed indefinitely, much to Abraxus’ dismay.”

      “Ah, indeed it was,” Vivienne said. “It took one line from Justine Daston to put a stop to that, and other than a few grumbles from the Wizard’s Society, nobody has mentioned it since.”

      “That’s brilliant!” Dylan said.

      Vivienne shrugged. “While it was postponed, my record has not yet been wiped clean. And if there’s one thing I can say about Abraxus, it’s that he is stubborn.” She waved her hand to the side. “Enough about that though. It’s nonsense in the grand scheme of things. Since you left, the Blackstone Warlock threat has only grown.”

      “Is that what we’re calling them now?” Celaine asked.

      “The Temple Guard have cracked down on many of their gangs in the last month,” Eliana explained. “A lot of that is owed to Graham’s artifact—it is no longer necessary for Chosen to carry out a ritual to test whether or not someone is a warlock. You would not believe how much time that saves.”

      Hump forced himself to smile as Vivienne gave him a knowing look.

      “Of the warlocks discovered, every one of them has possessed a black stone,” Eliana continued.

      “Have you figured out what they do?” Hump asked.

      Graham chuckled. “Now there’s the mystery. I’ve yet to make the darn things work. Not even a moment of essence interaction—whatever they are, they’re unlike any artifact I’ve seen before.”

      “And the captured warlocks have said nothing?” Bud asked.

      “No,” Eliana said. “And our methods are not kind. I am a mind magic user, yet my best efforts have yet to crack them. Whatever they have done to their souls, it grants them significantly more resistance than ordinary people.”

      “You’ve resorted to torture?” Bud said, affronted.

      “My magic does not cause pain,” Eliana said. “But people are dying. There have been some suggestions that more… violent methods, be employed.”

      Bud shook his head. “Gods. And then we’d be no better than them.”

      “The goal is not to be better than them,” Vivienne said. “The goal is to prevent innocent people from dying, and to stop whatever evil they are planning. This is not public knowledge, but there was an attempt on Countess Daston’s life. Since then, the call for harsher methods has been high.”

      Bud’s mouth dropped open. “Was the culprit caught?”

      “Killed, not caught,” Vivienne said.

      “Marcela was also attacked,” Dylan said. “Could it be related?”

      “I doubt it,” Hump said. “That seemed more like an attack of opportunity than a planned assassination.”

      “As in Marcela Daston?” Eliana asked quickly. “You were working with her?” She turned to Vivienne. “How did this never come up?”

      “I didn’t see the relevance.”

      “This is big news, Vivi! You’re working for the countess. Your apprentice and his party for her daughter. You should have said something.”

      “I knew,” Graham said haphazardly.

      Eliana frowned at him. “That’s not very helpful now.” She turned back to Hump. “Do you know what happened? We only know there was an attack, but not the exact details.”

      “Hump more than knows what happened,” Bud said. “It’s only thanks to him that she’s alive. He saved her life.”

      “I was just lucky to be in the right place at the right time,” Hump said. He recounted the events leading up to the attack: the three adventurers they’d rescued from razorclaws, and the unexpected betrayal. “As I said, this was far too opportunistic to be planned.”

      Eliana sighed. “Indeed, that seems likely. A shame, because we could use the information. So much has been happening, it’s difficult to see how it’s all connected.”

      “There’s more?” Bud asked.

      “Stonebark Forest Dungeon wasn’t the only one to expand,” Vivienne said. “They all did, and we’ve been experiencing earthquakes ever since.”

      “We felt a tremor on the way in,” Celaine said.

      “You get used to it,” Vivienne said. “They’ve been happening at least twice a day. So far they’ve not caused any serious damage.”

      “Is it because of the expansions?” Hump asked.

      “Gods know,” Vivienne said.

      “It’s our best guess,” Graham said. “Though that’s truly all it is at this point. They coincided with the expansions, though why they have continued is still up for debate.”

      “Debate?” Hump said. “So you have an idea.”

      “I suppose… Our leading suspicion is that they are still growing.”

      Hump gulped. “Oh.”

      “What happened to the other dungeons?” Bud asked.

      Vivienne took a sip of her drink. “Stonebark Forest was only the first dungeon to expand, and it was far from the worst case. The Telvar Mines were next, and since they’re abandoned, there were fortunately no deaths. But three days ago, Dendree Hill expanded, wiping out half the expedition in the process, including the silver ranker leading it. Some say we will join the Fallen Lands here in the coming months.”

      “You believe that?” Dylan asked.

      “I don’t know,” Vivienne said. “But a dark force is at work, and nobody has the faintest idea of its purpose. When sixth circle Chosen and the duke’s best general don’t know what’s going on, that makes me afraid. I know of no case of dungeons expanding like this outside of the Fallen Lands.”

      Bud shifted in his seat, and she looked at him, reading something on his face.

      “What?” she asked suspiciously.

      “I can’t tell you,” Bud said. “But I suspect if you wait until tomorrow, you may find out.”

      “If you know something important, you need to tell us,” Vivienne pushed, then she slowed down, taking in the rest of them. “You can’t tell us?”

      “We are sworn to secrecy,” Hump said. “What I can tell you though is that you’re right. There’s a dark force at work here, and we should be afraid.”
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      Hump slept long and dreamlessly that night, waking late the following morning. Vivienne was already gone by the time Hump arrived in the dining hall. Bud and Dylan sat there with two clean plates.

      “Look who’s finally up,” Bud said. “Did your master really let you get away with sleeping in this late?”

      “Not a chance, which is why I take advantage of the luxury whenever the opportunity presents itself.” He glanced around. “Where’s Celaine?”

      Dylan barked a laugh. “She’s going to meet us at the academy later. She said, and I quote, ‘I’m sick and tired of being around boys. I’m going for a walk.’”

      Hump snorted. “Lovely.” He hesitated a moment, then slipped into the seat beside Dylan and leant in. “About Priestess Luna yesterday.”

      Bud’s face cracked into a grin. “Interested, are you?”

      “Your mind always goes to the gutter, doesn’t it?” Hump shook his head in disappointment. “What I mean is… well, what about Celaine?”

      “What about Celaine?” Bud asked.

      Hump glared at him.

      “Ah,” Bud said. “I see.”

      “Did she seem bothered to you or anything?” Hump asked.

      Bud grimaced. “Not exactly.”

      Hump slumped in his chair.

      “But that’s Celaine for you!” Bud continued. “Who knows what she’s thinking? Either she’s normal or angry. There’s not a huge amount of in-between.”

      “Right…”

      “Am I missing something here?” Dylan asked. “Did something happen between you and Celaine?”

      “No,” Hump grumbled. “But thanks for rubbing it in.”

      “I didn’t…” Dylan trailed off as Hump started to smile.

      “I’m kidding. If anything, Celaine’s quite clearly not interested in me. Which is fair enough; I’m a short, street boy that stumbled his way into wizardry.”

      “And dragon slaying,” Bud added. “You stumbled into that too. Oh, and don’t forget prince killing.”

      Hump’s eyes widened and he looked around. “Maybe we could keep that one between us. And I still don’t think he’s dead.”

      “Bud’s got a point though,” Dylan said. “You shouldn’t undermine yourself. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and have accomplished much even in the time I’ve known you. And a priestess has taken an interest in you too, that’s got to say something.”

      “I suppose.”

      Dylan chuckled, clapping him on the back. “It’s for the best, my friend. Romance between party members is never a good idea.”

      “You say that, but Bud and Emilia are basically married.”

      “We are not!” Bud protested. “There is nothing romantic between us at all.”

      Hump shrugged. “If you say so.” He stroked his chin with all the wizardliness he could muster. “Emilia and I did have a good chat while in Tailsend. Maybe I should spend some more time with her instead.”

      Bud gave him a sour stare and Hump grinned.

      “Oh, don’t do that to him, Hump,” Dylan said. “I’m not sure our poor Knight of Kelisia can take the teasing.”

      Bud turned his stare on Dylan and the druid started laughing.

      “What about you, Dylan?” Bud asked. “Was there anyone back at Fishers Lake?”

      “Not really.” He leant back into his chair. “Being a wizard’s apprentice leaves little time for romance.” He returned the focus to Hump. “Are you going to talk to her?”

      “Celaine?” Hump asked. “Gods no. She always gets mean when I try to flirt.”

      Dylan shook his head. “I meant the priestess.”

      Hump narrowed his eyes, thinking over the ramifications of a wizard dating a priestess. “I’m not sure. Have there been any cases of gods smiting wizards for attempting to court their priestesses?”

      “Probably,” Bud said. “Though likely not for at least a few hundred years.”

      “You’d have been burnt at a stake for that only a hundred years ago,” Dylan added.

      “That’s encouraging.” Hump tilted his head side to side, weighing his options. “Who knows? I’ve risked the wrath of the gods over less, but these are dangerous times. There are more important things to focus on.”

      “Like making lots of coin?” Bud asked.

      “Exactly.” Hump grinned.

      The streets of Sheercliff were busier than before, and there was no missing the guards stationed on almost every corner. They took the carriageway to the Upper City, and even there a crowd filled the streets. Most were people that had taken the Pilgrims Steps to worship at the temple district, but there were also many Chosen and adventurers amongst them. If they were up here, they were likely rather powerful ones at that.

      The morning was nearing its end when they reached the academy, and the number of combatants in the city became even more obvious. The once spacious training grounds were now packed full of people making use of the accommodations.

      It seemed every noble with a second son had answered Sheercliff’s call for reinforcements, and now they littered the academy with their pompous laughs and ludicrous talks of adventure and heroics. Yet from the look of them, Hump doubted even half had ever seen combat outside of training. They had the clean look of people who’d yet to see a friend die.

      “Over there,” Dylan said, pointing to a bench beside the entrance to the main building. Emilia was waving at them, Celaine beside her.

      “How was everything at home?” Bud asked.

      “It was very nice, thank you,” Emilia said. “I still had to help with the morning’s training though. My brother doesn’t believe in days off.”

      The five of them headed inside, following directions to the assignment room where Natalie had first assigned them their quest in Stonebark Forest. She was no longer there. Instead, a team of scribes had taken over the job, handing out quest notices and reward tokens to parties that could be exchanged at the Adventurers’ Guild Vault.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Celaine said. “This place makes me uncomfortable.”

      “It does?” Hump said.

      “They’re all so positive. The Lower City feels caught in a web of misery, whilst the people here seem so far up in the clouds they don’t seem to notice.”

      Hump sensed it too. These people were too eager. Nearby, a party that couldn’t have been any older than them were discussing their chances at claiming a dungeon core and receiving a treasure from the guild vault. Not even Ricard, with an entire expedition in support, had succeeded in claiming a dungeon core, yet here these people discussed the things they’d do differently.

      Hump did his best to zone them out, though it reminded him that the city was paying twice the normal rate for heartstones. At the very least, that was something to be excited about.

      Once it was their turn, the five of them approached one of the scribes. The woman looked to be in her twenties.

      “Party leader name and rank,” she said, hardly giving them a glance.

      “Humphrey Woodrow. Iron 4. We were part of Marcela Daston’s patrol outside of Stonebark Forest.”

      The woman looked up, taking a few extra moments to study him and the rest of the party. “Please give me a moment while I find your file.”

      She stepped away from her desk and searched the filing cabinets arranged along the back wall, returning with one. “Lady Daston was here earlier and reported on your quest. Congratulations, your party has been promoted to Bronze 1.”

      “All of us?” Hump asked. It was rare to be promoted so soon after a previous rank increase, and Dylan was jumping multiple divisions.

      The woman nodded, scanning through the file. “Yes, there’s no mistake. This promotion was approved by Countess Daston herself. Your new rank will be reflected in your reward, and you will now be able to accept bronze level quests.” She wrote something on a pad of small paper sheets beside her and handed it to him. “Use this to claim your reward from the vault. For now, if you could kindly hand over your medallions, I’ll update them to match your new rank.”

      Hump took his master’s medallion from around his neck and handed it to her alongside the others. One by one, she inserted them into a mirror reader, feeding it essence stones and activating runes along the sides of the artifact. The reflective panel swirled with ink and letters. Once she removed the medallions, their steel sheen was replaced with bronze.

      Hump took his back, holding it up to the light by its chain and letting the token spin. The eye remained the same, but the small square etched at the bottom had a one inside it now, changed through a simple yet effective combination of artificery and alchemy. He put it around his neck, enjoying the warmth of the medallion on his chest. He couldn’t help but smile as he turned to the rest of his party. They were moving up in the world. Bronze didn’t just mean better quests and better pay, it meant respect. It meant they were no longer simple foot soldiers.

      “There’s a temporary hold on assignments,” she continued. “It’s expected to last a few days, so I suggest you use this time to recover.”

      They backed away from the desk.

      “That was unexpected,” Bud said.

      “Bronze rankers have been dropping like flies,” Hump said quietly. “I suppose they need replacements.”

      Bud scowled. “You’re always so pessimistic. You saved the countess’ daughter. Don’t you think that perhaps she simply thinks you earned it? This is a good thing!”

      “Oh, it’s definitely a good thing,” Hump agreed. “We just need to make sure we choose our quests wisely.”

      “Speaking of quests,” Celaine said. “What was our reward?”

      Hump unfolded the slip of paper he’d been handed and froze. His mouth dropped open, but words didn’t come.

      “Give me that!” Celaine snatched it from him. “Eighty gold.”

      “Oh, that’s not bad,” Emilia said.

      Hump gawked at them. “Gods above, we’re from different worlds. That’s more gold than I’ve seen in my entire life.”

      Celaine handed it back to him. “We’re bronze rankers now, we’re going to need it. Bud can finally get a full set of appropriate armour, and Dylan needs an upgrade too.”

      There was a sudden bang, and Hump turned back to where the young party had been chatting about claiming a dungeon core before. A tall man stood beside him, his fist against the wall, the stone cracked around it. The party stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Enough,” the man growled. He had a bronze medallion around his neck, and a large, one-handed axe on his belt. He stepped closer, jabbing a finger in the direction of one of the boys. “You weren’t there, and if you had been you’d be long since dead. Do not so easily criticise your betters.”

      The party looked amongst themselves, nerves on full display.

      “My apologies, good sir,” the one the man was pointing at said. He was a tall young man, well-dressed, with a rapier at his hip. “We meant no offence. The excitement of everything swept us away a little, is all. No need to worry yourself so much.”

      “Keep your excitement to yourselves and I won’t have to.” The axeman glared at them a few seconds longer and then turned to leave.

      Hump saw approval in many of the onlooker’s eyes. In others, he saw fear.

      “Come on,” Emilia said. “Marcela told us to meet with her once we’re done.”

      She led them out of the assignment room and back toward the courtyard. Once outside, Hump spotted the axeman slumped up against the wall, head rested against it and staring up at the sky. A woman stood beside him, a hand on his arm. Hump wondered who he’d lost.

      “Kelisia’s blessing upon you, friend,” Bud said as they passed.

      The man nodded his thanks.

      They walked a few steps in solemn silence, only for someone to shout.

      “Robert!” Hump glanced over to find Bud’s cousin, Arthur, storming toward him. The knight was alone. “You’re back then.” He frowned as he noticed the bronze medallion around Bud’s neck. “And you’ve been promoted. My congratulations, cousin.”

      Bud smiled. “Thank you, Arthur. It’s good to—”

      “Carla’s dead,” Arthur interrupted. “She had her throat slit by a mantis carver. It wasn’t as quick as it sounds.”

      Bud’s jaw dropped. He took a long, shaking breath. “May Kelisia welcome her to the Ice Fields. My condolences, Arthur. Truly.”

      Arthur gritted his teeth. “Is that all you have to say? She was your sister knight. You should have been with us. Does your oath mean nothing to you?”

      “My oath is to Kelisa,” Bud said darkly. “I’m sorry that Carla is dead. She was a good knight, and she will be dearly missed, but I have a duty to my own party.”

      “You are a Blackthorne, are you not? Or have you relinquished that now too?”

      “Arthur—”

      “Save it,” Arthur snapped. “I don’t want to hear another word. I came here on your father’s instruction, to bring you back into the fold. It is clear to me I needn’t have bothered. You are no cousin of mine.”

      He shoved past Bud, walking deeper into the academy.

      Hump glanced at his friend. “Do you want to go after him?”

      Bud’s gaze lingered on his cousin, then he shook his head. “Perhaps he’s right. Perhaps I have relinquished the Blackthorne name.”

      “Do not be so foolish,” Emilia said. “Arthur is struck with grief. You are not to blame.”

      Bud smiled sadly. “Then why do I feel guilty?”

      They met Marcela near the gates, along with Corvin and his party. It was strange seeing Marcela outside of her battle gear, dressed instead in a grey, wool coat that reached down to her knees.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked. “That was your cousin, no?”

      “It’s fine,” Bud said. “My cousin and I have simply not seen eye to eye as of late.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Family disputes are the last thing one needs in times like this. I wanted to invite you back to my family training grounds, but if you are not feeling up for it today, I understand. The academy has become so busy, I thought you might appreciate more space.”

      “That sounds good actually,” Bud said. “We were going to train today anyway.”

      “We were promoted to bronze,” Hump said. “I understand that you had a hand in that.”

      Marcela withdrew a medallion from beneath her coat. “You weren’t the only one. My mother has decided to accelerate promotion for those that possess the strength, waiving the formalities usually necessary for the rank.”

      “I see.”

      “She also asked me to give you this.” She handed Hump a letter. “You should look inside.”

      Hump broke the blue wax seal and unfolded the envelope, pulling out a paper letter patterned with gold. The letter was handwritten.

      
        
        Dear Wizard Humphrey,

      

        

      
        It is with great pleasure that I extend this formal invitation to you on behalf of the Daston family to express our gratitude for your remarkable services. Your contributions have been of immense value to us, and I would be honoured if you would join me for afternoon tea at three o’clock, at One Plateau Peak.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Countess Justine Daston

      

      

      “This is an invitation to afternoon tea with the countess,” Hump said.

      “Indeed, it is,” Marcela said. “I promised you that you would be properly rewarded for your help, and my mother feels the same. I hope the short notice is no issue.”

      “Not at all,” Hump said, trying to look calm as he returned the letter to the envelope and put it in his pouch. “Thank you.”

      Marcela laughed. “This is our way of thanking you, Wizard Humphrey. Now if you’d like to follow me, I think you will be quite satisfied with our facilities.”

      She led the way, and Hump followed numbly, only turning when he heard Celaine chuckle beside him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You are going to a formal tea with a countess,” Celaine said.

      “Gods mercy,” Hump said. “It’s going to be a disaster.”
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      To say it was odd to walk as part of Marcela Daston’s group was an understatement. Every few minutes, somebody greeted her reverently, and wherever they walked people watched and whispered. It was only really now that Hump truly grasped the significance of his alliance with her. In this section of the world, it was Count and Countess Daston in command, and she was their heir—the future ruler of Sheercliff.

      “How are you?” Bud asked her as they walked. “You look tired.”

      “I gave Matthias’ family the news last night.” Marcela let out a long breath. “I knew it would be hard, but seeing his mother… Suffice it to say, sleep did not come easily to me last night.”

      “I can only imagine,” Bud said.

      “He died bravely,” Marcela said. “I take some solace in that.”

      The guards greeted Marcela fondly at the gate. It was a grand entrance, with tall walls made of the white stone of Sheercliff, carved with sculptures all along its outer face. The gates themselves were black and tipped with gold. A plaque connected them at the centre with a runic formation imprinted in the same gold, sealing them shut until the guards unlocked it with a large key, no doubt also enchanted. All along the walls, similar runes could be seen.

      Marcela led them inside and down a white path that led around the main house, passing through a garden of cold-blooming flowers.

      “I’m sure you’ve all heard of the Plateau Tower,” Marcela said, gesturing to the end of the garden where a tower rose from a rocky mound. “It’s the highest point in all of Sheercliff. A relic from ancient times. My grandfather used to say it’s older than the walls of the city itself.”

      Despite its age, it was in pristine condition, the white stone pure and unmarked by age. They continued on to the back of the house, where there was a large extension jutting out from its side. The stone extension matched the rest of the estate in terms of finery, but once inside Hump saw that practicality had come first in its design.

      The training hall had a high roof with a balcony that extended around all sides. The back side of the building was entirely made of glass, giving a view of a training yard beyond, and then the edge of the cliff.

      The inside floors were of dark wood, scuffed from years of training, and scarred more deeply from what must have been powerful attacks. Various training apparatus’ were spaced throughout the hall—targets, dummies, mounted constructs, or golems like the ones of Sheercliff Academy. Unlike the training grounds Hump had seen before, these were unmarked. No doubt some of the many runes inscribed on them were designed to repair damage.

      Marcela’s party were already inside. Nina manipulated water around her like a snake, never letting it stop. Teff did pull-ups with a weight gripped between his knees. Len was forming and reforming barriers at a speed that would have been impossible to Hump. It reminded Hump of the shaping exercises he would do to warm up before training.

      “Please make yourselves at home,” Marcela said. She pointed at a small door to the right. “There’s a kitchen through there stocked with food and drinks. The training yard outside has an exceptional target range, Celaine, which I expect you will find useful.”

      Hump wandered over to where golems were stacked in their deactivated state, appearing like white boulders covered in runes. One stood out to Hump though, a tall, more humanoid figure, with an essence stone larger than any Hump had seen before in its chest. The formational design over its body was so complex, it was like reading another language.

      He scanned it, taking in the details, half wishing his spellbook would somehow identify it, yet he didn’t feel the familiar shake.

      “You’ve got a good eye,” Marcela said, coming to stand beside him. “The story goes that this was gifted by an eighth circle Chosen of Loften. It has been here for as long as my family, training each generation to protect our home.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Hump said. “What kind of essence stone is it?”

      “It’s a dungeon core. We don’t know its strength, but Sir Isaac of the academy estimates it must be from a Tier 7 dungeon at least. Not even he knows how it was made though. I’d let you give it a go, but it costs a small fortune to activate it.”

      “I can only imagine,” Hump said. “But that’s alright. I’m certainly not strong enough to do it justice, and I’ve got other plans for training today.”

      Hump spent what was left of the morning working on soul projection exercises with Dylan. After his recent trouble with his soul, and the certainty that he now had two monster imprints on it, he was more motivated than ever to focus on getting stronger. He needed to better understand the limits of his soul. He knew he’d improved, but how much was still a mystery.

      They started their exercise collaboratively, following the methods Vivienne had started them on at Fishers Lake. It came more easily to Hump now. His soul was clearer in his mind, his essence illuminated in his channels like the diagrams in his spellbook. It felt more natural.

      Dylan’s essence rose around him as a warming green light, while Hump’s was the blue of pure essence. They pressed against each other, getting a feel for the strength of each other’s will and the intent behind the other’s power. It was a simple projection of one’s soul upon the world, each of them fighting to bring the essence around them under their control.

      After a few minutes, their methods grew more aggressive. Hump envisioned his essence surrounding Dylan, crushing him and suppressing his power. The force of Dylan’s soul pressed back, and cold started to trickle from his chest. For a while, the flow of their essence ebbed back and forth like waves breaking against each other. But slowly, Hump pushed him back. Dylan’s resistance weakened. The waves stopped breaking in Hump’s direction. He felt in absolute control.

      “Aspect of the Bear,” Dylan grated out. His essence soared, the image of a bear forming from his essence, towering over him like a shadow.

      There was a surge of intent, pressing Hump’s influence back like a sudden flood. Hump breathed deeply, reinforcing his will. He envisioned his essence around him like an extension of his soul—a flickering fire surrounded by a smoke-thin barrier, Dylan’s own power beyond it, trying to crush him. But Hump’s walls held firm, and once again, he pressed back.

      The bear vanished. Dylan’s essence gave way beneath his will. Hump smiled. After learning White Flame and overcoming the gorger’s imprint, much had improved within him. His will was firm. His essence moved in a controlled, purposeful way, imbued with his intent like an extension of his body. It leached power from Dylan, forced his essence back into his body, squashed it against him.

      And then Dylan’s will caved.

      The druid fell back on his hands, gasping. “Gods, Hump. I’m not sure I’m much of a partner for you anymore.”

      Only now did Hump notice the sweat that drenched Dylan. He himself had some beading on his forehead, but he still felt strong.

      Hump chuckled. “You had me going there for a moment, especially when your Aspect of the Bear came out.”

      Dylan shook his head. “I was on my last legs.”

      “Was that a soul duel?” Len asked. He’d been watching from nearby along with a couple of the others. “I’ve never heard of a wizard defeating a Chosen of the same circle.”

      “Feel free to try it for yourself,” Dylan said. “The man’s got a will like iron.”

      Len grinned. “I like the sound of that, actually. Would you be up for it, Wizard? Perhaps we could even make a wager of it.”

      Hump hesitated only a moment. “How much are you thinking?”

      “Let’s keep it civil,” Len said. “Five gold.”

      Hump tried not to let his expression slip, but he was feeling confident. Five gold was a lot of money. Enough to live comfortably for many months, and in a way, that just made it all the more tempting. He supposed a civil bet for a lordling like Len was significantly different to the copper pennies he and the other boys would play dice for as an apprentice.

      “Hump’s already tired though,” Emilia said. “Even odds doesn’t seem fair to me.”

      Len gave her a knowing look. “Very well. Two-to-one. I’ll give you ten gold if you beat me. If.”

      Now that was too much to resist. “Deal.”

      Len sat opposite him. The others gathered around, drawn in by their wager. They talked amongst themselves, but Hump didn’t let himself get distracted. This was more than just about winning. Ten gold was on the line!

      Against Dylan, he’d been conservative. It was a training exercise after all; victory hadn’t been the objective. They’d allowed each other time to gain their footing, to focus, and build up their essence. There was no rush, no need to take each other by surprise. This time, Hump decided to do things differently.

      It began the same. Len’s essence rose from him like steam. It was dense, probably denser than Dylan’s. The Chosen’s barrier blessings might also have impacted his soul. Perhaps Hump had bitten off more than he could chew here, but he was committed now. There was no turning back.

      Hump thought of his lessons with the gorger—all the times it tried to defeat him. The way it used its power. The subtle ways it wormed through his defences, or the sudden bursts of strength he’d use like a spear. In a way, there was no better teacher.

      Hump let his essence expand, feeling out Len’s essence and the strength of his will. Searching for weaknesses. Where Dylan’s power had ebbed back and forth similarly to Hump’s, Len’s was smooth and solid. Hump couldn’t gain any ground through simple pressure, but at the same time, he wasn’t losing it.

      And then Hump saw his moment—a fluctuation in Len’s essence. He attacked explosively, focusing his will and forcing it through the gap. It pierced deeply. Len’s essence shuddered and Hump could imagine the cold that shot through him. He didn’t stop, driving his attack deeper until Len’s defences fell completely. His essence returned to his body. He gasped, breathing deeply and staring at Hump with wide eyes.

      After a few seconds catching his breath, he shook his head. “How did you get so good at this?”

      “You don’t want to know,” Hump said. “Seriously, it wasn’t worth it.”

      “I’m not so sure. You should have a go against Marcela.”

      “No chance,” Hump said, laughing. “I’m exhausted.”

      Len chuckled. “Shame. I really think you might win.”

      “Are you kidding?” Nina asked from the sidelines. “You sure you didn’t just screw up?”

      Len shook his head. “He’s strong.” Len stood first and extended a hand toward Hump, helping him to his feet, then shaking it. “A good match.” He pulled out a purse from his pocket and counted out ten gold coins. Hump struggled not to stare at it, and the others in there alongside it. “Think of this as my apology for being such an arse to you before. You didn’t deserve it.”

      Hump took the coins. “Apology accepted.”

      “Thank you.”

      They broke for lunch, eating together in the kitchen. After a couple of cups of very fancy essence-enriched tea, Hump was feeling far better, though he couldn’t help but stare at the clock on the wall.

      “Nervous?” Marcela asked.

      Hump tried to smile naturally, not wanting to let it show. To be around these people, he had to at least appear to fit in. “A little.”

      “You don’t need to be,” Marcela said. “You’re under no pressure here. My mother will not judge you.”

      “Even so, she is the most important person I have ever spoken to. And I’m supposed to have tea with her… alone.”

      Marcela put a hand to her mouth to hide a laugh. “I can assure you, she doesn’t bite.”

      “Do you know what she wants from me?”

      “Not exactly, but I believe she wishes to thank you for your help.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Bud said. “Justine is lovely. Just…” he glanced around awkwardly then whispered. “Try to avoid your usual… boldness? Is that the word?” He turned to Celaine.

      “Don’t ask me,” she said. “If he makes it back with his head still attached, I’ll count that as a win.”

      Hump glared at her. “Why thank you, Celaine. You truly inspire confidence.”

      “I try.”

      Hump only found the upcoming meeting more distracting after lunch. He did his best to focus on his spellcasting, but it was impossible to avoid glancing at the large clock in the main hall. He was preparing to leave when a butler arrived fifteen minutes in advance to collect him, guiding him through the fine halls of the Daston Estate to a glass room. Hump followed the man inside.

      “Wizard Humphrey here for you, milady.”

      “Thank you, Gregory,” she responded, rising from a chair at a two-seated table. “Do come in and have a seat, Wizard Humphrey. I’m very grateful to you for coming on such short notice.”

      Hump swallowed. “Thank you for the invitation.”

      He walked toward the seat, his legs feeling like wooden planks. Outside the glass window was an unimpeded view of Sheercliff City. The guild district to the right, the great wall surrounding the city all the way to the base of the cliff, the distant refugee camps, and thousands of people that all appeared like ants from the distance.

      “Help yourself,” Countess Daston said, plating herself a cake from the layered platter at the centre of the table. “The sponge is delightful.”

      Hump looked over the small sandwiches and cakes. He decided stick to simple and follow her advice. There was no way he could mess up eating a sponge cake.

      “I suppose you must wonder why I invited you to meet with me in private,” she began.

      “It did cross my mind,” Hump said. “I’m guessing most people that do something for you do not receive such a privilege.”

      “Most people do not save the life of my daughter.”

      “I’m sure anyone amongst us would have done the same,” Hump said. “I was just lucky to be in the right place at the right time.”

      “I’m not so sure,” she said, smiling. “Are you aware of my status as a Chosen of Imira?”

      Hump nodded. There were few Chosen of Imira in Alveron, and even if Bud hadn’t spoken of it, the count and countess had been in command of Sheercliff for decades. He knew of both of them.

      “Then perhaps you also know that my blessings give me a certain foresight in the world.”

      “I’ve heard rumours of it,” Hump said, then sat back a little. “Did you know this would happen?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t just see the future. Rather, I can sense pivotal moments approaching, and the people that are important to them. When I saw you upon your return to Sheercliff with the black stone, I sensed something in you then. It is why I asked Marcela to take you with her to Stonebark Forest, and it is partially why I am speaking to you now. There is something about you, Humphrey, that is more than it should be. And it tells me you will play an important role in the fate of my city.”

      “I… I don’t know what to say. I’m not even officially a Rank 3 wizard. What difference can I make in the grand scheme of things?”

      Countess Daston shrugged. “That is the curse of my power. I simply know that something is coming, and I hoped to prepare you for when it does.” She played her hand on a cloth-wrapped box beside her and slid it across the table. “With that in mind, I’ve prepared a gift for you. A thank you, and something to help you along the way.”
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      Hump unfolded the cloth-wrapping carefully, revealing a wooden box within. It was made of dark wood and inlaid with a silver pattern on top. Opening it, there were two items inside. A leatherbound book and a ring with a dark blue stone that shimmered with specks of bronze light within, as if particles of earth essence were trapped inside.

      “The stone is a special kind of opal found only in Sheercliff,” Countess Daston explained. “We call it Osidium Opal, for it formed from the power Osidium left behind after he created Sheercliff. The sand within can be infused with earth essence. Once infused, one can manipulate the sand outside of the stone to create a series of lights—it’s a beautiful effect, and quite useful in dark places. I have even seen experienced wielders use it to create images. Though, perhaps more useful in an emergency, the essence stored within can act as a reserve to be drawn upon.”

      Hump picked up the opal ring nervously. It was about half the size of his thumb, and easily the most stunning gemstone he’d ever seen, though that wasn’t saying much. The bronze light trickled through the dark blue stone like raining stars through the night sky, flowing back and forth as he tilted it. It would have been worth a fortune for its beauty alone, but with its abilities on top of that, Hump didn’t dare guess a price. He wondered what his spellbook would say about it.

      He swallowed, trying not to shake as he held the ring. “I’m only a hedge wizard. This… I’m not sure I trust myself with it.”

      Even as he said the words Hump felt like slapping himself.

      Countess Daston laughed, and for a moment it was as if he were sitting before Marcela. It helped him relax a little.

      “In which case, I shall make it easy for you,” she said. “It is yours, Humphrey. You have no choice in the matter, and I would have it no other way. I hope it serves you well on your path.”

      “My thanks, Countess.” Hump gave an awkward bow from his chair, his heart racing at his newfound wealth. He was taken aback at how easily someone could give away something so valuable. It felt too good to be true, as if this was some trick or a dream, yet there was still a second part to her gift.

      Hump placed the ring back in the box and picked up the book beside it, titled: Spell Tree: Rivers of Lava.

      His eyes widened—he’d heard of spell trees but never seen one for himself. Only incredibly powerful wizards had the skill to create them, as they detailed a line of connected spells that each built on the same foundation.

      Countess Daston took a sip of her tea. “Marcela told me that you favour both fire and earth magic. After speaking with Vivienne, she believed this to be most suitable for you. Please, go ahead and look inside.”

      Hump was barely listening as excitement built in him. He opened the leatherbound book. From the outside it didn’t appear to be anything special, easily mistakeable for a journal or notebook. The writing inside though was near priceless.

      
        
        Esteemed Reader,

      

        

      
        Here I write of my studies into earth and fire in its most fluid state, uncovering the secret of creating Rivers of Lava. Little is feared more than the power of lava. Unmastered, this magic is as dangerous to the wielder as it is to its target. Once mastered, there are few things more devastating in our world.

      

        

      
        Proper mastery of the five core spells outlined in this book is key to the casting of Rivers of Lava. Each spell incorporates an aspect of control, power, and will necessary for the final spell. Even to the most experienced practitioner, I advise caution. For your own safety and the safety of those around you, I implore you to undertake rigorous and diligent practice, for each spell builds upon the previous.

      

        

      
        Best of luck.

        Alaric Harred

      

      

      
        
        Contents:

        Tier 1 – Melt Stone

        Tier 2 – Control Lava

        Tier 3 – Molten Shower

        Tier 4 – Lava Coils

        Tier 5 – Magma Pit

        Tier 6 – Rivers of Lava

      

      

      Hump itched to turn to the next page and read the description of each spell. He wanted to study their formations and details; unravel the mysteries this wizard had uncovered. It was even more precious than the opal. A Tier 6 spell was only just below the peak of modern wizards. Such magic was devastatingly powerful, and if Hump was lucky, he might have the talent necessary to achieve it. There was almost nothing more prized by practitioners, and for the most part, spells of this rank were handed down only to family and disciples.

      The countess wasn’t just gifting him six spells—she was giving him the chance to become a Rank 5 wizard. Of course, that was only if he succeeded in learning the full spell tree, and, of course, Soul Manifestation.

      Somehow, he held himself back, turning to Countess Daston who watched him curiously.

      “Is it to your liking?” she asked.

      “This is beyond anything I could have asked for, my lady. Thank you. I’m sure you are aware of how precious a gift this is. You’ve given me an opportunity that I could have only dreamed of. I cannot even guess at its cost.”

      “The price does not matter,” she said. “This book has been a part of my family library for more than a century. Its value lies in its use, and whatever value that is, it is incomparable to the life of my daughter. The Dastons are in your debt, and if you are ever in need, you must only ask. I will ensure the sentiment is passed on to my husband in the Fallen Lands if you are ever unable to reach me.”

      Hump saw the seriousness in her eyes. She truly meant what she said. This was a promise of aid from nobility, and not just any noble. The Dastons were royalty. His heart raced at the thought.

      Hump bowed his head, attempting to replicate some of the etiquette he’d seen from Bud. “You honour me, Countess.”

      “I do wish that was all I asked you here for today,” she continued, “but there is more. I hope it is clear to you that we speak today in good faith, for I have some questions for you that may seem rather like interrogation.”

      There’s always something, Hump thought. I knew it was too good to be true.

      He smiled, but he felt the corner of his lips twitch. “I’m happy to help anyway I can. What do you need to know?”

      “To begin, I should explain more about my blessing, and more importantly, its limitations. It allows me to sense when important moments are approaching, and people that may play a pivotal role in said moments, however it tells me nothing of their affiliation or what role they may have. Only that it is significant.”

      “You want to know if I’m related to the Blackstone Warlocks,” Hump said. “I assure you I am not.”

      “We would not be having this conversation over tea if I thought you were. Rather, why do you think you might be important? What role do you think you may have to play? As you said, it is certainly unusual for a person of your strength to catch my eye. Does any reason come to mind as to why?”

      Hump hesitated. There were reasons, of course. His mind went to the imprints on his soul, his spellbook, the egg in his pouch. So many unknowns that felt over his head and at least could plausibly have some role to play in the fate of Sheercliff. Countess Daston had promised him her aid, but he was confident that would not extend to fighting off Dragon Keepers for him, especially not if she knew he was a warlock too.

      However, there was one thing. A secret he’d been sworn to.

      “Before I continue, I should say I was ordered by Overseer Oswald not to speak of this,” Hump said. “Though I suspect at the time he did not predict I would speak with you.”

      She smiled. “No, I think it likely not. You may speak freely though. If it ever comes up, tell him you spoke only upon my instruction.”

      “In which case, my connection to Prince Kassius comes to mind.”

      Countess Daston raised her eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “We’ve spoken briefly on what happened to him in Bledsbury Dungeon,” Hump said, referencing the first time they’d met. She’d quite clearly stated she knew it was him behind the prince’s death, but he still felt nervous discussing it openly.

      “Ah yes,” she said. “How he didn’t die quite as heroically as most were led to believe.”

      “Prince Kassius was the necromancer,” Hump said. “He acted as if he was in Bledsbury to help the expedition, but in fact he was there to absorb the undead soul of a dragon. We later discovered it was through his actions that the dragon was first turned, and the dungeon manifested. He was a warlock, and I believe he may have been connected to these Blackstone Warlocks too.”

      “Did you find the same stone on his body as the other warlocks?”

      “That’s the thing. You know that I was the one…” Hump hesitated. He wasn’t sure how best to put the events of that day.

      “That killed Prince Kassius,” she finished. “You have nothing to fear from me. Speak honestly, and it shall remain between us. I told you before, I have ears in high places. Little will truly surprise me.”

      “Very well,” Hump said. “There was no body. People said I burnt him to ashes, but that isn’t what I saw. In that moment where Kassius lay on the ground, wounded, it was as if time stopped. A rift opened in the room, and a shadowy figure stepped from it, and dragged Kassius back with it.”

      “You do not think Kassius is dead?” Countess Daston said, shock reaching her voice for the first time.

      Hump shook his head. “He wore enchanted armour, and my magic is far from powerful enough to completely remove all evidence of someone. He was taken.”

      “Who else saw this?”

      “Only me. Even my party only partially believes me, but I know what I saw.”

      “Describe it to me.”

      It wasn’t hard to think back. There was no forgetting the being he saw that day. Its power. He described the black tear in the world and the long-limbed figure masked in shadows that stepped from it. The way the world turned grey, and how everything but him had become still. How Hump had felt as if each of their lives could have been taken purely on a whim. By the time he was finished, Countess Daston’s face had turned pale.

      “Do you think it’s related?” Hump asked.

      She turned her gaze to the city below, and Hump gave her a chance to think it over. “It’s possible. What you described sounds very much like a riftwalker—a being that has mastered the ability to move between realms. And if that is truly the case, then I believe our situation may be even more dangerous than I first thought. Is there anything else you can tell me?”

      “Only that he was powerful,” Hump said. “Far more powerful than Vivienne, and anyone else I’ve met.”

      “I see.”

      “I don’t understand,” Hump said. “If this being is truly involved, what difference can I make? I’m just a Rank 3 hedge wizard. A nobody.”

      Countess Daston sighed. “Well, I’m sure you will find out. The moment is growing close, Wizard Humphrey. I feel it now more strongly than ever. When you find it, I implore you to act. Trust your instincts.”

      “My instincts tell me to run. I want no part in a war between warlocks and Chosen.”

      She gave him a sympathetic smile. “The gods have already decided your role. Whether you flee or remain, your path is predetermined.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Hump said without thinking, though the countess didn’t seem to notice his rudeness.

      She stood and walked over to the glass, her eyes transfixed on the people below. “I have seen moments like these play out hundreds of times. It does not matter what you believe.”
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      Hump sipped his tea, ate his cake, and answered a few more of Countess Daston’s questions. In the end, he left the meeting wrapped in uncertainty. While he tried not show it, the truth was he was nervous. Warlocks were bad enough, but if the being he’d encountered in Bledsbury Dungeon was truly involved, it might be time to quit while he was ahead. Whatever fate befell Sheercliff, it wasn’t his problem. He had enough of his own things to deal with as it was.

      “Are you returning to the training grounds?” Countess Daston asked.

      Hump shook his head. “The others should be finished up now. I expect they’re waiting for me in the gardens. How much of our conversation can I tell them?”

      “I shall leave that up to you. I intend to share the possibility of a riftwalker’s involvement with the rest of the city’s leadership, but not that the information came from you.”

      “Understood.”

      “I’ll show you out,” she said, leading the way.

      She guided him through the estate, telling him of the many paintings, statues, and other ornaments they passed. Hearing about it all, Hump didn’t feel so apprehensive about accepting such precious gifts. Compared to the rest of her estate, it was truly inconsequential. Even walking through the halls, it redefined what Hump thought wealth meant. This was a woman at the top of the world—a sixth circle Chosen of Imira. She had power, wealth, prestige: everything one could dream of.

      That does not make her right, Hump thought as they roamed the halls. He didn’t believe in prophecy. Simply because she said something was so did not make it true, and there was no way to prove otherwise. No way to tell if different actions he could take would change the outcome at the end. If he left and the warlocks succeeded in whatever their plan was, that did not mean they succeeded because of him, and it certainly didn’t mean some god decided it would be so.

      The gods didn’t care. If they did, they’d come down to the city and do the work themselves.

      They reached the entrance hall, and a servant opened the front door. Outside, Hump noticed Vivienne and Graham approaching the estate on foot. They appeared exhausted, faces pale and an odd look to their eyes—particularly Graham’s.

      “That was good timing,” Countess Daston said. “How did it go?”

      Graham opened his mouth but caught himself, his eyes flicking to Hump. “May I speak freely?”

      “Please do so.”

      He took a breath. “The interrogation is being conducted by brutes and savages. It is deplorable, sickening, and I will not return.”

      Countess Daston sighed. “Duke Malar has placed General Bennet in command of the investigation, Graham. I have spoken to my cousin, and he wants a neutral party in charge for the sake of cooperation amongst the city factions. There is nothing I can do. The prisoners are under his authority.”

      “Then my involvement shall remain in the research labs. I was able to test my artifact. It is working. The results for both warlocks were consistent with previous experiments.”

      “Good. What’s left to do?”

      “I have a few final details to implement to the plans, and then I will send them along to Isaac and the local enchanteries as you instructed.”

      “Thank you, Graham. I know this is more than you signed on for when you came to work for me, but I could not have done this without you. With some luck, we’ll be able to equip the captains of the Temple Guard at the very least.”

      She turned to Vivienne. “Did the prisoners yield anything useful? I must admit, my sympathies are rather low for the man that attempted to murder my daughter.”

      “Nothing as of yet,” Vivienne said. “Inquisitor Eliana attempted to use mind magic to get them to talk, but it failed. General Bennet has moved on to direct attacks against their souls, however they appear to be resistant to such strategies too.”

      Graham shook his head in denial. “What has the world come to? For us to descend to such… barbarism. There are always better ways.”

      “If you think of one, be sure to inform me,” Countess Daston said.

      “There are still the black stones,” Vivienne said. “I truly believe they are our best chance at tracking down warlocks in the city. They’re the only thing we have that connects all of them together.”

      “I thought we had already exhausted our options in that area.”

      “That isn’t technically true,” Graham said. “We must be overlooking something. We’ve tried sympathetic magic and all sorts of tracking spells and blessings, but as of yet, the stones are unresponsive. I now wonder if perhaps a warlock is necessary to activate them.”

      “It would explain the lack of results so far,” Vivienne said. “If we are correct about them being communication artifacts, they must send out an essence signature, similar to long-distance communication magic. If we can record that signature, we may be able to identify other activations across the city.”

      “You wish to try and use the prisoners to activate the artifacts?” Countess Daston asked.

      Vivienne nodded. “It comes with a risk, of course. The prisoners may use them to communicate, or if we are wrong about their function, gods know what they might do. I believe neither the general nor Pantheon will be keen to accept it. Which is why we came to you first.”

      Countess Daston sighed. “They will not like this.”

      “If we can detect the essence signature of communicating stones, it could help us to focus our search. It’s not ideal, but it’s better than opening every door in this city.”

      “I agree. This would be easier with your help, Graham. They trust you.”

      “My lady, I am happy to help with lab work, but I will not be involved with the prisoners again. Wizard Vivienne has been involved in this every step of the way. She is more than capable of testing this alone.”

      “They trust you, Graham,” Countess Daston said. “You’re the only Chosen in Sheercliff well-versed enough in wizardry to make this work.”

      Graham shook his head. “I will not do it. This… it’s wrong.”

      Countess Daston sighed but nodded. “Very well. I will speak with Sir Roderick and see what he has to say. I need not warn you to be careful, Vivienne. You already make them uneasy.”

      “Good,” Vivienne said. “Obvious distrust is at least honest. I know what to expect.”

      “I suppose that’s true. Return tomorrow. I’ll send a letter and arrange to meet with him as soon as he’s available. Graham, inform me once arrangements have been made with the enchanteries.”

      “I will, my lady.”

      Countess Daston returned inside after that, and Graham wished Hump and Vivienne goodbye before heading to his labs. Now alone with Vivienne, Hump’s spellbook suddenly shook. It drew Vivienne’s eye, and then she noticed the box under his arm.

      “I see you received your rewards,” she said. “Are you pleased?”

      “Very,” Hump said, grinning. “Who knew saving nobles could be so profitable? I understand you had a hand in deciding what I would receive.”

      “I did. You are truly the most fortunate young wizard I have ever met—there are very few techniques combining earth and fire, and of those, only a fraction are available for purchase. To hold a Tier 6 battle magic technique at your age and rank… you may be the only one in Alveron. People would kill for it. Remember that. Keep this secret closely guarded.”

      “You don’t need to tell me,” Hump said. “I’ve got plenty of secrets already, don’t worry about it.”

      She snorted. “Of course, you do. If you’d like some help later, we can have a look together this evening.”

      “That would be great.” He paused a moment, then said, “Are you sure you want to risk all this, Vivi? Pushing all these Chosen and inquisitors may backfire.”

      “This city has treated me well,” she said. “And so has Countess Daston. If anything, I’m better protected here than anywhere. Abraxus won’t simply give up on the tribunal because I leave Sheercliff, and next time I won’t have anyone to step in.”

      “Then let me help,” Hump said. “Use me to test your theory. After what happened at Stonebark Forest, I’m sure I fulfil whatever requirements the black stones have, if that is indeed how they work.”

      “No,” Vivienne told him. “There’s enough suspicion on me already, and that extends to the rest of you. We must get through this using official channels. Believe me, Hump. If anyone gets a hint of what you are, there will be no hesitation. Abraxus, the Pantheon, and all the other factions have one thing in common—they’re all furious and out for blood. You must keep your head down.”

      “What about your head?” Hump asked.

      “I’m acting on orders.”

      “You should discuss this with Dylan. He won’t like what you’re doing. Knowing him he’ll want to come with you. At least then you’ll have a Chosen working with you. That might help.”

      Vivienne smiled. “Your concern is flattering, but I’ve navigated political circles for most of my life. Focus on keeping yourself out of trouble.”

      “About that. Countess Daston seems to think I may have a role to play in all this by the end of it. I told her about Kassius and the shadowy figure I saw. She mentioned the term riftwalker—have you heard it before?”

      “Riftwalker? No, I’ve not heard the term before.” She glanced around, as they heard voices in the garden. “We will speak on this later. I still have things to do, and this is hardly the place for us to discuss something so sensitive.”

      She left, and Hump joined the others. They parted ways with Marcela and Corvin’s parties, heading down to the Lower City.

      “So, what did you get?” Celaine asked.

      Hump tapped the box under his army and smiled mysteriously. “You’ll have to wait and find out. I’ve got a lot to tell you, but we need to get back to the inn first.”

      “You always have to do that,” Bud said. “Now I’m really curious.”

      Hump shook his head. “Not here. Really, things are a lot more grim than we thought, and from the sounds of it, it’s not going to get better for us. Let’s get our quest earnings and then head back. We’ll talk there.”

      They started toward the carriageway. The roads weren’t empty for long, and soon they were in a short line to descend the cliff. The winds were strong and cold, but the view of the city cast in the shadows of the setting sun was spectacular.

      “Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up today,” Emilia said once they were alone in the carriageway. “It’s probably best we do this now before you tell me about your meeting with Countess Daston.”

      “Is everything alright?” Hump asked.

      “Everything’s fine. In fact, I hope this is good news. I spoke with my brother and he’s already given me permission. If it would be okay with all of you, I’d like to officially join the party.”

      Hump stared at her, along with the rest of his party.

      “What?” she asked, looking between them nervously. “Is that a problem?”

      “Not a problem,” Hump scratched his head. “Honestly, it hadn’t crossed my mind that you might be leaving.”

      “Same here,” Dylan said.

      “Let’s do it today,” Celaine said. “Collect the reward and have them register you with our party at the guild.”

      “Are you sure?” Emilia asked. “I don’t mind if you want to first talk it over.” She looked at Bud. “Nor if you’re against it.”

      “There’s no need for that,” Bud said. “We couldn’t have handled Stonebark Forest without you. Clearly, we work well together.”

      “We really do,” Hump said. “And it’s nice having another practitioner to balance out these Chosen.”

      They went to the vault first, situated by the guild house on the adventurers’ campus. It was strange to watch the vault clerk hand them their eighty gold, divided across five cloth pouches—enough gold to last Hump a decade if he wanted it to. And enough that he almost felt like he was doing something wrong by taking it.

      He could give up his staff and live the easy life, staying in inns and having someone cook for him each day instead of eating soggy jerky and stale bread by a campfire. Yet this was the life he chose, and lately it felt like he was getting rather good at it.

      Registering Emilia was a simple matter, officially making her their fifth party member. And then it was back to the inn. They gathered in Hump’s room, Bud remaining by the door to ensure it stayed shut, and the others crowded around Hump who sat on the edge of his bed. He set the wooden box down beside him.

      “Spark,” Hump said, setting the candle on his desk aflame.

      “We had this discussion when we first formed our party,” Hump said. “I think before getting into everything else, it’s time to tell you a little more about us, Emilia.”

      She laughed awkwardly. “Are you trying to make me nervous?”

      “As Celaine put it so well in the past, we’re going to be a party and that means we need to fully trust each other. I’d like to clear the air, and I think once we’ve done that, a lot more about my conversation with Countess Daston will make sense.”

      “You’re not about to tell me you’re all goblins in disguise, are you?”

      “If only.” Celaine pulled out the seat under his desk. “You may want to sit down for this.”

      Emilia did so, eyeing her suspiciously.

      And they told her. Of Celaine’s dragon blood, Hump’s soulbound spellbook, the dragon egg, and the details Hump had left out before about the monsters that had imprinted his soul.

      They laid it all out.
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      “I can’t believe you killed the prince,” Emilia said.

      Hump cringed at her words. “I prefer to keep it quiet. And as I said, I’m not convinced he’s dead.”

      “Still, it’s hard to believe. And he’s a necromancer! I’ve met Prince Kassius. I looked up to him as an accomplished practitioner.” She shook her head, letting out a breath. “How did people not know?”

      “He had me fooled,” Hump said. “He was charismatic, cared about the villagers trapped in the dungeon, and he called out the Chosen there when they hesitated. I was ready to work for him. It was a bit of a let-down when he tried to make me kill Celaine.”

      “I wasn’t too pleased by that part either,” Celaine said.

      “Bud always knew something was off though,” Hump said. “He never liked him.”

      “He stayed at our estate about a month before the events at Bledsbury,” Bud said. “His intent seemed to be to gain my father’s support, and he had some rather blasphemous opinions. Not to mention he was a manipulative bastard.”

      Dylan chuckled. “Those are harsh words for you, Bud. You must have really disliked him.”

      “What do you make of everything?” Celaine asked Emilia.

      “It’s a lot to take in.” Emilia stared at Hump. “Are you not concerned about the risk in telling me all this? If even a little of what you’ve said got out, you would be imprisoned, and the name of anyone associated with you tarnished.”

      Hump met her eyes. “Of course, I’m nervous! But it’s better you hear it from me than discover it for yourself. Besides, we wouldn’t be much of a party if we were constantly sneaking around each other’s backs. All I can say is that I didn’t choose what has happened to me—it was the consequence of desperate situations. I’d like to think you know me well enough to judge my character now, and that it’s enough.”

      “And if it’s not?” Emilia asked. “I can just leave?”

      “I only ask that you give me a few days to leave the city and be on my way. You’ll never hear from me again.”

      It was a risk, Hump knew that, but he’d made his decision to trust her. If worse came to worst, he supposed he could go with Celaine to her homeland a little early and try his luck there.

      Emilia took a painfully long few moments to think about it, and then nodded. “I trust you. You have the support of three Chosen I respect, and that counts for a lot.” She turned to Celaine, smiling. “Even if one is a dragon-blooded heretic.”

      Celaine laughed. “I like that. It has a certain flair to it. Sounds intimidating.”

      “So, you’re in?” Bud asked.

      “I’m in.”

      Dylan cheered, and Hump let out a heavy breath.

      “Thank you for telling me,” Emilia said. “When we discussed your soul damage before, I suspected it was bad, but this… It sounds like you’ve had a rough few months.”

      “It’s certainly been more excitement than I’m used to,” Hump said. “After speaking with Countess Daston, I’m under the impression it won’t get any easier from here. Which is the other thing I wanted to speak with you all about. Her blessings as a Chosen of Imira give her limited foresight—according to her, the pivotal moment in this conflict is approaching, and I have a role to play.”

      He went into more detail about how her blessing worked, and how little use it actually was to them. The questions she’d asked him at the end of it, and the reasons he might be connected to the warlocks. Prince Kassius, the riftwalker in Bledsbury Dungeon, his own soul and spellbook.

      “If that thing you saw in Bledsbury was real, then Kassius is probably still out there,” Celaine said.

      “It could be a serious problem if he returns,” Bud said. “People think he died a hero.”

      “Countess Daston is informed,” Hump said. “I’m sure she’ll handle it how she sees best. I’m more worried about us. When I described what I saw, she looked afraid. Whatever a riftwalker is, they’re incredibly dangerous.”

      “We could run,” Celaine said.

      “We can’t do that,” Bud said. “There are thousands upon thousands of people here that need help. I couldn’t live with myself if I left them to suffer.”

      “Countess Daston didn’t seem to think it would matter,” Hump said. “I asked her what would happen if I ran. She pretty much told me that it makes no difference. Whatever is destined to happen will happen. The path has already been decided. I don’t believe it. There’s a choice to be made here, and I’m not sure what to do.”

      “We stay and do what we can,” Bud said.

      “I agree with Bud on this,” Dylan said. “This is a foretelling from Imira—leaving may be the most dangerous thing we can do. We should speak to my master before deciding anything anyway. She’s been in Sheercliff the longest and knows the situation best.”

      Hump sighed. “I already spoke to her. Only briefly, but she intends to stay. She also told me to keep my head down. I got the impression that tensions are high amongst the faction leaders, especially after that general from Duke Malar arrived. Abraxus is giving her trouble too, Dylan. You should probably speak with her when you find a moment.”

      “Gods, it’s so unfair,” Dylan growled. “His suspicion is unfounded. All over some petty grudge from their time at the academy.”

      “Well, Vivi isn’t backing down,” Hump said.

      “I’ll speak with her.”

      “My brother mentioned the city is barely holding itself together,” Emilia said. “Countess Daston has done what she can, but General Bennet’s arrival has come with a call to move resources away from the refugee camp and hunting warlocks, to focus more on defeating the dungeons.”

      Hump scoffed, shaking his head. “Because that’s worked well so far. It’s the same story as always. Most nobles care nothing for the common people and just want to protect their interests. Wasn’t one of the dungeons in a mine?”

      “An abandoned mine, yeah,” Dylan said.

      “Allegedly abandoned,” Hump said. “I wouldn’t put it past some slimy lord to say that to keep the profits to themselves.”

      “You’re just getting agitated because we’re stuck here,” Celaine said. “Whatever they’re doing, it’s completely out of our hands. Let’s think about things we can immediately affect.”

      Hump rubbed his face and sat back. “Right. So, what do you want to do?”

      “The killings can’t go on,” Bud said. “I want to stay in Sheercliff and lend our aid here.”

      Hump shrugged. “For the warlocks to avoid the attention of so many Chosen, they must be powerful and well hidden.”

      “Or well connected,” Emilia added.

      Hump scrunched his nose. “Most likely a mix of all three.”

      “You don’t think they’re coming here through a rift, do you?” Dylan asked. “If this riftwalker is involved, perhaps that’s how they’re avoiding detection.”

      “I don’t think so,” Hump said. “To give you a sense of its power, the only thing I can even compare it to is god pillars. A being like that wouldn’t be ferrying around a few warlocks to commit back-alley murders. And if it was, this is beyond hopeless.”

      “Then what do we do?” Bud said.

      “Maybe we just keep doing what we’ve been doing,” Celaine said. “Take on quests, train, and keep an eye open for anything odd. If the foretelling is accurate, Hump will stumble upon whatever he’s supposed to do eventually. It’s better that happens here where we’re surrounded by powerful allies than beyond the city.”

      “Fingers crossed,” Hump said, doing so and holding up his hand, “that it’s nothing pointy. I really don’t want to stumble on anything pointy.”

      She frowned at him. “That almost sounds like agreement.”

      “Ehh, more, reluctant acceptance. You’re right—we have backing here. Vivi obviously, but I feel like we can trust Countess Daston too, along with Marcela.”

      “And Eliana,” Dylan said. “My master seems to have become close with her.”

      “She seems to be close to that Graham fellow too,” Hump said.

      “My brother is also here,” Emilia said. “He’s been working closely with the martial guild and Temple Guard to track down warlocks. If things get bad, we can always go to him.”

      “I’d like to say we can count on Arthur too,” Bud said. “Though I’m not sure that’s still the case.”

      There was a long pause. Hump could hardly blame Arthur, even if he was a bit of an arse. If someone in his party had died, he would also be furious. Both at the world and the gods. It must be even harder for the Chosen when their gods fail them.

      “Give him time,” Hump said. “He lost someone. I’d be more bothered if he took it well. It shows he cares.”

      Bud sighed. “Right.”

      “Before things take a grim turn,” Dylan said. “What do you say we leave things here for today? We can sleep on it and come up with a plan tomorrow once we’ve all had some time to think. Today is a good day. We have a new member with us and just received a fantastic reward. Show us what Countess Daston gave you, Hump, and then let’s celebrate over a few drinks.”

      Bud rubbed his eyes. “Dylan’s right. It’s our first day back. Let’s shelve this discussion for once we’re properly rested.”

      Hump forced himself to smile. “That sounds like the first good idea we’ve had tonight.”

      “You’re just saying that because you want to show off your new toys,” Celaine said.

      Hump grinned at her, then placed the box on the table, making a show of flourishing his hands, as all good wizards should. He opened the box, the hinges smooth and perfect, the inside layered with burgundy velvet. The others leant in closer as he took the ring from inside and put it on the index finger of his left hand.

      “This is an Osidium Opal Ring.” He flipped his spellbook open to a page of swirling ink, shining with essence. “Take a look, Emilia. It’s able to identify items and their abilities.”

      She watched the book with more interest as words took form.

      
        
        ITEM INDEX

        Osidium Opal Ring

      

      

      
        
        Artifact | Earth | Silver

      

      

      
        
        Description

        A ring embedded with an Osidium Opal, containing a fragment of the earth god’s power. Infuse the sands within with essence. The sands can be called forth to provide light or be manipulated into shapes. The essence contained in the sand can be unleashed in a single explosion of force and sand.

      

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        Sheercliff – A gift from Countess Justine Daston

      

      

      “Amazing,” Emilia said. “And it’s a silver grade item. I’ve heard of Osidium Opal’s before. I think it’s quite a common gift for Chosen of Osidium that reach the fourth circle.”

      “Have you tried it yet?” Bud asked.

      “Not yet,” Hump said.

      He infused it with a little essence and the sand within glowed brighter, shining like a sea of stars. He continued to fill it with essence, willing it into the ring until he felt it reaching its limit.

      “That feels like a similar amount of essence to Fire Beam,” Hump said. “Probably best I save the explosive function for when we’re next in the training grounds. As for the sands…”

      He willed the sands from the stone, envisioning them flowing out and filling the air. They moved easily, forming a cloud of glittering dust above the ring, illuminating the room in bronze light. He imagined a circle, and the sand moved, forming vague lines before collapsing back into a cloud. Hump frowned. It seemed forming images would take some practice.

      With a thought, he withdrew the sand.

      “It’s pretty,” Celaine said. “It’s not exactly the most functional item. You’ve got other light spells, and a single-use explosion might be helpful in a pinch, but it’s not quite what I expected.”

      Hump stared at the ring on his finger, beaming in delight. “I like it! It wasn’t her main gift though.” He took the book out. “She also gave me this. A spell tree for the Tier 6 spell, Rivers of Lava.”

      “What’s a spell tree?” Bud asked.

      “Powerful spells are often created by combining and improving on techniques of earlier spells,” Hump said. “For example, it’s much easier to create a Tier 2 spell such as Fire Blast by building on Essence Blast and infusing it with fire essence than just jumping to the spell itself. Tier 6 spells are exponentially more complex than that, so are often based on a foundation of lower tier spells. This one is the result of five spells that lead to Rivers of Lava.”

      “And that’s exceptional?” Bud asked.

      “It’s priceless,” Emilia said. “Storm Sword is my family’s prized technique, also Tier 6. This kind of thing is usually so closely guarded… Well, only a person like Countess Daston has them to give away. Lava magic is an interesting choice, Hump.”

      “Earth and fire are my best affinities, and my master was a control-focused wizard. It seemed like a natural fit.”

      He opened the book and started to read through the spells. Beside him, his spellbook turned to the next page for each one, recording the formations, notes, and spell details as described in the book, replicating everything perfectly.

      “Melt Stone and Control Lava are fairly straight forward,” Hump said. “The former allows me to superheat stone, turning it to liquid, while the latter appears to combine Transform Earth and Control Fire. I don’t think either will be particularly difficult to learn. Molten Shower on the other hand is the first one that sounds extremely interesting.”

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Molten Shower

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 3 | Range: Short

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Unleash a spray of molten stone. Leave a trail of molten stone wherever it touches.

      

      

      “I think terrifying is a better word,” Dylan said. “Gods, that would hurt.”

      Hump nodded. “I’m going to need to find an appropriate place to practice this. I can see it going very wrong.”

      Still, the spell didn’t look too complicated. Being a combination of earth and fire inflated the tier of the spell—the techniques actually involved weren’t all that bad. At a glance, it seemed easier to memorise than the formation for Burning Wisps, and he wouldn’t need the same level of intent as he did to create actual constructs.

      Lava Coils was an entirely different case. Not only did it appear incredibly complicated, it seemed the kind of spell that could easily backfire.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Lava Coils

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 4 | Range: Medium

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Form ribbons of molten stone that lash out like whips.

      

      

      “I’m noticing a trend here,” Celaine said. “These are spells to accidentally burn buildings down.”

      Hump laughed, excitement growing in him. “They’d have been very useful in Stonebark Forest. I wouldn’t trust myself with this one yet though. White Flame was the first Tier 4 spell I used, and it drained me dry and pushed me to my limits. This is more complex than that. I’d be better off learning Molten Stone that I discovered in Bledsbury Dungeon rather than this right now.”

      “And then what?” Celaine asked. “Magma Pit and Rivers of Lava don’t sound any less devastating.”

      “No, they certainly do not,” Hump said.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Magma Pit

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 5 | Range: Medium

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Unleash a burst of essence to melt a patch of stone, forming a pit of molten rock.

      

      

      
        
        Rivers of Lava

      

      

      
        
        Evocation | Battle Magic | Tier 6 | Range: Medium

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Call upon the lava of the earth, raising pools of lava that form rivers at your will.

      

      

      Hump stared at the two formations, one on each page of the Book of Infinite Pages. Their complexity was astounding. Hump had never seen a formation so complex. Even at a glance it was clearly so far beyond his current capabilities, he didn’t even know where to start. Memorisation was impossible. He could probably copy the formation given enough time, but there was no way he could infuse the runes and channels with the intent necessary to actually activate either of the spells.

      At least, not now. One day, he would succeed. With enough practice and time, this power would eventually be his, and he would be a Rank 5 wizard. There was little more he could ask for than that.
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      They started the following day late after drinking into the night. Hump had to admit, he could get used to this life. Celebrating with his friends, not worrying about money, enjoying the warmth of a good tavern in the city while rain poured outside. It was enough for him to forget his worries for the night. Yet nights had to end.

      For the time being, they decided to remain in Sheercliff, continue their training, and await their quest from the academy. Only time would tell if that plan would change. There were too many unknowns, and the one that made Hump most nervous was Graham’s detection artifact. It would only take one suspicious inquisitor for Hump to be found out. If that happened, there was little doubt in his mind that Countess Daston’s support would expire.

      With that in mind, Hump resolved himself to make use of the situation while it lasted. With eighty gold, the five of them had enough coin to substantially improve their equipment, and that wasn’t counting the heartstones they’d yet to sell from Stonebark Forest.

      “Three gold each should go toward provisions,” Dylan said. They’d just finished breakfast and were getting ready to go shopping. “Fifteen gold should be more than enough to cover food, utilities, and healing items for our next few quests.”

      “Thirteen gold each.” Bud shook his head. “We’ve had enough bad luck already, let’s not make it worse.”

      “You really are superstitious.” Emilia smiled.

      “We should probably keep some of our funds back in reserve too,” Hump said. “A couple of gold each could go a long way if things don’t pan out for us here. Then we can avoid the dreaded number thirteen.”

      Celaine laughed. “We’ve also got the heartstones still. Do we spend them or save the money for another time?”

      “If you’re worried about money, feel free to think of my share as the emergency fund,” Emilia said. “I’m satisfied with my current equipment for now.”

      What she meant by that was that she couldn’t improve her kit with her sixteen-gold-share. She was of nobility. Her kit must be extremely good quality.

      “Let’s not start things by relying on you for money,” Bud said.

      Hump gave his friend a wide-eyed stare, willing him to keep his mouth shut.

      The knight didn’t stop there though. “We’re supposed to be self-sufficient. If we can’t provide for ourselves as a party, then perhaps we should be looking for different work.”

      “The gold will still be there if we’re ever desperate,” Dylan added. “Keep it, Emilia. Save it for when we’re truly in need.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “It’s there if you need it anyway.”

      Hump clenched his jaw, keeping himself from saying anything. Sixteen gold was a lot to turn down, but he had to stop thinking like that. He’d grown up without enough, and that had made him greedy. Now that he didn’t need to worry about how to feed himself, it was time to be more flexible.

      They spent a short while coming up with a list of necessities. For the most part, it was potions and single-use items that might keep them alive in an emergency. Hump added Wizardfire to that list, as both he and Emilia would be able to make use of it if such a situation arose.

      In terms of gear, Bud and Dylan would come first. They were dangerously under-equipped compared to the rest of them, and while it hadn’t been too problematic so far, it was only a matter of time before something slipped through Bud’s armour that shouldn’t, or Dylan took a hit that even he couldn’t recover from. Estra had already had the razorclaw hide for the druid, and they should have more than enough coin to find a craftsman that could work it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Adventurers’ Guild campus was as busy as ever. Adventurers crowded the shops and marketplace, buying and selling goods, searching for parties or new members. The monster surge hadn’t just devastated the region, it put thousands of people out of work. Yet with that had come opportunity. Materials were easier to come by, and the city was fronting some of the cost to ensure their people were properly armoured.

      All in all, it meant monster hunting was suddenly a far more appealing career option. There were many eager young faces looking to provide for their families, with little training or knowledge of what it meant to truly hunt monsters. Many would die thanks to such optimism, but the city needed warriors.

      Much to Dylan’s protest, they searched for a leather worker that could craft something from the razorclaw hide for him that would considerably improve his defensive capabilities, without impeding his connection with nature, all while containing a self-repairing enchantment. It would take some time, but Hump was sure it was worth the wait.

      All in all, Dylan’s new equipment came out over budget, so Celaine returned the money he’d lent her for the making of her shadow cat cloak. Still, it paled in comparison to Bud. Turns out, a full set of plate mail was expensive. He had the chest piece from before, but it was the finely pieced together plates of the gauntlets and joints that truly added to the cost. Despite what they’d said that morning, he was still left borrowing half of Emilia’s share to cover the cost. With that though, he would finally be their knight in shining armour. Or at least, once the resizing was complete.

      Hump didn’t need much. The artifacts that would truly help him now were beyond his means, so he focused on acquiring some good equipment for the areas his battle robes didn’t cover. His boots were in dire need of an upgrade, and he bought some bracers to help protect his arms for the times he did end up in melee. They were inscribed with runes that helped to prevent essence loss through the arms. It was subtle, but it would make his spellcasting more efficient.

      It was mid-afternoon once they’d finished. Bud and Dylan would need to return in the following few days to collect their new armour, but for the most part they had everything they needed.

      They headed for the Daston Estate for what remained of the day, reaching the queue for the carriageway.

      Bud nudged him with his elbow.

      “What?” Hump asked.

      Bud nodded ahead of them. “There’s a huddle of priestesses up ahead. I think that’s her.”

      Hump squinted and noticed Luna’s familiar blonde hair. “Erm. Huh.”

      “You finally going to man up and ask that priestess out?” Celaine asked.

      Heat rose in Hump’s face. “You think I should?”

      She looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “She seems nice.”

      “Then I will,” Hump said, though as soon as the words came out his mouth, he felt like he’d made a mistake.

      “Need me to come over with you?” Bud asked. “I’ll break the ice. Distract the other priestesses so you can talk.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Emilia asked.

      “I have my ways,” Bud said.

      “As much as I’d like to see that,” Emilia said. “You should just go up and talk to her alone, Hump. Don’t over think it. Believe me, I’ve been courted by enough overly eager young lords who couldn’t get more than a few words out without laughing about something with their friends. Go over there and say hello.”

      “Are you really going to listen to her advice over mine?” Bud asked.

      Hump frowned at Bud. “Yes. I like to make a point of doing the opposite of anything you say, so I absolutely am.”

      Bud chuckled. “Try not to bite your tongue.”

      Dylan clasped his shoulder. “Good luck.”

      There was no backing down after that. Hump took a breath, then pushed his way through the line, ignoring the resulting angry shouts.

      You can do this. Just be norm—

      His foot caught on the ground, and he tripped forward, shoving his way out from a couple of tall, broad men twice his size, and practically falling on his face as he appeared between the gaggle of priestesses.

      “Excuse me,” Hump said. He looked over what felt like a dozen unfamiliar faces, all watching him with concerned curiosity, before landing on Luna who looked like she was about to laugh. He cleared his throat. “Hi, Luna.”

      Now she did laugh, and heat took to Hump’s cheeks once more. Gods above, couldn’t you have just let me off this one time.

      “Hi,” Luna said. “It’s good to see you again, Wizard Hump. What are you doing here?”

      “I saw you in line, and wanted to say hello,” Hump said, pointing back to where his party stood, their heads poked out from the queue where they could see. Bud waved, a gormless grin on his face that made Hump scowl. “You said we should catch up, which sounded great, so I was wondering if maybe you’d like to…” Hump’s heart hammered and panic set in. Oh no. Do what? What is there in a city to do?

      “…erm, do something?” he finished.

      “Something?” Luna’s face broke into an amused smile. “Did you have anything in mind?”

      Hump grimaced. “I really should have thought of that before coming over here. My mind’s gone blank.”

      The priestesses around her snickered, whispering to each other. Hump’s heart thumped in his ears.

      Luna laughed. “You only just returned to Sheercliff, didn’t you? Let me think…” She tapped a finger to her lips. “There’s a street of travelling performers down in the refugee camps. I’ve been meaning to go, and I think you’d like it. What about that?”

      Hump perked up. “That sounds great! Tonight?”

      The priestess beside her—an older woman—whispered something to her.

      “Ah, this week will be difficult actually,” Luna said. “One of my sisters will need to come with me to chaperone. But what do you say to next week today?”

      “Next week today! That sounds perfect. Shall I meet you here at the carriageway?”

      Luna nodded, a shy smile on her lips. “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “Good. Perfect. That’s brilliant. I’ll see you next week then. Erm… until then.” He turned away, walking woodenly back to his party as he heard more snickers from the priestesses behind him.

      “How did it go?” Bud asked, all grins.

      “It was a disaster,” Hump said.

      “She said no?” Emilia asked, surprised.

      Hump shook his head. “No, she agreed. Next week today, we’re going to see a show put on for the refugees. It just went much smoother in my head. Gods, I’m an idiot.”

      “You did it though,” Celaine said, smiling. “Congratulations.”

      Hump looked at her, feeling conflicted, leaving him confused at what to say. In the end, he just said, “Thanks.”

      The queue passed quickly, and soon they joined both Marcela and Corvin’s parties for training.

      There was no time to waste. Hump felt the urgency to get stronger more than ever, and that meant using the time he had more wisely. With so many spells to learn, he decided on his priorities. He pushed thoughts of Luna to the side and focused on the job at hand.

      For today, he started by warming up with shaping exercises, though he replaced the typical manipulation techniques with the opal ring Countess Daston had given him. It relied on the same basic techniques, requiring him to form shapes and images while properly controlling his essence. Only, every stage of it was made more complex. By the end, he was surprisingly pleased with the effectiveness of it as a training tool, and after half an hour of practice, he was beginning to get the hang of wielding the sands.

      Next came his big spells. The training grounds had a stone chamber designed to withstand far more devastating attacks than what Hump was currently capable of. He worked his way through his spells, spending more time on the higher tier ones that he was less familiar with, and taking regular breaks to watch the others spar or practice their own abilities. Once he reached Tier 3, the goal was to cast them perfectly. To envision the formations and manipulate his essence in a way where there was no wastage. He finished with White Flame, the only Tier 4 spell he could currently cast.

      Once he was too tired to continue, he moved onto cantrips. His versatility was still a problem, and many were already familiar to him so all he needed to do was memorise and practice. It didn’t take a huge amount of effort, and they had very practical uses.

      After recovering his strength enough for a final push, he ended with the part he had most been looking forward to. The spell tree, starting with Melt Stone. The first step of learning any new spell, no matter the complexity, was drawing out the formation and learning how it worked. He used his staff to meticulously copy it from his spellbook onto the ground, then extended his hand to the rock he’d prepared in advance.

      Hump took a breath, focusing his essence and letting it build in his channels. He extended a hand toward the stone and said, “Melt Stone.”

      His essence left him quickly, yet he achieved nothing but a gentle glow—the natural intent of the stone fought back against him.

      This wasn’t just about his own essence or producing enough heat to melt it. He was manipulating the make-up of the rock. Willing it to melt while giving the energy it needed in the form of heat. It was a challenging concept to wrap his head around. The harder he pushed, the more it became clear why such a simple spell was classed as Tier 1 rather than a cantrip. Overwhelming such firm intent was a challenge with anything, and even more so with an unfamiliar technique.

      When the first piece turned a bright red with heat, and a droplet ran down the side of the rock, Hump almost let the spell collapse in his excitement. He was exhausted, and all he had to show for it was a slight dip in the stone and a tear shaped droplet. He almost felt embarrassed having Bud help him carry in so many rocks for his practice.

      But he’d done it. The formation felt easy. He simply needed to get used to wielding it.

      That evening, they met with Vivienne at the inn to find out how the situation with the warlocks had progressed. The interrogation still hadn’t uncovered anything useful, and it was becoming clear that whatever the prisoners knew was irrelevant to Sheercliff.

      “Eliana was finally able to get through to the one that attempted to kill Marcela with her mind magic,” Vivienne said. “Apparently, they work in small groups, where only the leader actually knows anything about their goals. Tanek was one of a handful selected to go to Stonebark Forest. His original objective was to escort their leader to the dungeon core.”

      “So the attack on Marcela was just bad luck?” Hump asked.

      Vivienne nodded. “She was a target of opportunity, as you suggested.”

      “Has it been decided yet?” Dylan asked.

      “I’ll begin tomorrow,” Vivienne said. “Sir Roderick insisted on being there himself, along with Inquisitor Abraxus. At no point are the warlocks to be left unattended with the black stones, and I’m sure they will keep an equally close eye on me.”

      “I still don’t like this,” Dylan said. “You shouldn’t go alone. Let me be there to back you up.”

      “Dylan, we had this discussion.”

      “I don’t care if you don’t like it,” Dylan said. “I’m coming. It’s dangerous enough as is without needing to worry about some idiot from the Pantheon attempting to sabotage you.”

      Vivienne sighed. “Very well. Though it’s not me I’m worried about. You won’t like what you see in there.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few days were relatively uneventful. It was nice, other than a budding anxiousness for his meeting with Luna.

      He and his party continued to meet with the others at the Daston Estate, training, sparring, and working on improving where they’d previously fallen short. Dylan usually spent the mornings with Vivienne, the two of them working at the prison to figure out what they could about the black stones. Progress was slow, but there was progress, and that alone had been enough to ease up the restrictions placed by the Pantheon. Working with the assistance of Eliana’s mind magic, they’d been able to force one of the warlocks to activate the black stone with their essence. It hadn’t transmitted anything, so they were still unable to record an essence signature, but at the very least it seemed like the plan might work.

      Hump found himself getting along better than ever with the Chosen. There was still a bit of awkwardness with Corvin—it was clear the young lord didn’t like him, but he’d at least accepted him. Marcela’s favour was clear, and it was reciprocated in her party. Len in particular had completely turned around, treating Hump as an equal. And now that Hump got to know him better, though Len was an entitled noble prick, he wasn’t a bad guy, and he cared about the people of Sheercliff and his party.

      One morning, a new face arrived at the estate. A man Hump guessed was around his age, equipped with a warhammer and a heavy, metal heater shield.

      “This is Ruben,” Marcela said. “We’re starting try-outs for our new party member. I know it’s soon, but the situation will not wait.”

      She introduced them all, and then the day’s training continued as normal for the most part. He was another member of the academy, someone from the year below Marcela, and from the look of him in the training grounds, he was quite skilled. He was a Chosen of Osidium, relying on the strength and durability of earth to bolster his defences and create disruptive terrain. It was interesting to see another earth user at work.

      Hump was finishing for lunch when the door to the outer training grounds opened, and Celaine entered. “Hump, you best come quickly. There’s shouting outside. I think it was Dylan.”

      Hump frowned. “What?”

      “I don’t know what it was about,” she said. “Something’s happened though.”

      “Shit,” Hump said. He looked over to Marcela and her party training with one of the golem constructs. “Marcela!” he shouted. “There’s trouble. Can you take a break.”

      She glanced over, then barked a command, shutting down the golem and saying something to the rest of her party.

      She rushed over to them. “What’s going on?”

      Together, they headed to the front of the estate, taking the path through the gardens to where they found Graham and Dylan at the doors. Guards stood around them, instructing them to stand in place. As they arrived, Countess Daston stepped outside.

      “What’s going on, Graham?” she asked.

      “They took Wizard Vivienne,” he said. “She only just returned to the lab, and the Temple Guard arrived and arrested her. She wasn’t even given a chance to speak!”

      “On what charge?” Countess Daston asked, rage in her voice.

      “On lies,” Dylan said. “She’s innocent! You must do something!”

      “Treason,” Graham said. “The captured warlocks are dead. She’s been held responsible.”
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            AN UNFAIR ACCUSATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Treason.

      The word hung painfully in the air. Each of them staring at Graham’s pale face.

      Vivienne was being accused of betraying the very people she was trying to help. Yet as angry as Hump was, it was worry that overwhelmed him. No wizard wanted to end up a prisoner of the Pantheon, and especially not for this.

      “Tell me what happened from the beginning,” Countess Daston said. “Start with your time in the House of Stone prison, Dylan. Every detail.”

      Dylan pressed a hand to his head and wiped his face. He paced back and forth, crossing his arms and clasping his hands as if he didn’t know what to do with himself.

      “It was as usual,” he began. “We arrived this morning and met with the various members of the Pantheon and Inquisitors. The Temple Guard always do a thorough search of our possessions, and they allowed us both through without issue. General Bennet was already in the prison area—I think he’d been speaking to the warlocks beforehand. He left soon after we arrived. Sir Roderick remained though, and he observed for most of my master’s session.”

      “Most of the session,” Countess Daston said. “Was she alone for any time?”

      “There was always someone there,” Dylan said. “Always at least two Temple Guard in the cell with us, and more observing. Vivienne conducted her research, made notes, and then packed up the black stone to leave. She spoke briefly with Sir Roderick, Eliana, and Abraxus, reporting on her progress, and then we returned to the lab. It was only a few minutes after that when the Temple Guard came for her.”

      “They arrived with Sir Caelan,” Graham added. “Wizard Vivienne didn’t resist.”

      Countess Daston massaged her forehead. “And you’re certain she wasn’t alone? No breaks? No quick moments where you left the room?”

      Dylan shook his head. “None. I was there every second.”

      Countess Daston let out a breath, putting a hand on her hip. “Imira guide me—it never ends. Did they say how the prisoners died?”

      “They told us nothing,” Dylan all but snarled the words. “She didn’t do this, Countess. I know my master better than anyone, and I can tell you with absolute certainty.”

      “If I may, Countess,” Hump said.

      Countess Daston turned to them, seemingly only just realising they’d arrived to listen in. “Yes, Wizard Humphrey?”

      “Dylan’s right,” Hump said. “All of us can vouch for Vivienne’s character. She’s innocent. Whatever’s happened, it’s either coincidence, or someone’s set her up.”

      Hump leant toward the latter. It was too much of a coincidence that just as she was making progress with the black stones, this would happen.

      “It must be Inquisitor Abraxus,” Dylan said. “He’s always had a grudge against her. Something must be done!”

      “I am perfectly capable of judging one’s character myself,” Countess Daston said. “And this will not turn into another warlock hunt. We have enough of that already. You are right though—something must be done.”

      She looked to the sky, thinking. There was a presence to her that made all of them silent. Eventually, she turned to her butler. “Greg, prepare my carriage. And send instruction to Lord Hark and Starick; I want them to meet me at the House of Stone as soon as possible.”

      “Should I request Sir Ricard’s presence too?” Greg asked.

      “Yes, do that. Thank you.”

      “Countess, please take me with you,” Dylan said.

      “I cannot. However, the House of Stone is a public building. If you happen to find your own way there… well, such crossings would be out of my hands.”

      Dylan frowned, but he gave his agreement.

      “Let’s get our things,” Hump said quietly to the others. “I think that’s probably the end of today’s training.”

      “I’m coming too,” Marcela said. “I’m sorry about your friend, Hump.”

      Hump gave her a slight smile. “As am I. But she’s a wizard, this will be far from the first time she’s faced such prejudice.”

      While the others collected their gear, Hump went to stand with Dylan. The druid stood with his hands clenched into fists, a quiet rage in his eyes that left Hump unsettled. He didn’t like seeing his friend like this. It didn’t fit him.

      “We’ll get her out of this,” Hump said.

      “It’s not fair. It’s not right! Everything she did, she did to help this city. How could this happen?”

      Hump sighed. “I don’t know, but with Countess Daston’s help, I’m sure we’ll find out.”

      “I hope so. I don’t know what I’ll do if we can’t.”

      It would be a while before Countess Daston departed, so Hump and the others had plenty of time to reach the House of Stone before she arrived. When she did, it was a spectacle. Hump hadn’t quite realised how much attention a carriage could bring, but decorated in gold and marked with the sigils and flags of House Daston, it drew every eye in reach.

      Only, Hump didn’t understand why. She was making a statement, announcing to the entire city that she’d come here in person. There was certainly a power struggle now that General Bennet had arrived on Duke Malar’s orders, but what purpose would a display like this serve?

      She descended the steps of her carriage, adorned in full battle gear. Though—like her daughter—that meant light, cloth garments which allowed for speed and manoeuvrability over defence, and a long, curved blade at her hip. She had the aura of a commander, and those around her simply fell in line, climbing the steps to the House of Stone.

      Her entourage of lords were already waiting for her, Sir Ricard amongst them, seemingly recovered from his injuries in Stonebark Forest. Hump felt essence stir around the group. Whatever words passed between them, it was concealed by some blessing or power he could barely detect.

      Hump and the others followed. It was Hump’s first time in the headquarters of the Temple Guard, and it more than surpassed his expectations of what a guardhouse could be. It was a three-story building situated on the outskirts of the temple district, built off the main paths, and surrounded by enough guards that it was impossible to think of it as anything other than a military building, even if they attempted to hide it behind fine statues and holy markings. Stepping through the doors though, Hump could be convinced he’d stepped into a grand estate. Only, he felt every eye in the building on them in that moment.

      The Temple Guard watched on with fear, taken aback by the countess’ sudden arrival. Likely not sure whether to stop her or welcome her. It didn’t matter, she strode past them as if they weren’t there.

      The floor of the reception hall was of dark grey stone, and the furniture polished wood and luxurious fabrics. Down the halls were what appeared to be offices, filled with cabinets and desk workers. There was a reception desk at the centre where two clerks sat. A stairway curved up to the second floor on either side, and from the balcony above, more guards and workers surveyed the grounds. Hump wondered where the warlocks would have been imprisoned, and where Vivienne was likely confined now.

      “That’s General Bennet,” Dylan said, nodding toward the balcony.

      It was easy to pick him out. He had the presence of a powerful man, in both strength and status. He was older than Hump expected, with thin grey hair—something very rare amongst powerful Chosen—which meant he must truly be old. With him were Sir Roderick, Inquisitor Abraxus, Eliana, Randall’s father Lord Ferrand, and a number of other familiar faces Hump couldn’t put a name to, though he was sure he’d seen many of them at the council meeting before going to Stonebark Forest. They talked quietly amongst themselves, a tension in the group that made Hump want to smile.

      “It is good of you to come so quickly, Justine,” General Bennet said with feigned warmth. “I’m looking forward to consulting you on the matter of our new prisoner. I know having this traitor in our midst must have come as even more of a shock to you than any of us.”

      Hump didn’t miss the arrogant smirk on Inquisitor Abraxus’ face. This whole situation felt odd. This wasn’t the kind of thing you’d announce in public, unless he intended for this information to be spread. Was he trying to pin the blame of this on Countess Daston?

      “Quite a shock indeed,” Countess Daston said, anger seeping into her voice. “And a surprise too, for you to make such accusations public before a thorough investigation has taken place. I believe we have much to discuss, General, though I suggest a more private venue than the welcome halls of my House of Stone.”

      The man’s smile slipped, replaced by a stern look. “Of course. I’m sure you will find the evidence quite conclusive. If you would like to join me up here, I’d be more than happy to present the details to you.”

      “Wait here,” Countess Daston instructed the rest of them.

      “Countess—” Dylan started.

      “I’ll do everything I can for Wizard Vivienne,” she said quietly. “In the meantime, wait down here.” She pointed at one of the clerks at the reception counter. “You, ensure that my people are given a room to themselves.”

      The man stood to attention and nodded. “Of course, your highness.”

      She and the rest of her entourage went up to a private room above. Hump found the entire thing surreal. These people were amongst the most powerful in the kingdom. They were commanders of armies and cities, people that led defences in the Fallen Lands, legends in their own right. And they were all in Sheercliff.

      Things must be even worse than they thought.

      Beside him, Dylan stared up at the balcony as if he could peer through walls. It was going to be a long wait. All eyes were on them still, and they didn’t inspire much good will.

      The clerk directed them to a large office on the ground floor where they were left alone.

      “She’ll be alright,” Emilia said. “Sit down and try to relax.”

      Dylan slumped into his chair and stared at the table. “You didn’t see what they did in there. It’s not mind magic—it’s more like soul attacks. It reminded me of…” he paused, seemingly remembering Marcela was there. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Hump swallowed. If it was anything like what happened to him, he wouldn’t wish it upon his worst enemy.

      “That sounds dangerously close to the powers of a warlock,” Bud said.

      “I’ve told you before,” Hump said. “It’s a term that fits the context of a situation however the Pantheon see best. They’re all hypocrites. They only care that it suits them.”

      “They wouldn’t dare harm her,” Marcela said. “There may be difficulties currently shrouding Sheercliff, but she is under my family’s protection. Duke Malar may have sent Bennet here to take command of the defence of Sheercliff, and he may think he holds authority, but he is in for a rude awakening if he oversteps. Nothing happens without my mother’s permission.”

      They spent almost two hours waiting anxiously. When Countess Daston did return, she appeared calm. Dylan stood as she stepped inside. She was alone now, the other lords she’d invited gone.

      “It’s not all bad news,” she said, addressing Dylan. “The brief summary is that they will not release Vivienne, but I have spoken to her directly. She is unharmed and in a good state of mind. I assure you, Dylan, no harm will befall her.”

      Dylan sighed. “You can’t get her out though?”

      Countess Daston shook her head. “Their evidence is weak, but suspicion alone is enough for them to hold her.”

      “Then this is about politics,” Hump said.

      Marcela sat up. “They’re trying to take over.”

      “Certainly not. Though General Bennet is under pressure from the duke—he needs to show results. His efforts at defeating the Telvar Mines Dungeon failed. If news got out that he’d let our only two leads die under his watch, it would certainly reflect poorly on him.”

      “And he’s pinning this on my master,” Dylan said. “This is ridiculous!”

      “Can you not overrule him?” Marcela asked. “What of Sir Roderick? How can he stand by and let this happen?”

      “Not without good reason,” Countess Daston said. “And Roderick’s hands are tied as much as mine. We cannot take action without stirring up trouble with the various factions in the city. I must approach this through official channels. That begins with a thorough investigation. Until it’s concluded, Wizard Vivienne will remain imprisoned here.”

      “What constitutes good reason?” Dylan scowled. “It’s all lies! She’s innocent!”

      His anger shocked Hump. He was normally the calm one, but now he was pushing boundaries with the countess that might be dangerous.

      “Dylan,” Celaine said, cautioning him.

      “I’m sorry,” Dylan said. “I… I hate feeling so powerless.”

      “What evidence do they have?” Hump asked. “Do they know how the warlocks died?”

      “Soul’s Bane,” Countess Daston said. “It’s a poison administered orally, that targets one’s soul directly. It’s believed the warlocks took it voluntarily, and that Vivienne was the one that gave it to them.”

      “Why?” Dylan asked.

      “Timing. This happened only a few minutes after you both left.”

      “She’s being set up,” Dylan said. “My master was closer than anyone to finding the warlocks. Someone’s set her up and—”

      “Enough,” Countess Daston said, nodding toward the wall. “Those are strong accusations to be made in here. I have told you what I can. Until the investigation is concluded, I’ll maintain regular visits to ensure she is well. Graham, she asked me to give you these.” She placed a black stone and a notebook on the table. “She believes you are close to making it work. These are her notes from today.”

      Graham took them. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “I want to speak with her,” Dylan said.

      Countess Daston gave him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, but you cannot.”

      “Please. I need to know she’s okay.”

      “You should be made aware, you are all under suspicion with this,” Countess Daston said. “Inquisitor Abraxus wanted to question you too, Dylan, but your status as a Chosen was enough to hold him back. At least for now. Nothing more will come of this today. I suggest you return home and try to get some rest.” She looked at Marcela. “Will you be joining me?”

      “I’ll stay for a bit, if that’s okay.”

      Countess Daston nodded. “I’ll see you when you’re back at home.”

      She left, and soon the rest of them followed. As they were leaving though, someone called out behind them.

      “Dylan!”

      Hump turned to see Inquisitor Eliana hurrying down the stairs.

      “I wanted to speak with you before you left. I want you to know that I’ll make sure Vivi is okay. We’ll get through this.”

      “I appreciate that,” Dylan said. “It’s Inquisitor Abraxus that caused this though. You must know she’s innocent.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I’ll do all I can for her. Abraxus is bull-headed, but he’s also a great man. Let the investigation play out, and we’ll see how things stand then. That’s not the reason I’m here though. Vivienne wanted me to tell you that she’s fine, and not to do anything reckless. I think she’s more concerned about you than herself.”

      No, Hump thought. She’s telling me not to use the stone.

      “Don’t worry,” Dylan said. “I’ll be alright.” He gestured to Hump and the others. “I’ve got my party to keep me in check.”

      “Good. I’ll be in touch when I have news. If anything comes up in the meantime, please don’t hesitate to contact me. I’ll do what I can to help.”

      The sky was darkening when they stepped outside, and Hump breathed in the cool winter air. He felt Dylan’s hand around his arm and turned.

      “You can fix this,” Dylan said. “You can complete her research and prove she was working in the city’s best interests.”

      Hump looked around nervously, then whispered. “She told me not to. You heard her! If I’m caught, it could get her in even more trouble, and it could get me killed.”

      “Like the risks ever stopped you,” Dylan growled. “We were wrong. We should have left this damned city from the start. Get my master out, and we’ll all leave together. Please, Hump. Someone’s set her up already. What if she’s the next one to be killed?”

      Hump gritted his teeth as he tried to think of a solution. In truth, he’d been thinking along the same lines since he’d spoken to Vivienne about this the other day. It was time to take matters into his own hands. Marcela told him he could count on her. That she owed him. It was time to call in the favour.

      “I’ll try,” Hump said, grimacing even as he said the words. He really didn’t want to end up in jail—or worse—dead. He had to be smart about it. Unfortunately, no matter what angle he considered the situation from, this was a dangerous idea.
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      Hump didn’t rush into things. He asked Dylan to give him some time to think about how best to approach the matter. They parted ways with Marcela, and the rest of them headed to the carriageway, Hump deep in thought.

      After telling the story of his soul damage a few times now, he was fairly sure Marcela wouldn’t see him as outright evil and would recognise this as a sincere effort to help. He’d suffered injuries on the job, but who hadn’t? That didn’t mean admitting everything was the only way to do this. He needed Marcela to help convince Graham to help, and gain access to the labs. Except Graham was a Chosen of Loften—it would take a lot more to convince him that Hump could help with something that theoretically was only possible for warlocks.

      It didn’t bode well for his chances. As much as he wanted to take back some control and help Vivienne, stepping up to the chopping block and hoping the axe didn’t fall didn’t sit well with him. Trusting in hope never did.

      He couldn’t escape the feeling that there was something he could do to help the situation though. Countess Daston told him not to hesitate when his moment to act revealed itself, and this felt like it might be it—the thing he could do to contribute to the fate of Sheercliff City. His soul was damaged and distorted, not unlike the other warlocks they’d met. It would only take one pass of Graham’s detection device to confirm that. Vivienne’s efforts to identify the function of the black stones had already progressed in the presence of the prisoners, but she’d had two unwilling participants. The odds that Hump could get it working were… reasonable.

      Which left him questioning what could come from such action. If everything went perfectly, nobody tried to arrest him, and he was able to activate the stone—then what? Ideally, Graham would be able to use the working black stone to detect others in the city, and from there the Temple Guard and other more powerful people could finally hunt down the those plaguing the city. Innocents would stop being murdered; their souls drained of essence to sustain the sick need for power these warlocks had. Vivienne would be freed and thanked for her contribution toward the problem, and the misunderstanding would be cleared up.

      That just left the growing dungeons to deal with, the traitor who killed the imprisoned warlocks, and of course, the ultimate goal of these warlocks, whatever that may be.

      If they were anything like Kassius, they wanted to break free of the ‘oppression’ of the gods, and take the power and immortality that was believed owed to them. Though that was a big if.

      Before anything, Hump decided to talk this over with his party. It was a decision that could affect all of them. He also felt the need to double check he wasn’t being a complete idiot. He had to admit, Vivi being locked up had gotten to him. Despite having the backing of a countess, despite working so closely with so many nobles and powerful people, it hadn’t kept her out of jail.

      That scared him. There were so many unknowns and dangers, perhaps this was just recklessness talking.

      He stared out at the city through the glass window of the carriageway, thinking of how to broach the topic. It was a beautiful evening. The sun cast the cloudy sky in hues of purple and orange, illuminating the city below in a twilight glow. Hump once again thought on how far he’d come to be standing in this carriage, surrounded by nobles and Chosen he could call friends; to have coin in his pocket and to have personally had afternoon tea with Countess Daston.

      He didn’t want to lose it—the feeling of being someone a little bit important. Sitting back and doing nothing also felt wrong, though. As crazy as it felt to get involved with something so dangerous, warlocks were harming innocent people. They’d killed a priestess that could have just as easily been Luna. If that happened, and he’d been sitting on the answer the city needed to hunt down these warlocks, he’d regret it. On top of that, it meant helping Vivienne. It was at least worth considering.

      “I want to help Graham complete Vivienne’s research into the black stones,” Hump said. They were about a quarter of the way down the cliff and had a few minutes left to chat.

      “How do you plan to do that?” Bud asked.

      “I intended to ask for Marcela’s support,” Hump said. “With her backing, I’ll be able to visit Graham in his lab and offer him my help. With me, he’ll be able to test the black stone.”

      Celaine rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Oh good. I’m glad you didn’t suggest anything stupid. What makes you think they won’t just out you as a warlock?”

      Hump exhaled, smiling at her. “I know it’s a dangerous move, which is why I’m talking with you all first. Vivi was close to figuring out the black stones. I think there’s a good chance Graham can finish off the work if I assist him, which would help to put a stop to what the warlocks are doing in the city and clear Vivi’s name.”

      “You’re feeling guilty,” Celaine said. “I know Dylan pressured you into this.”

      Hump frowned. “If you heard that, why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

      She shrugged. “I thought you’d figured that out on your own.” She turned her gaze on Dylan. “I get that you’re upset, but this is a bad idea. You couldn’t even step foot in the research labs without raising suspicion, and Hump, you’re only one step away from someone testing that new warlock detector on you already.”

      “I must say, I agree with Celaine here,” Bud said. “We should put some trust in Countess Daston. She said she would take care of this.”

      “She also told me to act when the moment felt right,” Hump said. “This feels like it. I can make a difference here.”

      “I thought you didn’t trust in messages from the gods,” Bud said.

      “Think of it as a leap of faith,” Hump said.

      Bud shook his head. “You like faith even less.”

      “Not having it doesn’t mean I don’t wish I did. You guys are the lucky ones. The world is pretty dark from my perspective. I’d like it if an all-powerful being decided to watch over me, I just don’t see it happening. I thought you of all people would agree with me, actually. Do you not think I should do what I can to help find these warlocks?”

      Bud frowned and looked away. “I don’t think it’s your responsibility. I also know that if this got out, it wouldn’t end well. Just because we’ve accepted you doesn’t mean the rest of the world will.”

      “Huh.” Hump felt himself getting annoyed. “You sound scared. I never thought you’d back down when lives are at stake.”

      Bud clenched his jaw. “There are other—”

      “He is scared,” Emilia snapped. “He doesn’t want his friend to get himself killed. You’ve spent your life on the road, Hump. You don’t get it. One word from anyone and you’ll be in a jail cell, lucky if you ever see the light of day again. And you’ll take the rest of us down with you. You’re forgetting something in all of this. There’s a traitor amongst the nobles—someone that managed to kill two prisoners in the House of Stone. Gods know where else they have eyes.”

      Hump turned his gaze over his party, seeing agreement in their faces. Dylan was staring at the ground guiltily. Emilia was right. He’d even thought this stuff himself but hearing it out loud was different.

      “I’m sorry for asking you to do this, Hump,” Dylan said. “They’re right. This won’t end well. We shouldn’t rush into anything.”

      Hump was even more conflicted now, unable to think of a rebuttal.

      “Even if I don’t blindly follow messages from the gods, surely you put some value on it,” Hump said. “Countess Daston told me to act. You can’t deny that this seems like the opportunity she spoke of. I’m all for making snarky comments about the gods, but a Chosen of Imira said that to my face. It’s not quite as easy to ignore.”

      “I do put value on it.” Bud sighed. “And no, I can’t deny this isn’t what she meant.”

      “And you still want to do nothing?” Hump asked. When Bud didn’t answer, Hump continued. “At least try and work with me here.”

      “I don’t know what we should do,” Bud said. “I only know that I don’t want you to die trying to be a hero.”

      “What about you, Celaine?” Hump asked. “You obviously think my idea is stupid, but you must see my reasoning.”

      “I do see it,” Celaine said. “I still think the risk is too much though.”

      “Even if we got past the matter of the dangers, are you completely sure Wizard Vivienne is innocent?” Emilia asked. “No offence intended—I’ve never met her—but it seems like something we need to address.”

      “She’s innocent,” Dylan said. “My master wouldn’t do this.”

      “Do you all agree?” Emilia asked.

      They did.

      “In which case, maybe we should try to look at this problem from a different direction,” Emilia said. “Wizard Vivienne being innocent means we should act with the assumption that there is a traitor amongst the leadership in this city. Someone with access to both of the warlocks and the ability to kill them.”

      “Abraxus,” Dylan said. “He’d have no trouble procuring such a poison.”

      Emilia tilted her head back and forth. “While I wouldn’t count him out, it’s possible this is unrelated to Wizard Vivienne entirely. Or they simply used her as a means to help cover up their work.”

      “Who do you think it is then?” Hump asked.

      “I don’t know. For us, I’m not even sure it matters. The point is, they must be in high places if they killed two warlocks. Wizard Vivienne’s research was progressing, and someone needed to stop it in its tracks.”

      “In which case, there’s a good chance they’re watching Graham and the lab.” Hump pressed a hand to his head, rubbing his eyes. He turned to the window. They were nearing the bottom of the cliff now. “I guess there’s also a chance someone is watching us too.”

      “Not just the warlocks either,” she said. “Wouldn’t surprise me if anyone from General Bennet to the Inquisitors also had people watching both Graham and us. For you to show up at his lab with Marcela… it would be suspicious.”

      “I didn’t even think of that,” Hump admitted. “Even if we can trust Marcela, she doesn’t need to talk if we do something so obvious. They’d be on me the moment we left the lab.” He turned back to Emilia, smiling at her. “Thank you. I think you saved me from a serious mistake.”

      She returned his smile. “It’s easy to skip over details when one’s friends are in danger. Though, I don’t think you’re wrong. You’re in the position to help many people with your abilities. Just because your first idea seems unlikely to work, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try something.”

      “Do you have something in mind?” Hump asked.

      “It’s a touch vague. If we can’t find a way into the lab without raising suspicion, we need a way to bring the black stone to you.”

      “You’re not suggesting we try to steal it from the lab?” Celaine asked. “And I suppose we should just kidnap Graham with his equipment at the same time. Yeah, that sounds better.”

      Emilia cringed. “I did say it was vague.”

      “No, we can work with this,” Hump said. “I’m not going to say this is without danger. I think we’ll still need Marcela’s help—she’s the only source of credibility I have, and I don’t think Graham will work with me without it.”

      “Why do you think he’d work with you at all?” Celaine said. “And I don’t see how having Marcela on your side will, in any way, help you access one of the black stones.”

      “You’re forgetting something,” Hump said. “Graham wants to help Vivi as much as we do—I get the feeling they’ve become quite close in our time away from Sheercliff. We don’t have to kidnap him. If Marcela vouches for us, he’ll come willingly. And he’ll bring the black stone with him.”

      “And if Marcela doesn’t vouch for you?” Celaine asked.

      “This might be the fastest way to find the people tormenting her city,” Hump said. “If she doesn’t agree to help, I suppose she’s not the person I thought she was.”
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      Hump and the others spent what remained of the evening figuring out the details of their plan. In the end, complicating the matter would only introduce more dangers. There were only two key details for things to work: Marcela and Graham had to agree to help once Hump revealed the truth about his soul, and they had to get the black stone and Graham’s equipment to a safe place where they could work.

      “I would offer the estate my brother and I are staying in if there wasn’t so much risk involved,” Emilia said.

      “That’s alright,” Hump said. “We need a location that won’t draw any attention. Somewhere obscure and easy to reach.”

      “It wouldn’t be strange for Graham to meet us here,” Dylan said. “He’s been here before and it’s a public place.”

      “I’m not sure we should be experimenting with potentially deadly artifacts in a public place,” Bud said. “Historically, that hasn’t gone well for Hump.”

      “What about the training grounds on the Daston Estate,” Celaine said. “We go there every day anyway, and Graham is always reporting to the countess. The area is enchanted to be resistant to damage, so Hump probably won’t accidentally blow anything up.”

      “Won’t Countess Daston notice what we’re doing?” Dylan said.

      “Nobody has noticed the warlocks in the city so far,” Celaine said. “We’re training there—noise and strange essence fluctuations aren’t going to raise any eyebrows.”

      Emilia looked at Hump. “What do you think?”

      “It’s better than the inn,” Hump said. “Though it’s another thing we’ll need to count on Marcela’s help for.”

      “You’re already baring your soul to her,” Celaine said. “This is just icing on the cake.”

      It all came back to the same thing. Hump wondered how Marcela would react when he spoke to her tomorrow. She was a Chosen—sworn to uphold the ideology of the Pantheon—but she was also an intelligent person, raised by a mother that always looked beyond the obvious to see what others didn’t. He couldn’t lie to her; Hump was aware of that much. This would only work if he was honest. She had to believe he wasn’t doing this for selfish reasons.

      As for Graham, Hump wasn’t so concerned. Not only did he care about Vivienne, but he also valued research and invention. He may be a Chosen of Loften, but he was a seeker of knowledge, upholding many of the same ideals as wizards. With Marcela onboard, Hump was confident he’d leap at the opportunity to uncover how the black stone worked.

      Before it became too late, Bud escorted Emilia home, and the rest of them went to bed. It would be a long day tomorrow, but first came the long, anxiety riddled night leading up to it. Hump tried to sleep, but his dreams didn’t let him for long. In the end, he spent half the night egg bonding.

      Come morning, he was tired, but the adrenaline was already kicking in for what would come next. He was about to tell the heiress of the most powerful family in Sheercliff that he was a warlock. With any luck, it would sound better out loud than in his head. Seeing as the term ‘warlock’ didn’t help at all—he decided to avoid that altogether.

      Hump was first downstairs for once, though it wasn’t long before the others joined him for breakfast. They would meet up with Emilia at the carriageway in about an hour. In the meantime, they did their best to act normal. It was hard to escape the feeling of being watched. Anyone of the people that came and went from the inn each day could be there to spy on them. Warlocks, inquisitors, the Pantheon—all sides would have an interest in the people closest to Vivienne. At least, they would if they truly believed she was behind the killings.

      “So, any second thoughts?” Bud asked.

      Hump nodded. “Oh yeah. Many, many second thoughts.”

      “Do you still want to go ahead with it?”

      “I think so. I’m glad I brought you all in on this.”

      Celaine glared at him from over her plate. “You mean you’re lucky you did.”

      “That too. I know this is a risk for you both, so I guess I just want to say thanks.” He looked at Dylan. “And know that I’m not just doing this because you asked. I want to do this.”

      “Thank you,” Dylan said. “I’m still going to feel guilty if this goes wrong.”

      “It won’t,” Hump said. “We’re going to do this the right way. Though I suppose if it does, I wouldn’t mind you feeling a little guilty.”

      Dylan laughed.

      They got their stuff together and met with Emilia at the carriageway, then headed up for the training grounds. Once there, the others got to work while Hump approached Marcela alone. There was a new trainee with them, and Hump noticed the girl’s eyes watching him curiously. Hump supposed he still stood out as odd in a place like this.

      “Do you mind giving me a few minutes to speak with you alone?” Hump asked her. “I’ve been working on something related to my meeting with Countess Daston and could do with your thoughts.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Let’s take it in the kitchen. Will this take long?”

      Hump tilted his head back and forth. “I’m not sure.”

      She looked to her party. “Spend some time getting to know Georgia.”

      “Will do,” Len said.

      “Let’s go,” Marcela said.

      Hump followed her to the kitchen.

      Once they were inside, Marcela closed the door behind him and faced him. “I can practically feel your anxiety radiating behind me. What’s going on? Is this about Wizard Vivienne?”

      “In a way, yes,” Hump said.

      “I see. In which case, I should preface this by saying my mother hasn’t told me anything more since yesterday.”

      “That’s not quite what I’m here for.” Hump sighed. “You should take a seat.”

      Marcela narrowed her eyes and studied him suspiciously. “Now you’re being dramatic.” She sat down anyway at a small table and leaned against the wall of the narrow kitchen.

      Hump took a seat opposite her, his mouth suddenly feeling dry. He’d gone over this conversation a dozen times in his head, but now the right words escaped him.

      “You told me that if there was ever anything I needed from you, I could count on you for help,” Hump said. “I wanted to ask for that favour now.”

      The smile on her face slipped and she suddenly became more serious. “Indeed, I stand by what I said. What is it you need?”

      “Before we get into the details, I need to tell you more about myself,” Hump said. “This favour… it will leave you in a conflicted position. Honestly, I’m afraid to even ask. It’s not exactly legal, and if that makes you uncomfortable, it is best we stop here and forget anything about it.”

      Marcela frowned. “I see. That certainly does leave me in an awkward position.” She rubbed her chin, rolling her eyes up to stare at the ceiling as she thought. Hump’s heart hammered as he waited for her to continue. “If you’re asking me anything that might cause harm to a person, I can tell you now that I won’t do it.”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Hump said. “The only person this might harm is me. I wouldn’t be coming to you if I had any other options, but with Vivienne imprisoned, I feel like I have no choice.”

      “It’s something to do with her research, isn’t it?” Marcela said.

      “Yes,” Hump said. “I’ll explain fully if you can give me your word that this conversation will stay between us.”

      “You’ve not given me much to go on,” Marcela said. “You didn’t murder anyone, did you?”

      “Of course not. This isn’t anything sinister. I’m doing it to help people, only you might not approve of the method.”

      She held his gaze. Her eyes were a deep blue, like her mothers, filled with a similar intensity. “You saved my life, and for that I owe you an immense debt. At the very least, I can promise you that I will listen to what you have to say.”

      “Thank you. I’m sorry to put you in such an awkward position. To put it briefly, I think I know a way to activate the black stone and help Graham to complete his research.”

      “What method?”

      Hump took a long breath. Then he told her about his soul, the dragon, the gorger, and how it had changed him. How it transformed his soul similarly to warlocks, and that most likely, he would be able to help with the research in the same way as the prisoners.

      Throughout all of it, Marcela remained impassive. She didn’t interrupt or ask questions, and when Hump was finally finished, the silence lingered between them. Hump’s own heartbeat hammered in his ears.

      “I’m sure you can see why I was hesitant to speak with you,” Hump said. “I want to help though. I can’t sit back and do nothing while innocent people are being murdered, and I can’t let Vivienne remain imprisoned unfairly.”

      “Is she also like you?” Marcela asked.

      “No. She’s just an ordinary wizard.”

      “I suppose this is why your soul is so unusually strong too, and why you could beat Len in a soul duel.”

      “It definitely plays a large role in that.”

      Marcela bit her lip. “The question is whether or not I should believe in your motivations. How am I to know that you’re not both working for these warlocks? If the inquisitors or Pantheon were to learn of this, I suspect they’d consider it evidence of her involvement. Neither of you would see freedom again.”

      “If I was one of them, I wouldn’t need a black stone,” Hump said. “I wouldn’t have three Chosen trying to help me do this, nor any reason to work with Graham. I wouldn’t have almost died trying to protect you from Tanek. Nothing I’m suggesting will benefit me in any way. All I want to do is help track down the warlocks plaguing your city, and this is the only way I know how. I thought my actions have already proven where my allegiance lies.”

      Marcela pushed her chair back and stood, causing Hump to flinch. She paced to the back of the kitchen, then walked back to him. “You weren’t kidding about putting me in an awkward position. If I were to follow the lessons of my tutors, I should report you.”

      Hump’s stomach sank. “If that is your intention, I only ask you give me time to leave Sheercliff.”

      She put her hands on the table and leaned over it, staring down at him. “It is not. I believe you, and I believe that you are only trying to help. Why come to me though? Surely, it’s Graham you need to speak with.”

      “I didn’t think it was safe to do so,” Hump said. “After Vivienne’s capture, I suspect at least his lab is under surveillance. If I visit, and he suddenly figures out how the black stone works, it will attract attention. Someone wants to keep this a secret, and they killed the imprisoned warlocks to ensure it stayed that way. I’m rather fond of being alive.”

      “My mother said something similar. Every action I take is likely being reported on, which is why I’m so confused as to why you’d come to me. If your visit to the lab raised suspicion, mine would still stand out as odd.”

      “I want you to get a message to Graham,” Hump said. “Tell him what I’ve told you and ask him to bring a black stone and the equipment he needs out of the lab to meet us somewhere else.”

      Marcela laughed, sitting down and leaning back. “And you think that’s less conspicuous?”

      “It is if you have him come here,” Hump said. “If we disguise it as training equipment, he could bring it to your training grounds. This is the perfect place to conduct the experiments. It’s enchanted against damage and designed to keep the essence used in training inside. Not to mention Graham attends the Daston Estate all the time. Nobody would think it unusual.”

      “You’re asking me for permission to wield a warlock artifact in my home,” Marcela said in a low voice. “If this got out… I can’t even imagine the damage it would have against my family’s reputation.”

      “If this got out, I’d be executed,” Hump said. “Nobody wants to keep it quiet more than me. I wouldn’t have even told you about this if I didn’t think it was important, but Countess Daston told me I had a role to play in the fate of Sheercliff. I think this might be it.”

      “I bet she told you not to hesitate to act too,” Marcela said.

      Hump frowned and Marcela smiled.

      “I’ve heard it all before,” she said. “I also know that she can’t see the impact of such actions. You could be bringing about our undoing for all I know.”

      “All the damage to my soul came about from trying to help people,” Hump said. “Bud and Celaine can vouch for Bledsbury Dungeon and the gorger in Fishers Lake. I’m an idiot that’s almost died far too many times in situations over my head, but it’s always because I’m trying to help people. I think I might hold the key to Graham’s research. Let me use it. If that’s still unacceptable to you, then I’ve got nothing left to say.”

      Once more the silence returned.

      “Even if I agree, what makes you think Graham will?” she asked.

      “He and Vivienne are close,” Hump said. “With you to vouch for me, he’ll help us. And if he doesn’t… well, it’s not like you lose anything.”

      “Indeed, it likely won’t come back to bite me in that case. I want to trust you on this, Hump… I do trust you. The one thing that confuses me is what you’re trying to get out of this. If you just wanted Wizard Vivienne to be released, the best thing to do is trust in my mother’s investigation. And while wanting to help people is a noble goal, you’re risking a lot. If it was power or money that you wanted, I could more easily understand.”

      “That’s rich coming from a Chosen,” Hump said. “I thought you were all about noble sacrifice.”

      “Chosen are placed up on a pedestal and have that pressure to live up to,” Marcela said. “Many fail to do so. Is that what you’re doing? I also feel like I’ve come to know you quite well over the last few weeks. You’re a good person that will risk a lot to help those around you. When we were questing, it was your job. You were paid for it and rewarded in status. There’s nothing in it for you this time.”

      Hump searched for the right words. He thought back on Lucile and how much she’d struggled to escape the gorger’s lair, only to die right at the end. All that suffering for nothing.

      “What happened to me… it isn’t over. I still feel the tug of the gorger’s imprint, lingering in my dreams like some dark temptation.” Hump groaned. “That isn’t exactly convincing, is it?”

      She smiled. “Lingering dark temptations doesn’t exactly strike confidence in me.”

      “Then let’s put it simply. I went through a lot of shit. It would be nice if I could do some good with the result. I suppose deep down, that’s my purpose in coming here to you. Bad things have happened to me, but because of that, I now have the power to help protect ordinary people trying to live their lives. I’ve risked more over less.”

      Marcela thought about what he said and then nodded. “You’ve convinced me. I’ll see what I can do, though I will be there every step of the way. You will explain everything to me as you do it, and if I sense anything I don’t like, we end it there.”

      Hump grinned, clasping his sweaty palms together, his anxiousness dwindling a little. Having Marcela’s support wasn’t just important to the plan. It was good to have someone he could count on.

      “Thank you,” Hump said. “This will work. I’m sure of it.”

      “I hope you’re right,” she said. “I want to go over the full details of the plan so far. Where you want to meet. When. Anything you can think of, I want to know. Then we can figure out our next step.”

      “Of course,” Hump said. He pointed toward the kettle and kitchen fire. “Mind if I put on some tea?”
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      With the plan set, Marcela would have a message passed on to Graham today. She’d disguise it as a request for help with their training and instruct him on the real purpose of his visit. But also inform him of what they plan to do and instruct him to use training tools to hide the real purpose of his visit. As for the actual experimenting, that would come the following morning, just after they would usually start their training.

      It was soon. So soon Hump was apprehensive, but it wasn’t like there were any more precautions they could take. Better to get it over with. The longer they waited, the more chance there was for something to go wrong, and of course, the longer Vivienne would spend locked up.

      On the plus side, two days after that, and Hump would have his date with Luna. Now that he was anxious for.

      Hump spent the rest of the day training as usual. His progress with Melt Stone was good, and he thought that with another few days, he’d have the hang of it without the need of a spell formation. It was a breeze really, incomparable to the lessons he used to have with his master. As it was a Tier 1 spell, he could use his spellbook to act as a perfect formation and execute it using that. It made memorising the intent and details of the spell much easier.

      With so many new things to work on, the day wasn’t too bad. He was getting better with the Osidium Ring, and it made for a good distraction. The only thing he had yet to test was the Sand Blast function.

      “How’s it different to the usual Essence Blast?” Bud asked.

      The two of them were in the spellcasting chambers. A thick-walled room with a single door and no windows. The walls were enchanted to resist essence, whether that be a practitioner’s spells or blessings.

      “Well, there’s sand in it,” Hump said.

      Bud scowled and Hump smiled.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Hump said.

      Hump stood and faced a training dummy on the far wall—a metal construct of animated armour. It couldn’t move, but it could reform from damage, and reacted to force similarly to how a person would.

      Hump had opted for the ring to be on his left index finger. With his staff in his right hand, he thought it might catch an opponent off guard. He made a fist and took aim toward the dummy. For spellcasting artifacts, they usually only needed a touch of essence and a proper application of intent to activate. Hump envisioned an explosion—

      The blast went off. Hump’s arm buckled back. An explosion of sound and air that thundered in the enclosed space. The dummy was blasted, its armour scattered across the back wall in a heap. Glowing sand hit the far wall like tiny pellets, embedding into the stone.

      Hump raised his eyebrows and glanced at Bud, feeling impressed.

      “Stronger than an Essence Blast then,” Bud said. “Not bad.”

      Hump nodded. “Not bad at all. Roughly Tier 3 was an accurate guess. That’s a strong attack.”

      “Shame you can only use it once.”

      “Sometimes once is all you need.”

      Hump aimed at the wall again, then willed the sands to return. They poured back in streaks of bronze light, the opal gemstone glowing brighter, then going dark. The scattered parts of armour shone with essence and floated upward, forming up again piece by piece. Even the wall glittered slightly where the sands of the ring had damaged its surface, repairing every bit of minute damage. Once again, Hump thought of how good academy wizards must have it with access to tools like this and gods knew what else.
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      Morning didn’t come soon enough. Marcela was already there when Hump and his party arrived, her party arriving a short while later. Corvin’s didn’t attend today, or any of their candidate members.

      They stood at the entrance together as Graham lugged two heavy bags along the garden path toward them, as well as a bag over his shoulder. Bud hurried forward, helping him to carry everything.

      “What’s he doing here?” Nina asked.

      “Helping us with our training,” Marcela said. “Now, the three of you wait outside as discussed. Look busy.”

      “He’s not going to be much help to us if we’re outside,” Len said.

      Marcela glared at him.

      Len sighed. “Why are we doing this again?”

      “Trust me,” Marcela said. “The less you all are involved, the better. If things go well, you’ll find out soon enough anyway. Now please, just do as I ask. Make sure my mother and whoever else might be listening hear the ever so familiar sounds of training. Don’t hold back.”

      “Or you could tell us now,” Len said.

      “Come on,” Nina said. “Leave her and the wizard to their secrets.”

      “I’ll be right out the door if you need anything,” Teff said.

      Marcela smiled and thanked him, and then they turned back to Graham.

      “Ah, Marcela, good morning!” Graham said. “I brought everything you asked for. I’m most intrigued as to why though.”

      “Good morning, Graham. Come inside and we’ll explain,” Marcela said.

      Bud and Graham set the equipment down inside the training room.

      “These are full of testing kits,” Graham said, gesturing to the two larger bags. “I thought that might be the most convenient explanation for why I’m here. And measuring your latest statistics isn’t something that will take long if we want the numbers to back it up.”

      “Is this for just Chosen or anyone?” Hump asked.

      “They’ll work on practitioners too,” Graham said. “It’s all the same once it’s outside the body. Essence is essence.”

      He took off the bag on his back and opened it to reveal two essence detecting artifacts—one with various essence stones, each different colours; the other looked like a bowl attached to some sort of mirror reader, though Hump couldn’t guess at what it did.

      “I must admit, I was more than a little surprised by your request,” Graham said to Marcela. “How do you propose to help with my research into the black stone?”

      “That will be thanks to Wizard Humphrey’s help,” Marcela said.

      Graham looked at him curiously. “You have an idea that might work? Unless you’ve hidden a warlock in that pouch of yours, I’m not sure how we can progress.”

      “The warlock’s not in my pouch, Graham,” Hump said. “Very briefly, my soul was damaged on a previous quest. I believe because of that damage, it’s likely I can replicate the essence signature of a warlock, and from my discussion with Vivienne before she was captured, she thought so too. Marcela asked you to come here on my request. I want to attempt to activate the black stone.”

      “I see…” Graham said. “I presume Marcela’s presence here is indicative of her decision to work with you despite such… issues.”

      “It is,” Marcela said. “Hump’s story is one of heroism and tragedy, not selfish desire for power. He wants to help. I hoped that once you heard what he had to say for yourself, you would agree too.”

      “I would be most interested to hear,” Graham said. “It’s rare one has a chance to learn the inner workings of warlocks and their magics.”

      “I’m not sure how much I can help you with that,” Hump said. “There was nothing purposeful about what happened to me.”

      Hump told him the same story as he did the others. He was getting rather good at it now.

      Graham, however, didn’t act like anyone else. He listened with intrigue.

      “How Vivienne could hide such a gem from me is a travesty,” Graham breathed when Hump finished.

      “Excuse me?” Hump asked.

      Graham stepped closer, seemingly not hearing him. He held up one of his artifacts. “Do you mind?”

      Hump looked at the item—the essence detector he’d seen him wield before—and swallowed. “Go ahead.”

      There was a faint sensation as Graham moved the artifact around him, siphoning off a little of his essence. It was only slight, not enough to impact his spellcasting, but definitely noticeable.

      “It’s a fairly simple mechanism,” Graham explained as he walked around him. “The artifact is incredibly sensitive to variations in essence. Humans, no matter if they’re Chosen, practitioners, or ordinary people, all have their own unique essence signature. What I found with warlocks, however, is the presence of at least one other signature. This artifact is able to separate that.” He stopped, holding out the device so Hump could see. “There we go. Definitely a warlock.”

      Three of the gemstones on the plaque glowed.

      “It’s able to separate the presence of a second essence source,” Graham said. “Similarly, if two people channelled essence into the artifact at the same time, it would light up two gemstones. It’s simple really. The hard part was finding out that warlocks had more than one essence signature. You say you believe two monsters imprinted you, didn’t you? Thus, three.”

      Hump nodded. “A wolf dragon and a creature known as a gorger.”

      “Ah. Vivienne mentioned the gorger to me previously. Horrible sounding beasty.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Hump said. He frowned at the man. “You’re taking this a lot better than I expected.”

      “You seem like a good lad,” Graham said. “If both Marcela and Vivienne deemed you worthy of trust, then I have no reason to doubt you. It is said that it was the great Loften himself that first created warlocks. Did you know that?”

      “Vivienne told me the same thing,” Hump said. “Back during the War of the Firmament.”

      “Indeed. Nobody’s been able to do it properly since. They all go mad—all of them. Without fail. Whatever power they gain, it is both their mind and soul they sacrifice. I’d be very interested in conducting some tests on you. Perhaps we can figure out the secret.”

      Hump stared at him. “You think you could help me?”

      “I can certainly try. You can never know until you give it a go. At the very least, I expect we can identify the imprints and work with a healer to have them properly removed.”

      Hump was surprised when he felt apprehensive at the idea. He’d thought about such a thing—finding a way to heal himself and be rid of the scars on his soul—but he’d never truly considered going to anyone else for help. There was too much chance they would see him as just another warlock. Hearing it now, though, it was almost like something being taken away rather than cured. The gorger was a problem, but one he currently had under control. The dragon… he’d started to see it as a gift.

      “I would appreciate that greatly,” Hump said. “Only, let’s deal with the current problems first and worry about me once Vivienne is free and gangs of warlocks aren’t plaguing Sheercliff.”

      Graham smiled. “Perfect. You’re absolutely right, we’ll talk more about it later. For now, we should get started.”

      He pulled a metal box out of his bag. There was a keyhole, but no visible crack where it could be opened. Graham took a small key from his pocket and inserted it. Lines of runes came alight all over the box, radiating blue light. They were markings Hump was only familiar with from mentions in his studies—the glyphs of Loften. Graham turned the key and a click resonated, the entire box shuddered, and a puff of essence burst from its sides. A crack appeared, and Graham opened it to reveal the black stone inside.

      He took it, handing it to Hump. “Here you go. Do you know how it works?”

      Hump shook his head, studying the stone. Once again, he was reminded of Kassius’ formation. The runes meant nothing to him, but he could sense a wrongness about them.

      “Then let me explain. We’ve had no success at all with our own essence. That remains the same even now. Vivienne did make some progress working with the warlocks though. Do you see these runes here on the underside?”

      He pointed and Hump turned it over and studied the tiny inscriptions. A circular formation surrounding a large rune at the centre. Thirteen runes—just as Kassius’ Binding of Thirteen formation had—the number of the Fallen God.

      “That central rune acts as part of some sort of connection. I’m not sure how it does it, but it connects with something else. So far, we’ve been able to activate some of the runes along the ring, but not that central rune.”

      “How do I do that?” Hump asked.

      “Their meaning is still unknown, but using Eliana’s mind magic we were able to garner some of the warlock’s intent as they used them. Envision a spike of essence radiating from the stone, piercing the sky and spreading out across the world. Try it, and we’ll see what happens.”

      “Is it safe?” Bud asked.

      “I hope so,” Graham said. “It’s hard to say until we get it properly working.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Hump said.

      “Before you start, let me prepare my equipment.” Graham chuckled to himself. “We wouldn’t want to miss this if it actually worked.”

      He placed the strange mirror reader with the bowl attached to its surface on the floor, and took out a metal object shaped like an egg chopped in half. The inside was filled with carved essence stones, each of them marked with a rune. Essence shimmered through them in mesmerising patterns. He placed it into the bowl of the reader and then removed five more essence stones from his bag, placing them around Hump to form a formational circle. The moment the last was placed, a line of blue essence connected each of them across the floor.

      “Right, you can begin,” Graham said.

      “What is this?” Hump asked.

      “I call it an essence capture artifact. In simple terms, it will store a reading of any essence that passes from the black stone. Now begin quickly, this is expensive and doesn’t last long before I need to change the essence stones.”

      Hump did as Graham suggested, infusing it with his essence. He felt it draw, tugging at his power hungrily much like how Celaine’s Bloodshadow dagger did, but he could tell it had failed even before he’d finished. He turned it over to find only the first rune lit.

      “Interesting.” Graham tapped his chin.

      “Good interesting?” Hump asked.

      “You were able to activate it. Nobody else has made it that far. How did you do it?”

      “I just did as you said and infused it with essence.”

      “Try to treat it like a spell formation,” Graham suggested.

      Hump frowned but did so—at least, he tried. It was difficult to treat it like a spell formation when he didn’t understand the meaning behind the runes or their intent. The runes formed a circle, so he connected each of them by a channel in his mind and continued to fill them with essence, only where one filled, another would flicker out, either his essence or control not enough to illuminate them all.

      “Stop,” Graham said. “It’s not working, and you’re going to use up all my essence stones even faster if you keep going like that.”

      “I don’t understand it,” Hump said. “The bandit warlock had one of the black stones, and she was weaker than me.”

      “There must be some trick to it,” Graham said. “Think about what it is that makes warlocks different. Try to use it.”

      Something that made it accessible to even weak warlocks, but prevented those without knowledge of the technique from figuring out. The only thing he could think of was his soul.

      Hump thought of the formation he’d used to capture the dragon. The way the essence had pulsed through the runes and then back to him. Himself the base of the formation, and the dragon trapped in its centre the target. If he stood beyond the formation now instead of at its centre, then he suspected the central rune was the target. The destination of his essence and mind.

      “I have an idea that might work,” Hump said.

      Once more, he let his essence pour into the artifact, though this time he started from the base, moving his essence down both sides before having it sweep back to him. He envisioned it pulsing back and forth, each time culminating in a burst that flooded through the central rune and into the sky. He let his core flare, and pushed all the will and intent he could muster into the stone, as if he were shouting to anyone in the world that would listen.

      At first, nothing happened. He continued to infuse his essence, reaching—searching for anything that would listen. The drain on his reserve became stronger, yet he felt nothing. No change.

      Hump frowned, not sure what to do. “It’s not—”

      The world vanished. Darkness consumed Hump’s world like black fog. Fear surged through him, a sensation penetrating deep to his core. His gut told him something was wrong. He didn’t dare move. Even breathing would get him killed. He tried to withdraw his essence, but the stone was gone, and his power no longer in reach.

      Cold swept over him, and a pair of eyes appeared from the mist. They stared at him, twin diamonds in the dark, white as anything in the world. All strength left him, and he buckled.

      Suddenly, pain flared in his hand. The darkness vanished in the blink of an eye.

      Hump was back. He was on the floor, his body barely under his control. The stone was on the ground nearby and the sight alone made him hurl. For a long while, he lay there trembling. He couldn’t stop it. From his feet to his head to the depths of his soul, everything shook, and it all burnt like ice.
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      It took a long time for Hump to collect himself. He dripped with sweat, his heart was damn near about to explode, and his hand throbbed as if he’d been struck by a hammer. Even after he’d caught his breath, he couldn’t escape the feeling that death was about to claim him.

      There was a movement nearby and he jerked to see Dylan stepping toward him, crossing the now deactivated formational lines. The druid squatted, angling his head so that he met Hump’s eyes. “Are you alright?”

      Hump nodded, wheezing in as deep a breath as he could. “Just about.” His voice was shaky.

      The others crowded around him, other than Graham, who was sat on the floor by his mirror reader. He mumbled to himself as he studied it.

      “What happened?” Bud asked softly.

      Hump glanced over to where the black stone rested against the edge of the formation, his stomach sinking at the sight of it. “The stone worked. I was suddenly in a dark place, and there was something there with me—a person, or creature. I don’t know. I thought I was going to die, but then pain exploded in my hand and the darkness faded.”

      “I can explain the hand pain,” Emilia said. “That was Celaine.”

      Hump turned to Celaine. “What in the world did you do to me?”

      She shrugged. “You wouldn’t let go so I kicked the stone from your hand.”

      “She’s seriously got something against your hands,” Bud said. “At least she didn’t try to chop one off this time.”

      “She’s tried to do that before?” Emilia asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Bud said. “Only a couple of times though.”

      Celaine scowled at him. “Don’t make it sound like that. It looked like I was just in time.”

      “She was,” Hump said. “I’d have taken the loss of a hand over a few more seconds trapped there.”

      The humour left their faces, replaced with worry.

      “It was bad?” Bud asked.

      “Whatever that thing was, we don’t want to mess with it. I guess I should have expected as much when messing with a warlock device.” Hump shivered.

      Marcela rubbed her face. “Can you describe it?”

      She looked afraid, which made sense. Sheercliff wasn’t just her home; these were her people. She had a responsibility to them, and a threat like this… she was only a couple of years older than Hump. It was too much.

      “I couldn’t see it properly.” Thinking back sent piercing pain shooting through the back of his eyes, and he pressed a hand to his head, groaning. He blinked hard. “It stared at me with two eyes that… shone like white lights in the dark. That alone was enough to make me think I was going to die.”

      “Do you think it was the riftwalker?” Celaine asked.

      “Maybe. I couldn’t make out its features though. Just its eyes, and its strength. It was so far beyond us that I couldn’t apply it to a scale.”

      “What’s a riftwalker?” Marcela asked.

      “It’s a term Countess Daston introduced me to,” Hump said. “She suggested the being I encountered in Bledsbury Dungeon may have been one.”

      Before Hump could continue, Graham shouted.

      “Yes!” He jammed his skinny arms into the air in cheer. The mirror reader swirled with information, glowing much like Hump’s spellbook would. All the essence of the stones in the bowl were drained now, the light within each gem gone.

      Hump forced himself to his feet, taking Bud’s hand when he offered it. He staggered as he found his legs, and Dylan handed him his staff.

      “Did it work?” Hump asked.

      “It worked,” Graham said. “I’ve got a usable reading. Whatever you did, Humphrey, you did it, lad! This is amazing.”

      “Can you track others like it?” Marcela asked, excitement in her voice.

      “Tracking them is a different matter,” Graham said. “This is just the first step. I still need to create an artifact capable of identifying such essence signatures first. And then of course, somehow find a way to apply that across a whole city. We need to consider powering such an artifact too, and—”

      “Graham,” Marcela interrupted. “What I want to know is whether or not it will work. Did we make progress? Was this worth trying?”

      “Ah.” A childlike smile spread across Graham’s face. “Then I would have to say, yes. Definitely, yes! This was a big step forward.”

      “Thank the gods,” Marcela said. She turned to Hump, grinning. “Well, you did it. Now we just need to figure out how to tell my mother.”

      Hump let out a sigh, a mixture of disbelief and relief. He outed himself as a warlock but achieved what he’d set out to. More importantly, he wouldn’t need to try going face to face with whatever was on the other side of the black stone. He’d played his part. Now he could forget the troubles of Sheercliff and continue focusing on his own problems. That was, right after he’d spent two days recovering and enjoyed a date with Luna.

      “Did you ever doubt me?” Hump asked, trying not to sound as exhausted as he felt.

      Marcela’s expression turned soft. “Maybe a little. I appreciate the risks you took in doing this. Your trust… I won’t forget it. I still owe you more than I think I can ever repay.”

      “I’m just glad I could help.” He leant heavily against his staff. “Now if you don’t mind, I think I’m going to sit out for the rest of training today. I’ll let you lot figure out what to do next.”

      “We need to take this to Countess Daston, right?” Emilia said.

      “We do.” Marcela folded her arms.

      “I’m sure she’ll be delighted,” Graham said.

      “As am I,” Marcela said. “The question is how much truth to tell her about Hump.”

      “Give Vivienne and Graham the credit,” Hump said. “I just helped Graham activate the runes. It’s simple. I was nearby, so it makes sense for him to ask me for help on wizardry things first.”

      “You have met Justine, haven’t you?” Bud said. “She’s got eyes everywhere.”

      “And ears,” Hump said. “Or so she said.”

      A shudder shook the room. The ground quaked. Hump caught himself on his staff as the entire room rocked from side to side. They all looked at each other. They’d become used to earthquakes over the last few days, having at least two each day. Only, the timing of this one was too perfect to be coincidence.

      “I suppose that confirms that link between the black stones and whatever’s causing the earthquakes,” Hump said.

      There was a crack like glass breaking, which made Hump frown. He didn’t see any broken glass nearby.

      Marcela shook her head. “That wasn’t caused by the dungeons, or anything related to the warlocks. Look.”

      She pointed at a space of open air. It took Hump a long moment to figure out what she meant, but then he saw it. The air distorted the room behind it, like fragments of uneven glass. There was another thunderous crack, louder than before, a boom that shook Hump to his soul. Hump’s heart raced. He raised his staff, aiming toward it and readying a spell.

      “What’s going on?” Hump asked.

      “It’s okay,” Marcela said. “That would be my mother. Seems we were detected after all.”

      The glass fractured completely, and essence exploded into the room, pouring through like moonlight in a mirror. A gap appeared in the world, and on the other side stood Countess Daston. She was coated in armour from head to toe. Plated metal that radiated the same moonlight glow as the rest of her power. An intricate design of metal plates that clung perfectly to her figure. She wore a white tabard, and a cloak about her shoulders that seemed to shine like the moon itself. And in her hand, a single edge sword glinted.

      Her aura descended on Hump like silk, only he was drowning in it. Trapped in its coils. Entranced by its light.

      Beside him, Bud dropped to his knees first, head bowed. The knight tugged at Hump’s arm, and he followed suit. The others around him did the same. All but Marcela, who stood at attention, waiting.

      Countess Daston stepped through, a dangerous look in her eye. She appeared ready for battle, both in attire, and in presence. They watched her silently as she surveyed the room, noting Graham’s equipment, the black stone, and then finally settling on Marcela.

      “You just had to say her name,” Hump whispered.

      “Like you can blame me,” Bud snapped back through gritted teeth.

      Countess Daston sheathed her sword. “I sensed a disturbance, Marcela. I take it that had something to do with you.”

      Her voice was anything but amused.

      “Yes, it was, Mother,” Marcela said. “Graham was able to use the research left behind by Wizard Vivienne to figure out a potential activation method for the black stones. He needed a wizard to help him test it, and Wizard Humphrey volunteered.”

      “You’ve managed to figure it out?” Countess Daston asked Graham, the threat leaving her voice. “Oh, please, all of you stand.”

      Marcela cleared her throat. “Mother, your aura is… leaking.”

      “Oh my.” Countess Daston laughed, and all at once her power retracted. “I’m sorry. When I sensed something strange, I became worried and rushed over. I suppose that was rather rash of me in hindsight. Now please, everyone, be at ease.”

      They all stood.

      “Graham, would you explain what’s going on,” Countess Daston said.

      “It’s as Marcela said. With Wizard Humphrey being so close to Vivienne, he seemed like the perfect candidate. And of course, he was close by.”

      Countess Daston gave him a suspicious look. “I see. And this was from Wizard Vivienne’s research, was it?”

      Graham nodded. “That’s correct.”

      “The same research you and I both looked at on the day of her capture and concluded it was still insufficient.”

      Graham laughed awkwardly. “It’s been a few very long nights, but I was able to make some progress. Vivienne was able to identify the purpose of enough runes for me to figure out what the others were most likely to be. I simply needed someone to activate them for me so I could move onto the next step. Surprisingly though, it was all Wizard Humphrey needed to push the black stone all the way to activation. A mighty good show, I must say. I see why you’ve taken an interest in the lad.”

      It wouldn’t have been a very convincing explanation coming from anyone, but especially so from Graham. Hump held his breath and waited, wondering what he would say to Countess Daston if she pushed the matter. Her daughter had accepted him, he thought the odds were quite good she would too. It might be political suicide in the event it ever became public that the Dastons had worked with a warlock, but Hump tried not to think about that.

      “I think I understand,” Countess Daston said finally. “As convoluted as that explanation was, I’m happy to leave it there. Whatever is going on, though, I suggest you come up with something better before you need to explain it before General Bennet and the other factions.”

      Graham swallowed. “Excuse me?”

      “Such good news can’t be kept to ourselves,” Countess Daston said. “I believe I should congratulate you first, Graham. What an astounding success. You may have just saved our city.”

      “You give me far too much credit, my lady,” Graham said. “It was thanks to Wizard Vivienne’s hard work that we made it this far so quickly.”

      “And Humphrey as well,” Countess Daston said too. She met his eyes and smiled in a way that made Hump feel like she understood more than he would have liked. “Thank you once again for your efforts.” She turned back to Graham. “Will this be enough to detect other activations across the city?”

      “I believe so,” Graham said. “It will take me some time to create the necessary equipment. And there is the issue of fuelling such a thing.”

      “Whatever you need, you shall have it,” Countess Daston said. “While the upper echelons of this city agree on few things, none would argue against the importance of finding these warlocks. No expense shall be spared. How long do you anticipate this will take?”

      “A week, at a push,” Graham said. “Perhaps two. Oh! I will need Wizard Vivienne’s help with this. With the powers of the warlocks being far closer to those of wizards than Chosen, I’ll need her help.”

      “That’s going to be a fun conversation.” Countess Daston smiled. “I’ll call for a meeting. I must trouble all of you to be in attendance. I suspect we’ll need witnesses.”

      “What are you going to do?” Hump asked.

      “I postponed Vivienne’s tribunal in the past,” Countess Daston said. “Now, I think I’ll bring it forward. I’ve grown quite tired of the divide amongst the powers of my city. It’s time everyone unites behind the common cause. What better a cause than hunting warlocks?”

      A grin cracked her face, and it took all of Hump’s self-control to prevent his expression from slipping.
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      It was amazing how quickly things moved when a person as powerful as Countess Daston took charge. Dark came early in the winter, but it was only a few hours since Hump and the others had concluded their experiment. General Bennet may have been grappling for authority in Sheercliff, he may have even won at times, but this was her city, and the respect even rivals like the Ferrands had for her was obvious. When she called a meeting, people flocked to obey.

      Countess Daston hosted the event on her estate, though she hadn’t made an appearance yet. It was held in the room just off the entry hall, where Hump had seen her and the other faction leaders when he’d first brought the black stone here. He was now part of that company, and proud of it. He even had a seat at the table.

      It was a lavish meeting room, with painted portraits on the wall, scenes of battle, and ornaments from far-off places. The fire roared in the fireplace, filling the room with warmth. Above it was the stuffed head of a frost hydra. Marcela had explained it was slain by her great-grandfather in the Fallen Lands.

      A long wooden table stretched the entire chamber with enough seats for at least fifty people. The crowd shuffled in, the murmur of discussion growing louder as the occupants grew in number. They almost seemed excited to Hump, as if they thrived in this atmosphere of political rivalries and betrayal. Their smiles and laughter when the situation was so dire disgusted him. It reminded him of his place. If the city fell, it wouldn’t be these people that suffered. They would have their private forces, the equipment and skill necessary to escape. The refugees and the people of the Lower City—they would die by the thousands.

      Hump looked over the crowd of plump, sweaty lords and makeup plastered women, and reminded himself that while he may sit here, they were not his peers. He was here for a purpose.

      As instructed, General Bennet brought Vivienne with him. She looked good. Excellent even. Hump could hardly tell she was a prisoner. She wore her own clothes and jewellery, and no visible restraints. Her wand was missing though, and the two guards on either side of her truly broke the facade. Both Chosen, and if Hump’s instincts were right, they were powerful ones at that. The general was taking no risks.

      Vivienne was surprised when she saw them at the table, but it quickly turned into a smile. Hump smiled back, nodding hello. He had to give her credit; she didn’t even appear tired. She conducted herself with grace and eloquence, not showing the slightest bit of discomfort despite the situation. Vivi wouldn’t give her captors the satisfaction.

      And it was working. Abraxus turned red-faced when he saw her upon arrival. The first thing he did was storm up to General Bennet’s side and speak into his ear, no doubt complaining that Vivienne was out of her cell, or angry that the tribunal was even being considered.

      Arsehole, Hump thought.

      Behind the man, Eliana gave a wave before taking a seat beside Vivienne and speaking quietly to each other. The two guards remained behind them.

      “She looks like she’s well,” Bud whispered to Dylan.

      “I’m going to go speak with her.” Dylan rose from his chair.

      Hump took his wrist, holding him back. Now wasn’t the time for them to stir up any problems. “Don’t. Let’s avoid causing any disruptions. Countess Daston must have a plan if she’s called for Vivi’s tribunal. We’ve done what we can, now it’s in her hands.”

      Dylan shook him off harshly and took a seat, practically fuming. “Fine.” He stared over at Vivienne, who smiled back at him reassuringly. After a few seconds, Dylan said, “Sorry.”

      “No need to even mention it,” Hump said. “Things will work out. Just have some patience.”

      Dylan let out a sigh and relaxed a little as he leaned back into his seat.

      Most of the seats were filled up by the time Countess Daston joined them. Marcela arrived with her, and Hump was surprised when she took a seat beside him.

      There were many familiar faces in the room. Hump was pleased to see Sir Isaac, the headmaster of the academy, and slightly less pleased to see Randall in attendance alongside his father. His Shield Maiden, Madeleine, sat nearby, though this time she was with her own family rather than as a member of Randall’s party. Emilia’s brother, Edmund, sat toward the back, having greeted them briefly upon entrance. Other than General Bennet, most prominent of all was Sir Roderick, who, along with a number of other Chosen and clergy of the Pantheon, had the seats closest to Countess Daston at the head of the table. Many of the silver rankers were there too, including Helen Astida from Fishers Lake, and Sir Ricard, who had a seat on Countess Daston’s right side.

      It was a room of intensely powerful people, and Hump couldn’t help but feel nervous sitting so far up the table, only ten seats down from the countess.

      “My lords and ladies, thank you for finding the time to attend on such short notice.” Countess Daston stood behind her seat at the head of the table, hands clasped before her. “Questions circling why I requested so many of you be present for Wizard Vivienne’s tribunal have no doubt been raised. I can assure you, you will find your presence here today worth your while.”

      “With all due respect, Countess Daston, such invitation to a matter believed resolved does indeed raise many questions. Especially given the current state of the city,” General Bennet said through a strained smile. “Unless your investigation has revealed some other culprit in our midst, who but the wizard could have killed our prisoners?”

      “In truth, my investigation is yet to be concluded,” Countess Daston said.

      General Bennet’s cheek twitched. “Then why are we here?”

      Countess Daston opened her hand to reveal one of the black stones inside. She held it between her fingers, letting everyone in the room see it before placing it on the table before her.

      Hump noticed a few people push their chairs back nervously. Others stood to get a better look. For many of the lower nobility, this was likely the first time they’d seen one of the black stones.

      “What is that doing here?” Lord Ferrand asked. “Have you gone mad?”

      “You should remember to whom you are speaking, my lord.” Sir Roderick stood. Bald and dressed in his white robes, the leader of the Sheercliff Temples struck an imposing figure. His battle sceptre glimmered gold in his right hand. He appeared weary, even more so than when Hump had met him after the priestess’ death.

      Lord Ferrand scowled. “As if I could forget. We should not be bringing the potential weapons of our enemies to such high council.”

      “Then let me put your concerns at ease, Lord Ferrand,” Countess Daston said. “It is no weapon, but rather a communications artifact as we first believed.”

      The focus in the room moved back to her.

      “You mean to say you’ve succeeded in activating it?” Lord Ferrand asked.

      “Indeed, though I can hardly take the credit.” She gestured to Graham on her left and smiled. “It was thanks to my lead researcher, Chosen Graham Fitcher, that the puzzle was solved, alongside the research of Wizard Vivienne.”

      “That’s impossible,” Abraxus said. “Our own teams have seen the research. There was nothing conclusive in there. She’s only been wasting our time.”

      “The tests are already concluded, Inquisitor,” Countess Daston said. “Graham succeeded in recording the stone’s essence signature, which will now be used as a reference to identify others like it across the city. We can finally take action. I have already arranged the necessary resources, though assistance from all factions will speed things along considerably.”

      “How soon?” General Bennet asked.

      “A week,” Countess Daston said. “One week, and the hunters shall become the hunted. The dead shall be avenged, and our streets shall be purged. When a black stone is activated, we will be able to find it.”

      Excited chatter ran through the room. There were cheers and applause. Excitement at progress, at finally being in a position to fight back against the warlocks who’d plagued them for weeks.

      Hump studied General Bennet as it happened. He took great satisfaction in watching him take in the room, and the man’s effort to hide his sneer. This success cemented Countess Daston’s position even further. Whatever Duke Malar had sent him here for, he was doing a poor job, and being shown up like this wouldn’t do him any favour. With so much of the credit going to Vivienne, that went directly against him.

      Serves him right, Hump thought.

      Abraxus simply sat silently in his chair, glaring furiously at Vivienne a few seats down from him. His jaw was clenched as if he were biting back his words.

      “Fantastic news!” It was Sir Roderick that spoke above the chatter. “Whatever you need, you shall have it, Mister Fitcher.”

      Graham cleared his throat. “As Countess Daston said, I suspect we will have a prototype within the next week. That is, however, reliant on Wizard Vivienne assisting with the work. It was only because of her efforts to identify the various runes and their function that we saw such pivotal success. Without her, I simply cannot see us progressing as quickly.”

      Sir Roderick frowned. “I see. I presume you are for the decision to release Wizard Vivienne, Countess?”

      “I stand by my words—it was a mistake from the very beginning,” she said. “Though my investigation is still ongoing, I feel in light of this we can trust that she was working in good faith and in service of the kingdom. With that in mind, I move to conclude her tribunal today, so that we can focus on more important matters.

      “The last few weeks have been difficult. It’s time to put aside the trivialities and move forward as a unit. Many people are relying on us to lead, and only in this way can we do so with the swift strength and power necessary to beat back this threat. I need not remind you of my foresight. Wizard Vivienne’s role in this is not over.”

      “Something none here would argue, Countess Daston,” Lord Ferrand said. “Though I do wish to hear more of this artifact. Collecting an essence signature is all well and good, but to identify such a minute signal in a place as large as Sheercliff, is that even possible?”

      “More than possible,” Graham said. “It has been done. It is much the same way that Mirror Messages are conveyed across long distances.”

      There was a long discussion about the specifics. What assembly of the artifact would look like, the resources required to power it, and how such a thing would be manned. The numbers they discussed were… extraordinary. Wealth beyond Hump’s imagination, yet for nobles like the Ferrands, it was hardly a consideration. Then talk turned to Vivienne, and her involvement in such an artifact’s creation.

      “The matter is as good as resolved as far as I’m concerned,” Sir Roderick said. “I trust your judgement, Countess Daston. I know we do not always see eye to eye, but if you believe her help is necessary for the cause, you have my vote.”

      “I do,” Countess Daston said.

      “There is still the matter of Fishers Lake,” Abraxus insisted. “She is involved in this, Countess, and I have the evidence to prove it. I implore you, you must not let her go.”

      “What evidence?” General Bennet asked.

      “He is sitting right there.” Abraxus pointed directly at Hump, and all eyes turned on him.

      Hump’s heart plummeted to the floor.

      “Wizard Humphrey Woodrow is not who he has led you to believe,” Abraxus said.

      Countess Daston let a bit of her annoyance show. “What exactly are you saying, Inquisitor?”

      “Wizard Vivienne has housed a murderer,” Abraxus said. “Where there is one evil, there is always more. You may know that I came to Sheercliff as part of an investigation into the murder of a wizard called Sethril Woodrow. It was this boy that killed his master, stole his equipment, and claimed his Adventurers’ Medallion. Your trust is misplaced.”

      “I presume there is more to your truth than merely your word,” Countess Daston said.

      “His body was uncovered in Brookwood Forest,” Abraxus said. “His throat was slit, likely in his sleep. He was buried where nobody would find him.”

      “No,” Hump said unable to stand for such blatant lies. “My master died from a poisoned arrow to the chest. It caused a fever, and he didn’t make it. I buried him off the roads, but that’s because we were ambushed in the forest by a gang of goblins. We were in hiding.”

      “He is a warlock, Countess,” Abraxus insisted. “I am sure of it. Test him if you do not believe me.”

      “You can’t do this,” Bud said, rising from his chair. “This is an outrage.”

      Abraxus sneered. He had the look of someone that had won. “If he has nothing to hide, then there should not be a problem.”

      Hump looked to his right. At Marcela’s worried face beside him, and then to Countess Daston. “I did not do this.”

      She turned away from him. “Then you need not fear the test. Graham, please go ahead.”
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      Hump couldn’t take his eyes off Graham as the man walked over to him, the warlock detection artifact in hand. He had an apologetic look, which Hump understood. Graham had about as much control over this situation as he did. The moment Countess Daston decided to test him, there was no getting out of it. He didn’t blame the man. He didn’t even blame Countess Daston.

      For a few short moments, he considered running. It was pointless, of course. He wouldn’t so much as make it out the door with so many powerful people present. Still, he was tempted.

      Perhaps it was best he simply told everyone the truth now, admitted he was a warlock, and attempt to explain that it wasn’t his fault. That he was a victim. That he was on their side. It had worked with his party, and with Marcela. Yet somehow, he didn’t see General Bennet or Sir Roderick being quite so agreeable.

      “This is ridiculous.” Bud stepped in front of Graham. “Countess, after all Hump did for your family, are you truly going to betray him like this? Is this how you treat your people?”

      If the countess felt anything at what Bud said, she didn’t let it show. “This is no betrayal, Robert. This is exactly how I treat my people. Nobody is above being tested, and I would not have anyone here believe that my people are any different. The test is non-invasive and quick. It’s the simplest way to refute these accusations.”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Marcela said. She reached over Bud and snatched the artifact from Graham’s hand. “My mother has given her instruction. If you’re not going to hurry up, I’ll do it myself. It should be me anyway. Wizard Humphrey has been under my command. If he’s truly a warlock, it’s me that he’s fooled most, and I want to be the one to uncover it.”

      Hump stared at her, unable to guess at what she was thinking in the moment. Everything was happening so fast. She extended the artifact and he braced himself, waiting for the familiar tug of essence.

      It didn’t come. He didn’t sense anything. Marcela made a show of using the artifact on him, moving it around him just as Graham had done, but it was all pretence. She wasn’t using the artifact on him. When the first crystal started to glow, shining the pure essence, Hump realised it was her own essence the reader was detecting. She’d covered for him. It was over in less than a minute.

      “He’s clean.” Marcela took a step back from Hump and held out the detector for everyone to see. “Are you satisfied, Inquisitor?”

      The man was red-faced. He glanced at General Bennet along the table from him, who stared stoically ahead, leaving his supposed ally to fend for himself. Abraxus turned back, appearing ready to bite someone’s head off, but he gave a begrudging nod instead.

      “Good.” Marlcela handed the artifact back to a confused Graham. “Thank you, Graham.”

      He took it, staring at her for a moment. Hump swore his heart stopped beating as he waited for the man to speak. To give his identity away.

      Graham cleared his throat. “You’re very welcome.”

      He returned to his seat.

      Hump swallowed, his mouth a veritable desert. He tried to appear as casual as he could as he turned to Bud, smiling. “All good, Bud. It’s no big deal.”

      Bud had a scowl, and the good sense to sit back down. “I guess it’s not. Apologies, Countess. I meant no offence.”

      “There’s no need for that,” Countess Daston said. “It’s good to see a young Chosen who is so protective of his party members. Now, Inquisitor Abraxus, unless you have any substantial evidence to put forward, this is nothing but an empty accusation.”

      “Your highness—”

      “—Abraxus,” General Bennet interrupted, turning to the inquisitor, a tight-lipped smile on his face. “Unless you have something physical to present, I suggest you keep it to yourself.”

      The veins bulged on Abraxus’ forehead. “It seems I was mistaken, my lord.”

      “Twice mistaken,” General Bennet corrected. “You were certain of Wizard Vivienne’s guilt too, were you not?”

      Abraxus’ eyes widened as he realised what was happening, the blame for everything was being placed at his feet.

      General Bennet laughed before he could respond. “I suppose I should have expected as much. You inquisitors have a reputation. Good when sniffing out lone necromancers, I’m sure, but such… sweeping methods are less effective in an environment such as that of the Upper City.”

      “I still do not think we should rush a decision,” Abraxus said quickly.

      General Bennet waved him off. “Do not concern yourself. Wizard Vivienne, I apologise for your confinement these past three days, though I do hope you understand. We had to consider every avenue. You are, of course, free to go.”

      “Should I interpret that as a lack of evidence on both accounts, General?” Countess Daston asked. “When we spoke the other day, you were also quite convinced.”

      There was an iciness to her tone that froze the room.

      General Bennet brazenly maintained his smile. “I am limited by the information my subordinates bring me. I meant no offence, of course.”

      “I will keep that in mind when I update Duke Malar on our progress this evening,” Countess Daston said. “I’m sure he’ll be pleased to hear the good news regarding the black stone artifacts, especially after the failure of your expedition to the Telver Mine Dungeon. We lost many adventurers that day.”

      “Indeed, we did.” General Bennet did well to keep his tone even. “I’m sure the duke will be relieved to hear that things have taken a turn for the better.”

      “Yes, I hope so,” Countess Daston said. “And if we’re to continue on this path, there is still much to answer. Primarily, who killed our prisoners? My investigation began three days ago, and it won’t stop just because Wizard Vivienne is now free. Someone close did this.” Her gaze swept the room, each body present no doubt sending her aura. “Quite possibly someone in this very room. Whoever it is, I will find them. I have already seen it happen. Now, it’s just a matter of time.”

      From anyone else, that would sound like nothing more than a promise. From a Chosen of Imira, Hump wasn’t sure there was anything more threatening. If she could see glimpses of other people’s future, he wondered how much of her own she could view.

      “We should move forward with the assumption that these warlocks are aware of our progress with the black stone artifact in that case,” Sir Roderick said. “They will likely know how we intend to track them.”

      “Indeed,” Countess Daston said. “They have the entirety of Sheercliff coming for them. I want them to be afraid. While we prepare, Sir Roderick, gather the Temple Guard captains. Identify the areas where we’ve seen the highest warlock activity. We will start with them.”

      Sir Roderick nodded. “Understood.”

      “General Bennet, I’m sure I can count on you for additional manpower,” Countess Daston said. “While we wait for the new detector to be finished, I want men on the ground using warlock detection devices. The Temple Guard are stretched thin as is.”

      “I will have my captains report to Sir Roderick,” General Bennet said.

      “Good.” Countess Daston took a seat for the first time since the meeting started. “With that concluded, let’s move on to other pressing topics.”

      The conversation turned to things well outside of Hump’s areas of interest. Resourcing, material costs, people; it was all a load of big words and empty promises. The key point was, the research lab would see an increased guard presence, and local enchanteries would be granted all the resources they required at a cost to the nobility.

      Hump’s mind was on other things. He couldn’t stop thinking of what Abraxus said. His master had been found. Not just found, but from the sounds of it, he’d been dug up and had his throat cut. Hump wanted to shout over the table and demand answers. Instead, he waited, silently seething. He wondered how Abraxus could know so much.

      It was another half-hour when Countess Daston dismissed most of the attendees from the room, Hump and the others included. There were matters to be discussed in private by only the most senior members of the council.

      Outside, Dylan rushed on ahead to speak with Vivienne.

      “Go ahead,” Hump told the others. “I’m going to speak with Marcela for a minute and then catch up.”

      As the room emptied out, Hump found a moment to take Marcela to the side out in the entry hall.

      “You saved me,” Hump said quietly. “Thanks.”

      “It was a rather close call, wasn’t it?” Marcela said.

      Hump snorted. “Close? I think I now owe you a favour.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t. You’ve been honest with me at every opportunity. This was nothing.”

      “Why did you do it?” Hump asked.

      “Favours or not, I consider you a friend, Hump. I trusted you, and you rewarded that trust. Whatever Inquisitor Abraxus thinks about you, you have my confidence. Though I will require an explanation.” She nodded toward the now closed doors of the meeting room where Countess Daston was still inside. “I believe my mother likely will too. She’s turned a blind eye to our… misadventures so far, but I suspect that won’t last forever.”

      Hump sighed. “I knew that was a risk when I got into this. I’m more than happy to answer any questions you have.” He caught sight of Vivienne heading out the front door, quickly realising why. Abraxus was out there with Eliana. “Forgive me, but for now I have my own questions I need answers for. If I don’t hurry, they might leave before I get a chance.”

      Marcela followed his eye. “Is this about your master?”

      Hump nodded.

      “What really happened?” Marcela asked.

      “He really was killed by goblins. At least, that’s what I thought. After what Abraxus said, I’m not so sure, though I intend to find out.”

      “Tomorrow then,” Marcela said. “I’ll see you in the training halls. Good luck with Abraxus.”

      “Thank you.”

      Hump hurried out the doors, meeting the others on the steps outside where Vivienne had Abraxus cornered off to the side. Eliana stood with them, looking amused and making idle conversation with the rest of Hump’s party while they waited for the crowd to diffuse.

      “Wizard Humphrey!” Eliana said, waving him over. “Quickly, come join us. This is just delightful.”

      “You’re not helping,” Abraxus growled.

      “Don’t be like that,” Eliana said. “It’s time we all had a conversation on equal ground, don’t you think?”

      “We are not equals,” Abraxus said. “You may have been cleared, Vivienne, but don’t think for a second that I’ve let this go. I will find the truth in this.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of anything less,” Vivienne said.

      “Well, the boy is here now,” Abraxus said. “What did you want? Speak your piece.”

      “You are ostensibly a wizard,” Vivienne said. “For once, I’d like you to think practically.”

      Abraxus’ cheek twitched. If not for the location, Hump was sure the man would have shouted at her.

      “If you intend to annoy me, I will be taking me leave,” he growled out instead. He turned his back to them.

      “I don’t,” Vivienne said. “Truly, I don’t. I just want to have a conversation where, hypothetically of course, we are all on the same side.”

      Abraxus looked at her thoughtfully. “Very well. Though it may be difficult, seeing as I caught Wizard Humphrey in a lie just a few minutes ago. I have seen Sethril’s body myself. There was no arrow wound.”

      “Impossible,” Hump said. “I swear to you, I did not kill my master! He was a father to me. The only family I had. He taught me everything I know, and I did everything I could to save him.”

      Abraxus studied him. “Vivienne has likely informed you that I have a strong nose, both for magic, and for lies.”

      “I’m not lying!” Hump raised his voice, drawing the eyes of some of the attendees as they followed the path to the gate. Hump took a breath, fist clenched. “If you are half as good as you claim, you will know I speak the truth. If my master was murdered, believe me, I would not rest until he was avenged.”

      Abraxus’ were hard as iron, void of emotion. A blank, unreadable slate.

      “Perhaps you are telling the truth,” Abraxus said finally. “Eventually, I will find out for sure.” He turned back to Vivienne. “I will tell you what you want to know, on one condition. You are to keep me informed on progress with the black stone.”

      “Surely you have not fallen so far from General Bennet’s favour that you would need to come to me,” Vivienne said.

      Abraxus glared at her impassively. “Either agree or do not, I won’t stand here debating the matter.”

      Vivienne nodded. “Very well. Though I will inform Countess Daston of our arrangement.”

      “So long as it gets done,” Abraxus said. “As for Sethril, he was found dead in Brookwood Forest. While I didn’t see the burial ground, I was informed he was buried beneath an ash tree.”

      “That much is correct,” Hump said. “Did they describe the location in detail?”

      “They mentioned a shoddy looking tombstone.”

      Hump frowned. “That is also true.”

      “He was buried roughly two days when his remains were discovered,” Abraxus continued. “His equipment was missing, which led to delays identifying him. This is where Eliana and I became involved. We were both stationed in Galonich at the time, so it was only a short distance for us to assist. It’s been years since I last saw Sethril, but there was no mistaking him. He’d died from a cut to the throat.”

      Vivienne settled a questioning stare on Eliana. “You knew all this and didn’t speak with me?”

      “It’s my job, Vivi,” Eliana said. “Some things I can’t reveal, even to you. You also failed to mention that Hump was Seth’s apprentice. That would have helped.”

      “As if I could have told you that with a bounty on his head,” Vivienne said. “Seth was my friend. I thought you were too.”

      “The body couldn’t have been his,” Hump interrupted. “He had an arrow wound to the chest, just below his shoulder. I applied herbs and did my best to imbue the wound with essence, but it was beyond my capability to heal. A wound like that doesn’t just disappear.”

      “There’s a simple explanation for that,” Abraxus said.

      Eliana cleared her throat. “Remember, for a second we’re on the same side.”

      Abraxus sighed. Hump could tell the man thought this was pointless. He wasn’t even humouring them.

      “If we assume Wizard Humphrey was not behind this,” Abraxus said. “And that Sethril did indeed die as he has stated… Perhaps someone disguised his body to look this way in an attempt to frame the apprentice. A job like that would require complex knowledge of healing and necromantic powers. All in all, highly unlikely.”

      “Why would someone do that?” Bud asked.

      “If the goblins were more than they appeared, the goal could have been to place a bounty on his head,” Eliana suggested. “Maybe there’s something about the attack that could lead back to them. Did you or Seth possess anything that might attract unsavoury attention?”

      Hump didn’t answer immediately, but he had a fairly good idea of what that might be.

      “Not that I know of,” he said.

      Eliana held his eye for a moment, as if searching for the truth in them. He couldn’t help but feel nervous, knowing her skill with mind magic, but he sensed no magic at work.

      After only a moment to long, she let out a sigh. “Then we have little to go on.”

      Someone had desecrated his master’s body and tried to cover something up. Even if they weren’t after Hump, they were involved. This was beyond goblins and becoming more and more likely that his master had been killed for his spellbook. If that was their target, finding a single wandering wizard in Alveron was no easy job. For the Inquisition, however, it was more plausible. Perhaps someone framed Hump in order to track him down. If that were true, it seemed probable that they would soon know where he was.

      “That’s all I know,” Abraxus said. “Are you happy?”

      “My friend is dead,” Vivienne said. “More and more it sounds like he was murdered. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re still ignoring the simplest answer.” Abraxus jammed a finger at Hump. “Open your eyes before it’s too late.”
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      Hump stared ahead at the gates to the Daston Estate as Abraxus and Eliana departed. He’d wanted answers, but all he’d gained was more questions. None of it made sense. He’d been there, he’d seen it happen, he’d pulled the arrow from his master’s chest himself and suffered his screams. There was no doubt in his mind that it had been goblins that attacked them, yet the evidence indicated there was more to this. And now some sick bastard had dug up the old man’s grave and mutilated his corpse.

      Anger bubbled to the surface. He felt it surging through his blood. It whispered in his ear, urging him on. Take your revenge. Kill those against you. He hated that voice, even more so knowing where it came from.

      He took a breath and turned to Vivienne, who was watching him. For a moment, he wondered if that was doubt he saw in her eyes. He could hardly blame her. Inquisitor Abraxus’ information directly contradicted the story he’d given her.

      “Vivi, does this change things between us?” Hump asked. “We’ve been down this road before and I need to know that you still trust me.”

      “Whatever doubts I had about your involvement in Seth’s death are long gone. We’re in this together. We suspected there was more to his death than you realised, and this makes that even more likely.”

      Hump formed a fist. “So, he was murdered.”

      “I believe so,” Vivienne said. “What I don’t understand is Abraxus’ report. The type of magic required to cover up the injuries you described, convincingly enough to fool an inquisitor… very few people in Alveron have those abilities.”

      “I don’t understand,” Emilia said. “Are you suggesting that Inquisitor Abraxus is lying?”

      “The man is a snot-faced, egotistical maniac, but he’s as straitlaced as they come,” Vivienne said. “I never took him to be a liar. I just wish we knew more information.”

      “I should have thought to look,” Hump said. He pressed a hand to the side of his head, hard enough to hurt, furious at himself for not handling things better. “I could have buried him somewhere more hidden. A place nobody would find him.”

      “You could never have predicted that some madman would dig up his grave,” Bud said. “It’s beyond sick.”

      “Master, doesn’t Inquisitor Abraxus specialise in detecting this kind of dark magic?” Dylan asked.

      “He does,” Vivienne said. “And by all accounts, he’s very good at what he does.”

      Celaine snorted derisively. “He can’t be that good. So far, the inquisitors haven’t been right about anything. They were useless at the scene of that priestess’ death, and they’ve made no progress with the black stones or warlocks since we went to Stonebark Forest. That on its own is suspicious.”

      “If we’re thinking about the simplest explanation, maybe Abraxus was involved,” Hump said to Vivienne. “Do you trust his integrity enough to count him out?”

      Vivienne bit her lip, thinking for a few seconds before slowly shaking his head. “It’s possible. If even Inquisitor Abraxus can be turned, however, it may be a long time before anyone thinks to trust in wizards again.”

      “I don’t give a shit if people don’t trust us,” Hump said. “All I care about is that someone may be responsible for my master’s death. Consequences be damned, I’ll avenge him.”

      “Calm yourself,” Vivienne said softly. “Just because I wouldn’t completely count him out, doesn’t mean that I think it likely. With so much information missing, we need to think on what we know. Other explanations for what you saw that might line up with Abraxus’ account.”

      “Just to make sure I understand everything correctly,” Emilia said. “Sethril was Hump’s master, and he and Hump were ambushed while travelling through Brookwood Forest. His master died from an arrow wound three days later, and two days after that his body was found.”

      Hump felt a pang in his chest remembering it all. He could still hear his master’s feverish cries as he tended the wounds. “That pretty much sums it up.”

      “Perhaps the goblins managed to find their trail and dug the body up to loot it,” Celaine said. “It wouldn’t explain the different wounds, but there might be another explanation for that.”

      “We considered someone capable of commanding goblins before,” Hump said. “If there was a person involved, it wouldn’t be farfetched to think they were able to track us down after we escaped.”

      “What would they want?” Emilia asked.

      Vivienne glanced at her then back at Hump. “Does she know?”

      Hump nodded. “We told her everything. Well, most of it. Vivienne and my master studied my spellbook back when he first received it. It’s powerful, and two decades ago Master Sethril was almost killed for it. Vivienne’s theory is that maybe someone really succeeded at it this time.”

      “In which case, they’re after you,” Emilia said.

      “It’s possible that now that Hump’s identity as Seth’s apprentice is known, he will be targeted,” Vivienne said. “With that in mind, I suggest you avoid going anywhere unnecessarily, or without the support of your party.”

      “But I have a date,” Hump blurted. He closed his eyes, regretting it immediately. This wasn’t the time, and it certainly wasn’t important.

      “Excuse me?” Vivienne asked.

      Hump waved her off. “Forget it. I just had plans in a couple of days. I can cancel them. This is more important.”

      Vivienne frowned at him and turned back to the subject at hand. “I’m going to try and speak with Eliana alone when I can. She may reveal more to me without Abraxus present.”

      “Do you trust her?” Dylan asked.

      “Not with my secrets,” Vivienne said. “But she’s a friend of sorts. At the very least, I value her thoughts on the matter. Right now, I can’t think of anything else we can do. We just don’t know enough.”

      “I have an idea,” Celaine said. “While we don’t have enough information to figure out any suspects, if we work on the assumption that they’re after Hump’s spellbook… well, it’s right there.”

      She pointed at the book on Hump’s belt.

      “You want to use Hump as bait?” Dylan asked.

      Hump shrugged. “For once, that’s actually not a bad idea. Where better than in Sheercliff? We have Countess Daston’s support, there are more Temple Guard on the streets than ever, and we could take the initiative.”

      “If it’s the Blackstone Warlocks after the book, though, it could end very badly,” Bud said. “We could have an entire cult coming after us.”

      “Then we defeat the warlocks first,” Hump said. “Not specifically us, but we let the powerful folks in charge beat them and then wait for whoever wants the book to show their heads.”

      “It’s certainly an option if we come to that,” Vivienne said. She glanced over her shoulder at the sound of a distant door opening from within the building. “We can discuss this later in a more private location. I need to speak with Justine before we leave.”

      The rest of them agreed, then Vivienne focused on Hump.

      “And I mean discuss this more,” she said. “You’ve ignored my instruction once already.”

      “Fortunately for you, yes,” Hump said. “With Marcela’s help, we were able to get Graham to bring all the equipment he needed to the training grounds. I managed to get the black stone working.”

      “You were very lucky,” Vivienne said. “I don’t know how you did it, but that artifact should have registered your soul damage.”

      “That was thanks to Marcela,” Hump said. “I think she shrouded the artifact in her own essence.”

      “She must hold you in high esteem. That’s a good connection to have. How much does she know?”

      “I told her the truth about my soul,” he said. “She wants to know about my master now too, but I wanted answers first. I promised I’d give her an update tomorrow.”

      “You’ve trusted her this far. A little more won’t hurt.”

      “How was it being locked up?” Hump asked.

      “Unpleasant.”

      The front door opened, and Sir Roderick stepped outside. He nodded in their direction. “Wizard Vivienne, once again I apologise for your treatment. If there’s anything I can assist with in your work, please have word sent to me.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Vivienne said. “I’ll ensure you are informed if necessary.”

      He stepped into the carriage waiting for him, headed off back into the Upper City.

      “I’m not sure how long I’ll be if you want to meet me back at the inn later,” Vivienne said.

      “We’ll wait,” Dylan said before any of them could interject.

      Vivienne smiled. “Very well. I’ll see you later on.”
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      “You should buy yourself some new clothes for tomorrow,” Celaine said. “Preferably something that doesn’t look as if it’s been worn in for the last ten years. You’ve got the money now.”

      They were eating breakfast. Vivienne had already left for the day, and the rest of them were to meet Emilia at the carriageway before heading to the training ground.

      “What’s the point?” Hump said. “Vivienne told me not to go anywhere unnecessary.”

      She narrowed her eyes and gave him an odd look.

      Hump frowned at her. “What?”

      “I’m just surprised. You don’t normally listen.”

      “That’s because I don’t usually have someone out to kill me for my equipment. What Vivienne said made sense.”

      “We can come with you if you’d like,” Bud said. “Just in case something happens.”

      Hump snorted. “The last thing I want is for you lot to be spying on me and Luna. How would I even explain that?”

      “You mentioned Luna intends to bring a chaperone,” Dylan said. “It wouldn’t be that odd.”

      “Right, because my whole party tagging along is the same thing.”

      “He’s just looking for an excuse to back out,” Celaine said. “You nervous?”

      “Me?” Hump scoffed. “You must be joking.”

      She just laughed.

      Hump glared at her, taking a deep breath. Of all the people to poke at him over this, she was the worst. “What’s so funny?”

      “The idea that you’re not nervous. I bet between this and your master, you’ve not stopped thinking all night.”

      “Maybe that’s a little true,” Hump admitted. “It doesn’t mean there isn’t good reason to back out.”

      “Don’t overthink it,” Celaine said. “Just be yourself, but… more mature. If you get what I mean. It’ll do you some good to get a break from things. We’ll tag along separately, if that would be better. Just in case. I wouldn’t mind checking out the travelling performers myself either.”

      “Same here,” Bud said.

      “We can send Bud in to distract the chaperone,” Dylan said.

      “There you have it.” Celaine smiled. “We’ll go whether you take Luna or not. Now you’ve got no excuse.”

      Hump sighed. She was really pushing this. Though if they were all going to be there, it wasn’t like it was any more dangerous than the inn.

      “Fine,” he relented. “But no saying anything weird to Luna. If you can agree to only saying nice things about me for a few hours, I’ll let you go.”

      Bud shrugged and turned to Celaine. “I can probably manage that for a few hours. You?”

      “If it means I get to see Hump awkwardly navigate a date, absolutely!” Celaine said.

      Dylan laughed. “You guys are awful! You’ll do great, Hump. Don’t let them throw you off.”

      “Thanks Dylan,” Hump said. “It’s nice to have one friend I can count on.”
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      It was an easy-going morning. They made their way to the training grounds where Marcela and Corvin’s parties had already arrived.

      “So, is anyone going to tell us what happened yesterday?” Len asked.

      “You’ll know soon enough,” Marcela said. “There was a big meeting about it. I wouldn’t be surprised if word gets around by the end of the day.”

      “Then just tell us now,” Nina said.

      “I’m sworn to secrecy,” Marcela said. “Now if you don’t mind, I need to speak with Hump before we start the day’s training.”

      Hump grinned at the grumbled complaints, then followed Marcela to the kitchen. He was ready for their conversation. After returning to the inn with Vivienne last night, they’d continued their discussion on his master’s death. In the end, they’d decided now wasn’t the time to risk baiting anyone out that was after the Book of Infinite Pages. Hump had too much attention on him as it was. Far too much room for things to go wrong. He needed to keep his head down and not do anything to draw even more attention.

      As for Marcela, they’d discussed which details to share with her. She already knew so much, there wasn’t much point in hiding anything. Still, Hump decided to keep the secret of his spellbook and that someone may be targeting him hidden. Some things were best kept on a need-to-know basis. Instead, he told her of the goblin attack, how his master had died, and the discrepancies raised by Inquisitor Abraxus.

      “I take it you’re considering alternate explanations for what you thought happened,” Marcela said.

      Hump nodded. “I’m trying to. I know what I saw that day, which makes it hard. We’ve had some ideas that have potential though—the main one being that someone instructed the goblins to attack us.”

      “Did your master have a lot of enemies?” Marcela asked.

      “Enough to add some credibility to the theory.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. Well, if you’re alright with me telling my mother of his death, I’ll ask whether she has any ideas. Her information network is one of the best in the kingdom. If there’s rumour of someone commanding monsters, she’ll know of it. Would that be okay?”

      Hump hadn’t even considered using the Daston intelligence network to find more information. Actually, he hadn’t really thought of them helping at all. This was his problem. Nobles didn’t typically go out of their way to help hedge wizards with personal matters.

      “That would be great,” Hump said. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll inform you of any developments. And, there’s something else I wanted to ask you, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “My mother is already putting together a force to take on the warlock threat the moment any of their strongholds is identified. Sir Ricard will be leading our academy force, and I will once again be a squad leader. I want your party alongside me. Will you join?”

      Of all the ways he’d expected this conversation to go, this wasn’t one of them. He considered it. The dangers were there, they would be dealing with warlocks after all, but he was also developing an important connection to a very powerful family. They would be questing anyway, whether it be in Sheercliff or in the surrounding region, and he was certain they would not have an opportunity as good as this one elsewhere.

      “I’ll need to speak with my party to confirm, but yes. We’re in. When the warlocks are found, we’ll fight alongside you.”

      Marcela grinned and extended a hand. “It will be my honour.”

      Hump extended his own and they shook.
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      Hump raised the idea of joining Marcela’s squad with the rest of the party that evening. It was no surprise when they agreed. Which meant, if Graham’s artifact was a success, in a week’s time the five of them could be fighting warlocks. It was an unnerving thought, though far from what was at the forefront of Hump’s mind.

      Tomorrow he was meeting with Priestess Luna—correction, he had a date with her.

      On the way up to the Daston Estate the next morning, Bud and Celaine helped him to pick out a new set of clothes. The choice in the city was… too much. Why people needed so many different colours and frilly things, he didn’t understand. If Celaine had it her way, he’d be stuck with something that made him feel like a kid playing dress-up. Fortunately, he was able to go for something more practical, though still the finest ordinary clothes he’d ever owned.

      “Two gold for ordinary cloth?” Hump scowled at the clerk. “You must be joking. I could buy wizard robes for that.”

      The clerk was a man in his sixties. He looked down at Hump through his glasses. “If you’d like to dress as a wizard, I suggest you shop elsewhere.”

      The man had him in a corner. The last thing Hump wanted was to go through it again. “One and five,” Hump offered. “Be reasonable.”

      The man frowned at him. “One and eight.”

      “One and—”

      “You won’t get better than that,” he interrupted.

      Hump sighed, forked over the money, then left the shop with a grinning Bud and Celaine.

      “You’re going to look so grown up,” Celaine said. “I don’t mean tall. I just mean—” She waved a hand. “Oh, you know what I mean.”

      “Back to the short jokes, huh?”

      She shrugged. “It’s still morning. Give me a chance to get warmed up and I’ll come up with something snappier.”

      Rolling his eyes, Hump led the way to the carriageway. He would never admit it, but he was glad to have the two of them along. He was nervous. Adventuring was one thing and talking to people on the job was something he was used to. Having a conversation with an ordinary girl like Luna, he had no idea what he was supposed to do or say.

      Hump did his best to keep his mind busy for the day. He was meeting Luna in the evening, so they had plenty of time for the usual day’s training. Few things occupied the mind as well as lava magic—he put it down to all the accidental burning. It came with the territory. Turned out, trying to use Control Lava for shaping exercises wasn’t exactly the safest way to improve his control. It was, however, effective.

      Hump was in the spell casting chamber, though this time, not for the armour construct. The ground was covered in sand here, which made for a much easier clean up job for when his lava magic went wrong.

      He took one of the fist sized rocks he’d done most of his training with and used his essence to make it float just above his hand. There were two key steps to casting Melt Stone that the spell tree hadn’t made clear initially. The process didn’t actually require a huge amount of heat. It required the right amount of heat while willing the stone to break apart into tiny pieces at the same time.

      He fixed that in his mind, and said, “Melt Stone.”

      The fist sized chunk dissolved into liquid all at once, forming a molten droplet of red and white heat over his hand. This much was easy. Where the spell became more challenging was maintaining the consistency. While the spell took care of the work, it took a lot of essence to keep the heat up. Because of that, Hump stuck to shorter shaping exercises.

      He brought both hands up around the ball of lava and took a calming breath, letting any stray thoughts leave him and focus take over. He gripped the lava using Control Lava, fixing it in place with his essence. Resistance struck immediately. It was as energetic as commanding fire, while possessing the weight of earth, almost like an explosion of essence trying to break free of him. The first few times, he’d completely lost control and sent a spittle of molten stone all over the place—it was then that Marcela instructed he keep his lava practice here.

      With the lava ball firmly under his control, he moved his hands apart, pulling at his essence as he did, stretching the lava like a gelatinous tube. He’d been shaping it into simple forms like bowls and cups—it forced him to manipulate the lava in all sorts of directions and thicknesses, pushing him to the limits of his control even in the short span he could maintain the spell for. Perhaps in the future he’d find some suitable sand and attempt glass making. It would be handy to be able to make potion vials on the fly.

      This time, he was going for a hollow tube. He was about halfway when the spell failed, the top side of the tube folding in on itself and causing the entire structure to collapse. Its power flared, and Hump felt it about to explode when he released the lava on his own, letting it fall to the ground where it hissed and steamed on the sand, pooling over it until it solidified.

      Hump shuffled backward and leant forward against his hands, breathing deeply at the surge of ice through his channels. He winced, waiting for the cold to subside. While the immediate strain of such a strenuous shaping exercise was painful, he found he could recover for the most part in a few minutes and go again.

      “It looks like your training has been going well.” Vivienne’s voice came from behind him.

      Hump glanced over his shoulder to see her in the entrance to the chamber. He’d not noticed her enter.

      “I’m getting there,” Hump said. “It’s more challenging than other spells I’ve learned of the same tier. Lava has a stronger intent and a lot more energy than I’m used to.”

      “Tier 2 manipulation magic is incredibly complex,” Vivienne said. “You’re progressing fast to already be able to wield it with such proficiency. It’s also good to see you keeping up with your shaping exercise practice.”

      “I’m not sure I’d call it keeping up. I’ve been trying to practice with my new spells and equipment, though it’s a bit lazy, it speeds up the boring bits of training.”

      “I do the same,” Vivienne said. “It’s not recommended for novice wizards. While learning the basics, it’s important to focus on doing one thing perfectly rather than multiple things poorly. You’re advancing to a new stage of wizardry, however. Having the capabilities of a Rank 3 wizard is a big step up.”

      Hump paused at that. He hadn’t really thought much on what it meant to have wielded the Tier 4 spell, White Flame, against the dryad. Wielding battle magic in a combat situation without a formation. Again, he was reminded that unofficially, that made him a Rank 3 wizard.

      “I’m still a way off Soul Manifestation,” Hump said. “Until then, I still feel like a novice.”

      Vivienne shook her head. “That feeling never goes away. The more you know, the more you realise how much of magic is still a mystery. Only the ignorant believe otherwise. You are closer to Soul Manifestation than you think, which is one of the reasons I came today.”

      “It is?”

      She nodded. “I thought now might be a good time to renew our training exercises. I need to see it to be sure, but your use of White Flame draws on techniques only available to those that have successfully manifested their soul.”

      “How’s that possible?” Hump asked. “I used the soul projection technique you taught us.”

      “That isn’t normal. Being able to use the soul for any kind of attack is exceptional. I believe the changes you’ve experienced have pushed you beyond an ordinary Rank 3 wizard.”

      Hump picked up his staff. It made him anxious talking about this. Reminded him of the problems he had to face. “When the gorger almost took me over at Stonebark Forest, it woke me up. I’ve been in denial about my situation, but for the first time after that I could sense my soul and their imprints on it. Made me realise that the damage is done, and it’s not going away on its own. The only way for me to move forward is to grow strong enough to overcome them, and eventually destroy them.”

      “I’ve heard of wizards overcoming more minor soul damage in similar ways,” Vivienne said. “It’s possible.”

      “Do you know how they did it?” Hump asked.

      “Not exactly, but the principles of the soul don’t change. You can either carve off the part they’re attached to, or you can accept them as a part of yourself, nullifying their intent.”

      “Yeah, neither of those sound like particularly good options.”

      She laughed. “It won’t be easy. It’s a good goal to strive for though. We’re jumping ahead of ourselves here though. I’ve not even seen you use White Flame yet.”

      “You sure you have time to train me?” Hump asked. “It sounded like you would be pretty busy.”

      She waved a hand. “Graham exaggerated my role. If we don’t find time now, we may never. Show me what you can do.”

      Hump grinned. “Alright then.”

      He hadn’t done much practice on White Flame since the battle with the dryad. For one thing, it exhausted him each time he used it, which didn’t make for great training. It also came naturally. Ever since he’d woken from his dream with White Flame, it was like a part of him. The hard bit was summoning the power of his soul in the first place, but now that he’d done it, he could draw upon it whenever he needed to.

      He took aim at the armoured construct. A flame kindled before his staff, and into it he threw the strength of his soul. Light exploded into the room, and the flame quadrupled in size, essence flooding into it from his staff’s focus, stirring up the wind around him.

      “White Flame.”

      Fire erupted in a cone from Hump’s staff, blindingly bright. It obscured the armoured construct from sight and filled the air with the smell of burning. As the spell faded, the armoured construct lay in pieces, glowing red with heat.

      Hump placed his staff back on the ground and leaned on it, drawing in deep breaths as he waited for the familiar cold to fade. This was far from the strength he’d put into the attack on the dryad, but it drained him fast.

      “Fascinating,” Vivienne said. “You’re definitely directly drawing upon your soul’s strength. Soul Manifestation does the same thing, only you’re using that power to fuel your magic.

      “Isn’t that basically the same thing?” Hump asked.

      “No, not quite. Soul Manifestation is more than about summoning power; it’s about imposing one’s soul on the world around them. No matter how it manifests, that is always the case. Your soul is far stronger than that of a wizard of Rank 3, but you must be cautious. Magic like this opens your soul up as a target. If, for example, I decided to exploit that weakness, I could use the time you spend casting to attack your soul directly, closing you off from your essence and effectively defeating you.”

      Hump frowned. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “The good news is, it’s preventable, though the techniques for such defence are usually only usable for those that have manifested their soul. I’m not entirely sure you can wield them, though I suggest you try.”

      “What kind of techniques?”

      “For starters, we’ll continue developing the ones I’ve already taught you. Perception, manipulation, and projection are all key to Soul Manifestation and the techniques built upon it. Until then, your soul is a weakness. As powerful as it is, it is only after manifesting it that you can build on its defences. What we’d be doing is trying to create those defences early.”

      Meaning, I’m going to be a punching bag again, Hump thought.

      He wanted to complain, hating training defensive techniques at the best of times. He could still remember his early days learning Shield, defending against stone after stone thrown by his master. There was never any winning either. If his Shield held, that only meant the next attack was heavier.

      But… if he could work on his soul now, he wondered what impact that would have on his growth. It had hardly been a consideration when he’d first gained the dragon egg, but if he could complete Soul Manifestation before the Dragon Keeper Trials, he might actually have a chance.

      “I’d like to try,” Hump said. “Whether it works or not, my control over my soul needs to get stronger if I’m to have a chance of removing these imprints.”

      “Then we’ll begin as before.” Essence expanded around Vivienne, steaming from her in great water-blue trails. That power gathered in the air around her, coating her in power. Hump felt a chill down his spine as she released the power of her soul. “Do your best to resist.”

      The pressure descended like a storm and Hump drowned in it. He responded on instinct, his entire body tensing as his soul pushed back against the intrusion.

      Where the gorger had wormed its way in, Vivienne came from all directions with overwhelming power. It crushed him, though as strong as it felt, Hump didn’t feel like he would collapse against it. It pushed him, but he could still control himself. He pressed back against her, forming a shell of will and essence.

      He could resist.
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      Hump spotted Luna through the carriageway window as he descended the cliff. Even out of her priestess robes, her blonde hair stood out from the crowd. She was with a slightly older woman—no doubt the chaperone she’d mentioned—off to the side of the carriageway, the two of them talking as they waited.

      Hump checked his reflection in the window. He’d changed before leaving the training grounds and still hated the new clothes. That was always the case though. It didn’t feel his until properly worn in. The quilted grey shirt wasn’t so bad—that at least was warm. The embroidered brown vest on the other hand looked ridiculous on him. He’d left the rest of his equipment in a bag with Dylan, along with his staff, so it was too late to change his mind now.

      His party would follow a couple of carriages behind, hanging around the same area as him, just in case anything were to happen. Though as Hump was now, he didn’t think it likely. He’d put his spellbook in the pouch at his side with his egg. Without his staff, there was really nothing about him that stood out as anything more than an ordinary person. Well, he supposed he was better dressed than most. More a merchant’s son than a farmer or tradesman.

      He tilted back and forth on his heels as the carriage descended, his nerves building the closer he came to the ground.

      Just don’t be awkward, he told himself. He’d stepped into dungeons and fought off hordes of deadly monsters, this was nothing to get worked up over. If things didn’t work out, he’d just keep doing what he was doing. Sure, Celaine would make fun of him, but at least he would have tried.

      As the carriage slowed to a stop, he forced himself to smile and headed over to where Luna waited. The two priestesses were facing away from him, watching the main road.

      “Hi, Luna,” Hump said.

      She turned to him, almost appearing surprised to see him.

      She looked great. They were in the heart of winter, so she had a thick blue dress on with a chequered grey pattern. A dark blue cloak draped her shoulders, with white fur about her neck; her blonde hair cascading around it. The belt about her slim waist was of dark leather, matching her gloves. He’d seen other ladies in the Upper City dressed similarly, and Luna pulled it off with effortless charm. Practical, yet elegant, and a damn sight warmer than Hump’s attire. He’d grown too used to a good cloak and battle robes, he’d need to try and replicate the runes to resist the elements.

      “Wizard Hump.” A smile broke on her face. “I didn’t expect you to be arriving from the Upper City. Hello!” She gestured to her friend. “This is Miranda, another Priestess of Lady Light.”

      “Good day,” the woman said cheerfully. He thought she was likely in her twenties now that he was up close. Like Luna, she wasn’t in her priestess attire, instead wearing a dress and a heavy overcoat. “It’s not often a wizard attempts to court one of my sisters. I’ve been rather excited to meet you.”

      “Er…” Hump mumbled, not knowing what to say. “Is that a good thing?” He gave a dopy grin.

      “It’s certainly interesting,” she smirked.

      “Miranda!” Luna said, her cheeks turning red. “You make it sound so daunting.”

      Miranda laughed. “Did you have business in the Upper City?”

      Hump shook his head. “Not business, exactly. Training. Marcela Daston was kind enough to give my party access to her family’s training grounds. We’ve been making use of it.”

      “You were with Lady Marcela?” Luna asked. “I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised after seeing you return to Sheercliff with her.”

      “Nobody is more surprised than I. She was our squad leader while we quested around Stonebark Forest. At least for now, she’s asked us to stick around.”

      “Goodness. You really have come a long way from the half-dead Dragon Slayer I met in Bledsbury.” She looked him over and rubbed her chin. “I like it! He looks like a young lord, wouldn’t you say, Miranda?”

      “Yes, yes. Very dashing.”

      Hump laughed, trying to hide the blood rushing to his cheeks. “I guess I should thank my party for such praise. They wouldn’t let me come until they took me shopping.”

      “I only spoke to them briefly in Bledsbury, but they seemed like good friends,” she said. “They were very worried about you.”

      “They have their moments,” Hump said. “We’ve gained two new members since then. It’s been an exciting few months.”

      “I’d love to hear about it. It’s been so long since I could travel. Ever since we arrived in Sheercliff City, it’s just been work, work, work.”

      “Let’s walk and talk,” Miranda said. “As much as I enjoy spending my evening watching you two have fun, I do have a life of my own I’d like to get back to eventually.”

      The streets were crowded but not bustling, so they could walk together unimpeded. Hump walked alongside Luna, altogether feeling awkward, while Miranda followed closed behind. He told Luna a little about his time in Fishers Lake and Stonebark Forest, though left out the more morbid parts.

      “How have things been with the refugees?” Hump asked. “Did the people of Stonebark get settled okay?”

      “As well as one could hope, I would say,” Luna said. “It’s difficult. There are so many people already, and every day the numbers increase. We’ve started referring to it as the Outer City at this point. The third tier of Sheercliff hierarchy, full of homeless people and starving children.” She sighed and gave him a look. “Sorry. I love what I do, but it can be hard sometimes. Today was my first day in the temple for a while.”

      “That’s alright,” Hump said. “It’s a sentiment I understand well. There are many perks to being an adventurer, but where the highs are fantastic, the lows are equally awful. The fact that you can stay here and help all the refugees day after day is amazing.”

      “It means a lot to hear you say that.”

      Their conversation lapsed. Luna looked down at her hands, rolling a gold ring between her fingers, and she chuckled. “Look at me, dredging up such gloomy topics. This is supposed to be fun.”

      “No, not at all. I’m interested. Very, actually. My perspective feels rather disconnected, so please, tell me more about it. What does the typical day of a Chosen Priestess of Lady Light look like?”

      She gave him a sidelong glance and smiled. “Okay then.”

      She told him about her typical day. Each of the churches were required to send their members down to aid the refugees, whether that be priests and priestesses or Chosen. Even for those of the clergy that lacked the blessings of the Chosen, their faith held power in a different way, not to mention all the support and charitable services they provided.

      “I suppose everything looks small from the Upper City, doesn’t it?” Luna said. “It’s so easy to put these things out of mind. Do you like it up there?”

      Hump had come to enjoy his time there. The vacant streets, the cleanliness, and the artistry that went into everything—it was nice, but there was always a sense of being out of place. Like he didn’t belong amongst that crowd. “I feel like a stranger. The fineries of the rich and noble are spectacular, but I’m much more at home down on streets like these, amongst ordinary people.”

      “You’re a wizard. I would hardly call you ordinary.”

      “I wasn’t always a wizard. For the first years of my life, I was just another child on the streets, without family or home. My master saved me from that life.”

      Luna’s arm brushed his, their hands touching briefly. “I had no idea. Considering the company you keep, I just presumed you were an academy wizard or something of the sort.”

      “It was only just before Bledsbury that I met Bud, Celaine, and her mentor, Vamir, on the way to the dungeon itself. Bud chalks it up to fate, though I put it down to blind luck.” He wrinkled his nose. “I probably shouldn’t have said that to a priestess.”

      Luna gave an enchanting laugh. “The difference between fate and luck boils down to one’s perception in the end. For me, it’s reassuring to think that the lady looks over me and ensures I do not stray from where it is I am supposed to end up.”

      “What if you don’t like that place?” Hump asked cautiously, aware that he was treading dangerous ground. It was best he dished out the ‘blasphemy’ slowly.

      “I honestly don’t know. We’re taught that every life has its purpose, and we all eventually find where it is we belong. Wherever that might be, I think I’m content to enjoy the journey. She hasn’t steered me wrong so far.”

      It was a similar sentiment he’d heard from Bud, though Luna’s had an elegance to it. Enjoying the journey was something he could relate to. Hedge wizards never knew quite where they’d end up, but they’d find work along the way, going where the road took them.

      “How did you become a priestess?” Hump asked.

      “It was thanks to my mother. My father passed away before I was born, and she was a Chosen of Lady Light, and her duties often took her away from home. Because of that, I was largely raised by the church. She died in the Fallen Lands, and since then the church became my family.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been hard.”

      She shook her head. “It was a long time ago. I was eight. My sisters in the church helped. Honestly, I don’t remember her very well now. Only that she was beautiful, and on the day she left, how valiant she looked in her armour, like a paladin from a painting.”

      Hump smiled at her. It was a good, final memory to have. Hump didn’t remember his family. Until his master came along, it was just him on the streets. Seeing the old man die painfully, muddled by fever dreams, was horrible.

      “I can’t imagine growing up in the church,” Hump said. “What do you do all day? It must get stuffy with all the old priests about.”

      Luna laughed. “They were certainly strict, but we had our ways of having fun. There were lessons, of course—we spent a lot of time reading, learning to cook, knit, and the healing arts. Once that was all done, though, we were mostly free to do as we liked.”

      They reached the gates of the Lower City, where more guards than ever were posted. It only took a look at Hump’s Adventurers’ Medallion and the rings of the priestesses for them to be allowed through.

      “The guard presence is even more than it was yesterday,” Luna said quietly as they passed through the gates.

      “Have they told you much about what’s going on?” Hump asked.

      Luna shook her head. “We know that something is going on, but we’re not very involved. Our job is to keep looking after the refugees. Though, after Priestess Freya died, we’ve been scared of even that. It doesn’t help that the High Priest of Osidium still hasn’t returned.”

      Hump frowned. “There’s a High Priest of Osidium? I’d have thought I would have seen him at one of the faction meetings.”

      Luna arched an eyebrow. “You really have moved up in the world. But yes, there is. Rumour has it he locked himself in the Shrine of Osidium after his daughter died.”

      It suddenly clicked for Hump. “His daughter was the priestess.”

      She nodded.

      Hump glanced at the cliff, where the giant head of Osidium stared out. “No wonder he’s locked himself inside. I didn’t know.”

      “I’m terribly sorry for bringing it up,” Luna said. “I just thought you might know a little more about what’s going on. All we know is that the Temple Guard are more active than ever.”

      Hump sighed, feeling guilty.

      “If you can’t say anything, I do understand, believe me.”

      “I can’t say much,” Hump said. “What I can tell you is that the relevant people are making progress and they’re taking action. Your fear is warranted, but this stalemate we’re in won’t last forever.”

      “Thank you,” Luna said. “Right, well that turned dark again. We need a policy where we avoid topics like this.”

      She awarded him a warm smile, and he felt himself smiling too.

      “Agreed.”

      They entered the suburbs of Sheercliff, and soon arrived at the refugee camp, though it could hardly be called as such now. Outer City seemed a more fitting term. Blocks of smooth-stone apartment buildings lined the streets everywhere, formed in long straight lines. They weren’t much to look at. Formed from magic rather than human hand, they were out of place compared to the rest of Sheercliff. Ugly, even.

      Hump had overheard people of the Upper City scorning its development for ruining their city. And the streets here were even more packed than in the Lower City. Thousands upon thousands of people needed homes—how else were they to do it?

      Hump paused, spotting a group of perhaps twenty wizards manning a single giant formation. Much of the formation was now obscured by the building constructed at its centre, but it appeared to be a rendition of Transform Earth, scaled up to be used by a large group. Nothing particularly complicated, likely only a Tier 1 variant of the spell. The wizards worked in perfect harmony, weaving their essence as one to summon up stone from the earth and fix it in place, producing the same smooth walls as the buildings around it.

      There was a time when Hump imagined himself following a path like this. Construction wizards were always in demand. It was a safe job that was reasonably well-paid. A good way for any wizard to make a living that didn’t have the potential to make it as an adventurer.

      “This is the incredible side of it all,” Luna said. “So many people coming together to help each other.”

      Food stalls lined the streets. Shops ran from wagons and carts, selling all the goods people managed to bring with them to the city. People making do. Music filled the space around campfires, people drunk and cheering. The smell of meats and soups wafted from large tents manned by the church. There was a sadness to the people here, but there was also resilience.

      “I can see that,” Hump said. Somehow, Countess Daston was making it work.

      “We’re almost there.” Luna pointed down a path that led between a large wagon and stand, where it looked like multiple families had joined their carts together. Farther down, he saw a colourful array of tents and carts. He noticed Bud lumbering down the road in their direction, the big Chosen sticking out even without his armour.

      Luna took Hump by the elbow and whisked him through the crowd. He was hit with the sweet scent of her rose petal perfume. “Now, I’ve heard the Master of Illusionary Arts is exceptional. I’d be very interested to find out what you make of it as a wizard. The entire show is put on with magic, while actors perform the voices and music.”

      “That sounds brilliant,” Hump said. “Let’s start with that.”
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      The crowd erupted into cheers as the Master of Illusionary Arts came to the stage and gave a bow, the other actors and musicians joining him. They’d arrived too early for the show, so Luna had dragged Hump around the streets of fairground games and food.

      Hump was actually surprised at how well the evening had gone. There had been some quiet moments, but nothing awkward, and he really liked Luna. She was different to almost anyone he’d met. Cute, charming, and above all, kind, yet she still knew a little of the darkness in the world. She was very interested in his adventuring, and while he’d left out the worst moments, he could tell she understood what he avoided. She could relate.

      “What did you think of it?” she asked as they left.

      Hump shook his head, smiling. “I shouldn’t say. I’ll just ruin the fun.”

      She laughed. “That bad?”

      “Not bad exactly, just…” Hump cringed. “Scammy.”

      “How isn’t that bad?” Luna asked. “That’s worse than bad!”

      “Exactly.”

      Luna snorted. “Go on then. Ruin it for me. What did they do?”

      “It’s more what they didn’t do,” Hump said. “For one thing, that man was barely a wizard. Sure, he had a little magic, but he was using an artifact to produce those illusions—think, magically created puppet.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Luna said.

      “On its own, maybe not. But there were at least three other ‘wizards’ running that show, and not one of them knew more than rudimentary essence application. I expect they have an artifact set up to create each character, leaving them with nothing to do except activate it.”

      Luna glowered at him. “You’re right, that did ruin it.”

      “I did warn you.”

      “I should have known better than to have doubted a wise wizard such as yourself,” she smirked. “The people seemed to enjoy it though. That’s what matters.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Hump said. “It was fun. I thought the dragon was well done, especially with the fire breathing. That must have cost them a lot.” He scratched his chin. “Or maybe one of them is the enchanter, in which case, not so scammy after all.”

      Luna sighed dramatically. “I fear the answer to that shall remain an unsolvable mystery. Can you do magic like that?”

      “Illusion magic isn’t exactly my field of expertise.”

      “What is then?”

      “I was most skilled in earth magic under my master,” Hump said. “More recently, I’ve been using fire too, or combining both into lava. Much less finnicky than illusion magic—I’m more the blow things up kind of wizard.”

      “Sounds rather dangerous.”

      “I definitely wouldn’t like to use it in an area like here.”

      “Is there anything you could do here?” she asked. “I’ve always been curious about magic. The idea of changing the world through sheer effort of will is fascinating.”

      Hump glanced around, noting the presence of several Temple Guard. They were nearing the Lower City Gates now. “This is a little bit like cheating, but I can’t think of anything else that I could do here that wouldn’t get me arrested.” He held out his hand so that she could see his ring. “This is an Osidium Opal Ring given to me by Countess Daston.”

      He let a little essence seep into the stone and willed the sand out from inside. It rose like smoke, spiralling a few inches into the air. He’d been practicing over the last week, and while he was still learning, he had an idea she might like. Envisioning her face, he fixed that image in his mind and fed that thought to the sands, guiding them into place. The sands rearranged themselves, forming the outline of a vaguely Luna-looking face before it all collapsed. Hump let out a breath.

      She laughed. “It really isn’t your forte.”

      Hump couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe not, but if you ever need a wall smashed in, I’m your man.”

      Luna pointed over Hump’s shoulder and he glanced back to see one of the Temple Guard eyeing them suspiciously.

      Hump winced. “Oops.”

      “Perhaps we should discuss blowing up walls some place more private,” she whispered. “Though I’ll keep your offer in mind.”

      “Would you two stop dawdling,” Miranda said, catching up behind them. “Through the gates, come on.”

      She pushed through between them and led the way up the streets, avoiding the queue in favour of the gate saved for those with special access, like adventurers. The closer they got, the more reluctant Hump was for the evening to end. Though good things always did. Once they were through, they continued up the road a short way before Luna stopped.

      “Well, I had a lovely evening, Hump.” She leant forward and gave him a kiss on the cheek, pulling away smiling, her cheeks red. “Until next time.”

      Hump’s heart skipped a beat at her touch. For a moment, he stood there frozen. “Right. And when would that be?” He tried to sound casual, but his voice made a pathetic crack halfway through his question.

      Luna chuckled. “My next temple day is in another week. Perhaps we can meet then? This time, I’ll let you decide the location.”

      “I’ll have a think and send you a letter.”

      “I’ll look forward to it.” She gave him one last smile before glancing to Miranda. “I had best go before she gets too cross.”

      Miranda smirked. “Goodbye, Hump,” she said dryly.

      Hump said his goodbyes and watched the two women go, disappearing into the crowded street. He heard people approaching behind him and turned as his party came to stand beside him.

      Bud, who was chewing on a meat skewer, spoke first. “Looks like it went well,” he said cheerfully, mouth full. “And you said you don’t believe in miracles.”

      “Hey! I take offence to that.”

      Dylan and Emilia laughed.

      “So, are you meeting again?” Celaine asked.

      Hump was filled with a complicated run of emotion about her indifferent tone. “Yes. Next week.”

      “Huh,” Celaine said. “We thought you were going to come up short.”

      Bud laughed.

      “Oh, that’s great,” Hump said. “Very clever. Are you done?”

      “We came up with a list,” Bud said. “Did she have to duck for that kiss?”

      Hump glared at him. “Say what you want, at least I got the kiss.”

      Hump couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed by Celaine’s reaction. It was done. She’d made it perfectly clear she wasn’t interested, and tonight had gone well. He shouldn’t even be thinking about it.

      “She wants me to choose the place next time,” Hump said. “Any ideas?”

      “The theatre is always a good choice,” Emilia said.

      “You could take her to a tavern,” Bud said.

      “Do priestesses drink?” Dylan asked.

      “Ah. Not usually,” Bud said.

      “I think the theatre sounds like the better choice,” Hump said flatly.
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      The next few days passed quickly. Dylan’s razorclaw armour was complete, and it was everything the druid had hoped. The brown leathers were tougher than any ordinary hide, and the furs possessed the ability to harden into spikes with an application of essence. Along with its self-repair function, it would last him a long time.

      There was little news from Vivienne about progress on the detection artifact—Countess Daston had sworn her to utmost secrecy—though Hump gathered things were moving fast. The countess was up to something. Marcela mentioned meetings with Sir Roderick, General Bennet, even Lord Ferrand. No doubt they were planning their actions against the warlocks, though Hump suspected it might also have something to do with whatever traitors might be amongst them. Everyone was being cautious, yet the effect that had on the city was all but lost on Hump.

      He focused on what he could do. He had to get stronger—they all had to. They were bronze rankers now. Marcela was more in the know than any of them, regularly meeting with Sir Ricard and other squad leaders, and she’d informed them to be prepared for front line action.

      Many adventurers had died on failed expeditions beyond the city. Once the warlocks were found, that would be their first true test. Bronze rankers like them would make up the bulk of the force. In Hump’s experience, they would also do the bulk of the dying.

      Hump always felt a sense of danger when taking on a challenging quest or dungeon, but this time he would be fighting people. Amongst them, at least a few had to be powerful to keep them concealed for this long.

      It was a different kind of fight, especially in a populated city like Sheercliff. With that in mind, they’d started training with Marcela and Corvin’s parties each morning, building their tactics and group coordination. Whatever grudges or opinions Corvin’s party had harboured of Hump before were gone now. He was treated the same as any of them.

      A week wasn’t really enough time for this, but Marcela instructed them on the basics, developing a couple of simple strategies for when they were fighting as a single unit or split off into individual parties. They were training late into the evening, working together to establish group formations and how to deal with powerful opponents.

      This was where the academy experience really showed.

      “Our role won’t be to fight them,” Marcela said. “Ricard and the other silver rankers will be there to take on the serious opponents. If we find them, all we need to do is survive and buy time.”

      “Which we should be particularly good at,” Len said. “Hump and I have solid defensive magic between us, and we’ve got a sturdy frontline. If Corvin flashes his light a bit, help will arrive with plenty of time to spare.”

      “Would you let that go,” Corvin said. “Someone had to give us some light in Tailsend, or did you want to fight off a horde of monsters in the dark?”

      Len gave him a sly smile, clearly pleased he’d taken the bait. He launched into a well-worn rant ridiculing Corvin for hiding in his tower while the rest of them did the real fighting.

      Perhaps there’s still a few grudges, Hump thought.

      The afternoons were saved for individual training. Hump spent hours each day practicing his lava magic, honing his shaping skills, and refining his arsenal of cantrips. Most recently he’d purchased the Whisper cantrip—one of the more expensive Tier 0 spells but effective for medium range communication.

      Strangely, the afternoons were what he’d come to look forward to most. That was when Vivienne would help with his soul training. It was unpleasant, exhausting, and made him feel like ice by the end of it, but he finally felt like he was taking steps to regaining control over his soul.

      Already he’d noticed a marked improvement in his capabilities. The trip to Stonebark Forest had been a dangerous one, but the benefits were notable in everything he did. Resisting Vivienne’s assault became easier. His soul responded swiftly, acting as an extension of his mind rather than the brute force bursts of power he’d used before.

      When he looked inward, he could more easily sense the dragon and gorger imprints, as well as the bond he had to his egg. That seemed to be strengthening faster than anything. He could reach out to it now with just a thought, and a flood of images would exchange between them. The hatchling was growing stronger.

      “That’s enough for today,” Vivienne said.

      She withdrew her soul, and Hump felt as if he could properly breathe once more. They’d been working on his spellcasting while under attack from a manifested soul. It was tough, like wielding his essence through sludge, but he’d managed to get off a few Essence Blasts now.

      Hump slumped to the floor, breathing heavily. Everything was cold.

      “You’re really getting the hang of this,” Vivienne said. “I’m impressed.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said through chattering teeth. “I couldn’t have managed without you.”

      She waved off his gratitude. “No need to thank me. Honestly, after staring at runes all day, this is a great way to relieve stress.”

      She smiled at him, and Hump glared back.

      “Brilliant.”
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      Even with the few bits of information Vivienne had let slip, the news came sooner than Hump anticipated. An official letter from the academy arrived the following morning.

      “We have our next assignment,” Celaine said, already eating breakfast. She slid the letter across the table to Hump.

      Hump sat groggily and picked it up. It hadn’t even been a week since Vivienne’s supposed tribunal. “You are instructed to attend a meeting in the Adventurers’ Guild, Hall two. Come equipped for battle,” Hump read. He looked up at Celaine. “This is hardly an assignment.”

      “They’re being unusually secretive about an Adventurers’ Guild request,” Dylan said. “Vivienne left at first light. She slipped a note under my door saying to be careful today, but that was it. No information at all.”

      “I suppose their artifact worked then,” Hump said.

      Celaine smiled. “So, we’re finally going warlock hunting. I’ve got to admit, training was getting a bit dull.”

      Dylan sighed. “I’ll go wake up Bud. We had best get ready. You think it’s worth one of us going to let Emilia know and decide on a meeting place?”

      “I’ll go,” Celaine said. “We’ll meet you outside the guild campus.”

      Hump nodded. “And I’ll eat breakfast. Wouldn’t want to fight warlocks on an empty stomach.”
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      When they left the inn, Temple Guard filled the streets in greater numbers than Hump had ever seen. Squads of heavily armed men patrolled, parting crowds who watched on with a mixture of fear and curiosity. More guards were stationed on every major street—those of the temple identifiable by their colours and sigils, while the ordinary city guards wore lighter equipment. This wasn’t just a display of strength. They looked ready for war, and it wasn’t hard to guess their purpose.

      They were stopped twice on the short walk to the guild campus; both times their bronze adventurer medallions allowed them to continue onward. When they arrived, the guild campus was busy. Hump looked around for Emilia and Celaine, but it was the girls that found them first.

      “They must have every guard in the city on duty,” Emilia said. “I’ve never seen so many active.”

      “I guess we were right,” Celaine said. “They must have found some warlock bases.”

      Hump nodded. “They figured it out quickly too. Graham said it could be two weeks.”

      “I get the impression Graham may have exaggerated the timeline,” Dylan said. “My master didn’t say it explicitly, but I think Countess Daston wanted to make it sound like the warlocks had more time to prepare than they did.”

      Bud laughed. “If it caught us off guard, it probably surprised the warlocks even more.”

      Hump surveyed the crowd of adventurers. “Still, it doesn’t explain the numbers here. We’ve got an army’s worth of adventurers. An unorganised group like this will just destroy the city if it comes to a fight.”

      “Did Wizard Vivienne say anything this morning?” Emilia asked. “I was hoping to speak with her–I take it she’s not coming with you.”

      “She’s part of Countess Daston’s retinue,” Dylan said. “She left early this morning for the academy.”

      “I guess we’ll have to find out what’s going on with everybody else,” Emilia said. “Nobody forgot anything important, did they?”

      Hump glanced at Bud. “Did you remember to grab your brain before you left?”

      The knight nodded seriously. “I sure hope so.”

      Hump snorted, then turned back to Emilia. “We’re good. Let’s do this.”
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      While the guild campus was crowded, their meeting hall was relatively empty. There were six other parties already inside when Hump arrived, Marcela amongst them.

      The five of them made their way over.

      “Morning,” Marcela said quietly. Her voice echoed in the largely empty hall.

      They said their greetings.

      She was wearing armour unlike before, covering her upper body. It reminded Hump of the suit of flowing, enchanted plate Kassius had worn in Bledsbury, and seemed like a scaled down version of her mother’s equipment. The metal conformed to her almost like a second skin, appearing light yet strong. Her legs and feet were unbound by plate, sticking with the boots and cloth trousers he’d seen her use before.

      “Have you been here long?” Hump asked.

      “Squad leaders were brought in early to be briefed in advance. The rest of my party came with me.” She gestured to a man in full plate mail. “This is Varris. He’s been around for a couple of our training sessions, and we’ve officially brought him on board.”

      Varris nodded in their direction. “Looking forward to working with you all.”

      He had a deep, charismatic voice. Hump had seen him training with Marcela’s party a few times before but hadn’t spoken to him.

      The ten of them chatted between themselves, leaving the other parties alone. Len and Teff seemed fairly at ease, but there was a nervousness to Nina that Hump started noticing ever since Matthias’ death in Stonebark Forest. He noted it. If push came to shove, she may not be reliable.

      Over the next ten minutes, five more parties arrived, including Corvin’s, bringing the total numbers in the hall to a little over fifty. Only after everyone arrived did Sir Ricard enter the room, alongside two others. Marcela had informed them that he’d lost two members of his party in Stonebark Forest.

      His steel boots clanked across the floor, all the way up to the table at the front of the room, drawing their attention. He unravelled a map on the table and placed weights on each corner. On it was a detailed drawing of what looked to be an area in Sheercliff, though Hump didn’t recognise it.

      “Thank you all for coming,” he began. “For those of you I have not met before, I am Ricard Godward, silver ranked adventurer, and the commander of this task force. I’m sure most of you have pieced it together already, but for the purpose of clarity, warlocks have been located across the city. Our purpose today is to find their exact location and take action to destroy them. Similar operations will be carried out across the city.”

      The room was silence, each present hanging on his every word. There was a nervous tension in the air that was almost tangible.

      “My lord,” a woman said, stepping forward. “I must ask, why are we only being informed of this today? Surely an operation as important as this requires more planning.”

      “I know this may be frustrating, but even I was uninformed of developments until last night,” Ricard said. “The order for secrecy came from the very top. There is fear of spies amongst Sheercliff leadership, and the warlocks could not be allowed warning of our strike. You are adventurers—of course, if you decide this is a risk you do not wish to partake in, you are free to leave, though I must insist you remain here until I finish. For those of you that stay, Countess Daston has promised ten gold for your assistance today, and the same again for any warlock captured or killed. Further rewards are available for those whose service I deem worthy.”

      Ten gold for a single day’s work was a lot of money. Almost as much as all their time in Stonebark Forest had been worth, and that was before they factored in the bounty on warlocks.

      When nobody spoke up, Ricard smiled. “Very good. Then let us continue. Countess Daston’s research team were able to uncover more than ten locations across Sheercliff with warlock activity. Due to the nature of the artifact, the accuracy of the readings was insufficient to identify specific buildings.” He pointed at a street on the map, to the east of a large park. “We’ll be searching this area near Sutfield Park.”

      Hump shuffled forward, the rest of the room doing the same. The main street was called Cinders Lane—from the looks of it, a residential area of terraced houses, spotted with a few shops. At least from the map, there was nothing that stood out as an obvious target.

      “This is a large area,” Marcela said. “How are we supposed to find them?”

      “Each party will be assigned three artifacts: an essence detector, a warlock identifier, and a crystal locator beacon. Outside of that, we must resort to traditional search methods. Temple Guard are already positioned in the area and are watching for suspicious movement. Once we arrive, we’ll launch a synchronised sweep and search operation in tandem with the guards.”

      “You want us to search everything?” Corvin asked, surprised.

      Ricard nodded. “Indeed. There’s a reason the city has called upon all forces. We must see success today. Guards will be assisting in the door-to-door investigations, but it comes down to us. Expert opinion is that the warlocks are heavily enchanting an area to prevent detection, most likely underground. While that makes them difficult to locate across an entire city, it simplifies our job. Use your blessings and magic. If you sense disruption or anything usual, that may be their enchantments interfering.”

      “We’re looking for basements, sewers, cellars—anything of the sort?” Hump asked. “Is anything off limits?”

      “There are no limits. Apprehend anyone that refuses you access, and have the guards officialise their arrest. The warlocks will be merciless. Expect traps and ambushes. They will know we’re coming long before we find them, so any engagement will be decided by them.”

      “Do you have any idea of numbers?” another squad leader asked.

      “Due to the number of locations found across the city, it’s assumed that each location is minimally manned. Assumptions are just that, however. The truth is, we can’t know with any certainty. With that in mind, our initial goal is to locate the warlocks rather than to engage. Upon discovery of their location, smash your locator beacon. That will alert me, and my party will immediately come to assist. Do not hesitate to kill, but capturing targets is preferable, though only when it’s safe to do so.”

      “Is there an additional reward for that?” a man asked. He looked to be in his forties. He had a battle axe over his back and wore old mail and leathers. His face was scarred and gruff—a look Hump had seen on many veteran adventurers.

      “No,” Ricard said. “Such a reward would only risk mistakes in search of profit. The reward for this quest is high to prevent selfishness. We are a team. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for. Our moment to take back control over Sheercliff. Work together, don’t take risks, and with the gods on our side, we’ll all come home safely.”

      Hump grimaced. He didn’t like the sound of that. The gods hadn’t done him any favours before, and now Ricard had gone and jinxed any chance of good luck they had. Well, thinking about it, just being in the position to join on such a quest had probably used up a year’s worth of good luck anyway.

      Ricard looked them over. “Now, are there any questions?”
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      “I hate this,” Bud said, as another person slammed their door in his face. “Why do I have to be the one that scans everyone. They hate me.”

      The five of them had split off from the main group. The eleven parties under Ricard were divided into four squads, each one given a different direction to sweep through the streets around Cinders Lane. He would catch glimpses of Marcela and Corvin’s party as they worked their way up a small side street. It was all houses here, most of them filled with normal, scared people.

      Celaine shrugged. “You have a friendly face.”

      “I’m worried the detector will go off on me if I carry it,” Hump said.

      “You look all shiny and official in your new armour,” Dylan said.

      Emilia chuckled. “And I just think it’s funny to see you squirm.”

      He glared at her. “Thank you.”

      Hump grinned.

      “Why are you smiling so much?” Bud snapped.

      “It’s just nice to see everyone ganging up on someone else for once.”

      Bud sighed. “I feel like the bad guy.”

      “If there’s warlocks in this neighbourhood,” Hump said, “believe me, we’re doing these people a favour.”

      Hump didn’t take his focus from the three Burning Wisps he’d spread out around him. He directed the small flames through the air, covering as much of the street as he could as they walked, and getting into the smaller gaps between houses where the others couldn’t. He wasn’t quite sure what to expect if he encountered the warlock enchantments, but Burning Wisp was the best spell he had to continuously test for such a thing, and he was fairly confident he’d notice a discrepancy in his essence.

      With so many guards about, it was no surprise the streets were empty. The five of them moved through cramped, cobblestone paths, passing under walkway bridges and through the alleyways between brick houses. The quiet was creepy. It just didn’t feel right in a city, where the distant murmur of merchants and carts were ever present. Now all he heard was the bang, bang, bang of guards on doors.

      “Any luck?” Marcela asked, their paths crossing once again.

      Hump shook his head. They’d been searching for hours, and it was growing tedious. The worst part was, he knew how dangerous that tedium was. If the warlocks were smart, they’d be waiting to catch them bored and unawares.

      “Right, we’ll sweep through this next section and then circle back around,” Marcela said. She stood taller, looking down another side street. “Corvin!” she called.

      A few seconds later, he stood on the other side of the alley.

      “Wait for us at the next crossroad,” she shouted.

      “Will do.”

      “Right, best of—”

      A surge of essence tore through the alley, sending a screeching sensation through Hump’s body as if he’d bumped a nerve. Marcela’s belt was glowing, the locator beacon shining with light.

      “Or, I guess not,” Marcela said, holding up the crystal. The light gathered on the right within the crystal, indicating a direction. “Seems we’ve found our warlocks.”
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      Hump trailed behind as they raced through the streets. Marcela led the way, guided by the light of the locator crystal. Even after all his physical training, Hump was still far from able to match the pace of Chosen. His heart pounded, his lungs burned with cool, winter air, but he kept running at full sprint. It wasn’t long before Marcela came to a stop ahead of him and the groups crowded together.

      Hump caught up and leant heavily against his staff, breathing deeply. It hadn’t been far. So close even that they seemed to be the first to arrive.

      “I think this is the place,” Marcela said.

      She held the locator crystal up against the wall of a small brewery. Like most of the area, it was all brick walls and cobblestone floors. There was a brass sign on the wall reading Hogshead Brewery. The heavy wood door was slightly ajar, though other than that, nothing looked off, at least from the outside.

      “Do we go in?” Bud asked.

      “Ricard will be here soon,” Corvin said. “Instructions are to wait for reinforcements before engaging.”

      “We are the reinforcements,” Hump said breathlessly. “The other squad could be in trouble.”

      “I’ll have a look around,” Celaine said. “Be back in a moment.”

      Before anyone could say anything, essence spread through her legs, crackling about her ankles in streaks of green. She launched herself upward using Spring Step, landing on the roof.

      “That really is a useful blessing,” Teff said, staring after her.

      “She’s good, is she?” Varris asked. It was Marcela’s new party member’s first time seeing Celaine in action.

      Teff nodded. “Very. You should have seen her in Stonebark Forest.”

      “Focus, guys,” Marcela said. “Save the chit-chat for later. Hump, can you tell if there are any enchantments?”

      Hump directed one of his Burning Wisps toward the building, running the floating flame along the wall. Nothing felt off.

      “I don’t sense anything, though I’m not exactly sure what I’m looking for. If they’ve only warded the cellar, it wouldn’t surprise me if the range doesn’t reach all the way out here.”

      “You’re not suggesting we go inside, are you?” Corvin asked glumly.

      Hump shrugged. “If we want to know more, we may have to.”

      Celaine appeared above, a dark silhouette against the overcast sky. She dropped from the roof, her shadow cat cloak sweeping about her as she descended, landing silently amongst them.

      “I can’t see any sign of the other squad,” she said. “No sign of Ricard yet either. He may still be a few minutes out.”

      “Then we have no choice,” Emilia said. “If the other squad isn’t out here, they must have gone in alone. They might need help.”

      Marcela nodded. “We’re going in. Form up like we practiced. Len, wards up. Hump, be ready to support him if needed. Corvin, Bud, Dylan, I want you up front to breach the door before Patrick moves on ahead. Remember, there could be traps everywhere. Keep your eyes open.”

      Nobody argued. They were all on the same page today. It radiated in the ease at which they formed up. They’d practiced this all week and now it was second nature. Hump took his place at the centre of the formation, Emilia on his right, Len on his left, and Marcela covering the far-left flank.

      There was the hum of essence as Len’s barrier formed before them, almost invisible. It followed Corvin, Bud, and Dylan as they took positions on either side of the door.

      Bud glanced his way, hand moving toward the handle. Hump nodded, spell ready on his lips, staff gripped in both hands as he took aim at the room beyond. Bud pushed and the door swung open, revealing an empty room inside. It was small—a front office with an open door to one side. Through it, Hump saw a dim warehouse beyond, the shapes of barrels illuminated by the faint bit of light that trickled in from a window.

      Corvin and Dylan were first inside, breaking left and right as Bud followed behind. Corvin, the Knight of Ordana, glowed with the faint shine of the sun, pushing back the dark of the room.

      “All clear,” Corvin said.

      The rest of them followed. Hump kept two of his Burning Wisps floating a few inches above each of his shoulders and another in front of him, ready to direct them if they came under sudden attack.

      “Patrick, lead the way,” Marcela whispered.

      Corvin let the light of Ordana fade, leaving them once more in the dim light of the brewery.

      Patrick snuck forward, the shadows seeming to gather around him, becoming thicker, like patches of impossibly black fabric manifesting around him until he was gone from sight. Only the faintest blurs of movement remained. He crept through the doorway into the main warehouse, whispering for the rest of them to follow.

      The smell of beer was overpowering as Hump stepped inside. He directed a Burning Wisp ahead, searching for enchantments. He could cancel the spell at any moment if Patrick directed him to.

      As they reached the far wall, Patrick’s face appeared from the shadows, a finger held to his lips. He pointed toward a closed door. Hump commanded a Burning Wisp there and the flame flickered. His connection to the spell became hazy, like a wall he had to push his essence through. The wisp responded sluggishly to his directions after that.

      “My spell’s acting up,” Hump said. “We’re in the right place.”

      “Patrick, can you get us through the door?” Marcela asked.

      He nodded. “No lock. Shall I open it?”

      “Do it.”

      The door creaked open, and the sounds of fighting poured out from within. Hump’s essence functioned normally again, the enchantment broken. There was a staircase descending into a cellar. At the bottom, a man and woman lay dead, their bodies and armour in tatters. Blood coated them and pooled on the floor.

      “Are they ours?” Kesha, Corvin’s archer asked.

      “I recognise them from the meeting,” Celaine said.

      “Shit,” Marcela said.

      Hump bit his lower lip nervously, deciding whether or not they should keep going. He knew what his party would say, but Marcela was in command here. If he pushed her, she might be swayed.

      Someone screamed, and there was a quick shout—orders, except Hump couldn’t make out the words. Steel rang out. Essence surged like a wind of power. Hump knew what they should do already.

      “Let’s move,” Bud said, stepping forward.

      “Wait,” Marcela said.

      “They need our help,” Bud snapped.

      “We’re going, but we remain in formation. Patrick, proceed cautiously, eyes out for any traps.”

      Patrick stared at the bodies down below. “I think they already cleared the path for us.”

      “Be careful anyway,” she said. “Scout ahead and find out what’s going on.”

      Patrick glanced at Corvin, fear in his eyes. “If there’s more traps—”

      “I’ll go,” Celaine said, barging past the rogue and Bud. “The rest of you follow.”

      Patrick swallowed only looking at Marcela’s displeased expression, then down at his feet. They didn’t have time to discuss it, as Celaine had already reached the bottom of the steps, though there was no need. He knew he was a coward.

      Celaine knelt, checked the two bodies for any signs of life, then continued on. The rest of them followed.

      The stairway opened into a large, underground chamber filled with racked barrels. The ground was covered in dust and footprints. The sounds of fighting grew louder. At the other end of the room, a hole had been bashed through the wall, connecting it to another chamber, with two corridors leading off from the front and left side.

      Celaine tilted her head, listening. “Wait here.”

      She took the left passage, leaving them in the dark room, the only light coming from Hump’s Burning Wisps and the locator beacon.

      It was less than a minute when she returned. “The fighting’s on the other side of that wall. Looks like there’s seven adventurers holding up behind a barrier artifact and the warlocks are breaking through. It won’t be long—there’s ten of them, four melee combatants and a couple of archers. The others could be spellcasters.”

      Teff strode to the front of the chamber, tapping the section of wall Celaine had indicated. “This is just wood. We can probably break through and catch them off guard.”

      “Hump, reckon you can blast that open?” Marcela asked.

      Hump tapped the wall himself, feeling the dry hollowness that came from age-old walls. “No problem.”

      “Aim here,” Celaine said. “This should be right on the melee fighters. There’s a door down the left passage that comes up behind the adventurers. One party should go that way and explain what’s going on. They look in bad shape, but they can still fight.”

      “We’ll go,” Corvin said quietly. “We’ll wait until we hear the wall come down then attack from the flank.”

      Marcela nodded. “Go. Everyone else, get in position. How much space do you need, Hump?”

      “Just stay on either side of it,” Hump said. “That’s fine.”

      Bud, Emilia, and Dylan took one side, while Marcela and Varris took the left. Celaine, Teff, Nina, and Len stood around Hump, readying their own attacks to provide ranged support.

      Hump waited a few moments for Corvin’s party to get into position down the left corridor, then pulled his spellbook from his belt and flipped it open. He took aim with his staff, drawing on his essence and infusing it through his spellbook. Essence trailed between his focus and book, pure blue light streaking between the two like tendrils of lightning. Hump built that power until his focus glowed brightly.

      He stepped forward, planting his feet. “Essence Blast.”

      A near-invisible shockwave erupted from his staff. The wall exploded with a boom that shook the cellar. Shards of wood and dust blasted into the room beyond. Screams sounded on the other side. There was no hesitation. Bud’s Heart of Frostfire aura expanded around him. Dylan coated each of them in Nature’s Spring, imbuing them with strength, endurance, and its rejuvenating powers. Armour of earth formed over Varris, and Marcela’s blade shimmered with water along its edge.

      They rushed into the chamber beyond, the five of them remaining together, forming a line. Celaine and Teff launched blessing enhanced arrows over their shoulders. Nina threw blades of water at shadows through the dust. Len stepped through the newly opened wall, his barrier magic offering cover for the rest of them as the warlocks unleashed a barrage of spells and ranged weapons against them. To the left, Corvin radiated sunlight, and suddenly the chamber was clear.

      The warlocks were grouped together. What had been ten quickly became more as reinforcements streamed in from another room. Over near Corvin, the surviving adventurers stood within a glimmering cloud of red blossoms, storming around them and deflecting attacks. It was the scarred veteran Hump had noted in the meeting, bloodied and wounded, but still hefting his battle axe. He cheered as Marcela and the others pushed their way into the room.

      Hump strode forward, Celaine, Teff, and Nina at his side. The three of them pushed their way in, raining attacks at the warlocks, who deflected it with their own powers—a mixture of wizards and martials from the looks of it. So far, none displaying capabilities beyond their own.

      As Bud and Dylan joined from the right, Hump directed two of his Burning Wisps at an archer trying to bring them down, holding his last in reserve. The wisps approached from both sides. The warlock managed to slash one aside with a dagger, but the second erupted over his back. He screamed, falling back against the wall and squashing the flame, but Emilia was already on him, spearing him through the leg with her rapier.

      Hump was about to step over the rubble and fully into the chamber, when he sensed something below him. He jumped back as the earth exploded beneath his feet, walling off the chamber beyond and blocking Hump from his friends.

      “Shit,” Hump said. It looked like Stonewall—a Tier 3 earth magic spell, and one that had activated fast. That meant they were dealing with at least one Rank 2 wizard.

      Hump turned, hurrying down the left corridor to join up with Corvin’s party, when he sensed something behind him. Essence stirred.

      Hump whirled around, raising his staff and spellbook. “Shield,” he shouted. Essence streaked between staff and book as his spell formed a wall before him.

      “Focused Beam,” a voice came a heartbeat later.

      Power erupted from the attacker’s staff in a blue beam. It broke against Hump’s shield, shattering into three separate beams that reflected off into the walls around him, crumbling stone and barrels. Hump clenched his fist around his staff against the impact, but this was nothing. The wizard’s spell was inefficient.

      Beer leaked over the ground, pooling around Hump’s Shield. Once the light faded, Hump saw a man standing in the other corridor, a twisted staff in hand with a yellow crystal in its focus. He appeared to be in his early twenties, sporting wizard robes, and not the cheap ones like Hump had once worn. They were full on battle robes.

      “Bad luck, kid,” the man said. “Looks like it’s just the two of us.”
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      “Who are you?” Hump asked. He maintained his Shield, ready for another attack.

      “Doesn’t matter.” The man sounded casual, as if he hadn’t just walked out of a room raided by Chosen.

      He raised his staff. Essence streamed up his arm and through the air around him, filling his focus and making it shine bronze. Earth magic.

      Hump had enough experience in wizard duels to know not to let him finish the spell. He dropped his Shield with an effort of will and hauled the residual essence from the air, shoving it through his spellbook. The pages whirled, falling open on the formation he needed, essence radiating from the lines inside, doing the work for him.

      “Blast,” he barked.

      Hump’s essence shot forward in an almost invisible cone, pale streaks of blue light the only thing to give it away, mere threads on the wind. It was a rushed spell, but bolstered by the formation in his spellbook, it was powerful.

      The man’s eyes widened, clearly caught off guard by the power and suddenness of the attack. He planted his staff into the ground, his earth magic mixing with the blue of pure essence. “Shield.”

      A square barrier formed before the man, laced with bronze light, somehow enhanced by earth essence. There was a boom as Hump’s spell impacted it. The barrier held, but only so much of the force could be negated. The man staggered back, leaning into the attack to brace himself. As he did, his staff shone once more, another spell already building even as he maintained his current one. The focus bubbled with earth essence, shining with its light.

      While the man was distracted, Hump took a moment to direct his remaining Burning Wisp around the room, keeping the flame dim and using the beer barrels as cover to get it onto the man’s flank.

      The moment the man recovered, he gripped his staff in both hands and swung it overhead, hammering the focus against the ground. There was a deep, reverberating chime, and it resonated with essence at the point of impact. The earth shuddered. Dust puffed up from the ground in two narrow lines of cracks that bore their way through the ground and straight at Hump.

      Hump unleashed his own essence into the ground around him, his essence exploding from his staff in arcs of power, lacing the ground and filling it with his intent. He hardened it with Transform Earth, bracing the ground beneath him against the encroaching magic, protecting his footing. He raised another Shield, curving it around him to form a half dome that protected his entire front side.

      The twin cracks split off, circling Hump. The warlock raised his staff and left hand, dragging them together as if lifting a great weight, before suddenly closing the gap. “Entomb.”

      A deep, echoing crack sounded beneath Hump. Even after using Transform Earth, the ground shuddered, a crack forming in a line between his feet, the stone floor dipping slightly. The man’s will pressed against his own, fighting to break Hump’s Transform Earth reinforcement. Entomb was easily a Rank 3 spell, and the man had barked it off like it was nothing. He was obviously strong.

      But it would take more than that to overpower Hump’s intent.

      Stone folded up around Hump on either side, breaking in a circle around him, the ground beneath Hump’s feet refusing to obey the man. Hump shaped his Shield farther around him, forming a dome as earth piled on him. He took a breath against the weight as the man forced more essence into his spell, but it wasn’t enough. Hump’s Shield held.

      “You’re clever, kid, I’ll give you that,” he said. “But you’re weak. It’s not your fault. I was weak once too. It’s not too late to come over to the right side. If not…” The stone slabs around Hump bore down with greater weight as the man forced more essence into the spell. “Well, I’ll bury you here.”

      Stone piled in around Hump, blocking off his view of the chamber beyond other than a small gap above him. Still, Hump’s Shield held. The man might be stronger than him, but Hump had overcome more powerful foes before.

      Hump took a moment to gather his concentration, then opened a small gap in his Shield at the front. Just enough for him to work some magic of his own. His spellbook whirled, falling onto the page for Melt Stone. He threw his essence into the formation, then pressed his staff against the stone directly ahead of him. Instantly the stone turned red hot, streaks of molten rock trickling down the inner surface. He built that heat for a few seconds, then drew back his staff.

      If there was one advantage he had over wizards of similar strength to him, it was his soul. He filled the stone with his essence, pressing back the man’s will with his own and asserting his command over the slab.

      The stone cracked. Bronze light streamed from the gaps.

      “Rockshot.”

      Earth essence flared. The broken pieces of the slab shot forward, showering the man in a barrage of stone shards and molten rock.

      The man screamed. The stone slabs tumbled away on either side of Hump as his attacker relinquished his spell, reforming an earthen shield spell, but not in time to block everything.

      Something struck the man in the torso, sending him to one knee. Although his battle robes took the brunt of the impact, smoke rose from the point of impact. The man glowered, a red welt now under one of his eyes. His face contorted into something inhuman. There was a glint of something in his eyes that reminded Hump of the other warlocks he’d encountered—a dark light.

      Essence surged on the other side of the wall, constant and radiating the warmth that only blessings could bring. They both glanced at it before turning back to each other.

      A smirk crept over Hump’s mouth. There was only one reason for such a force. “It seems my reinforcements have arrived. Your cult is done.”

      “Enough of this,” the man snarled.

      Hump’s smirk fell away as an aura of bronze essence expanded around the man, rising like a shadow. He seemed taller. The air suddenly turned tense. Stone rose, drifting slowly on a wind of essence.

      The pressure of Soul Manifestation descended like a weight across Hump’s entire body.

      Shit, Hump thought.

      He was facing a Rank 4 wizard.

      “Fire Blast,” Hump shouted, launching a haphazardly put together spell. The blaze parted as it collided with the man’s expanding aura and distributed around him harmlessly, like a wave breaking against rock.

      Hump raised his Shield just in time as the cyclone of stones and floor tiles picked up speed and launched at him. They impacted Hump’s shield, and his essence quivered beneath the weight. His own power responded sluggishly, impeded by the pressure of the man’s soul, though it was far from Vivienne’s strength. Hump wondered if that was a side effect of gaining it through unearned means.

      The man’s intent was clear in his essence. Hump could feel his desire to suppress him, to shut down his control. It wasn’t enough. Even before Vivienne’s training this would have been an afterthought, but now, it took only the slightest effort of will to resist.

      The man didn’t know that though.

      As the man stood back up, another attack building in his staff, Hump let him. Hump dropped to one knee beneath the onslaught of stones, acting weak beneath the pressure. Letting the other wizard’s attack build.

      “A few tricks don’t make up for strength,” the man said, his voice deeper than before, infused with essence.

      Hump didn’t answer. His eyes narrowed in defiance, teeth gritted, throwing all the essence he had to spare into his Shield.

      The man smiled. He watched Hump with glee, taking in his struggle, seemingly forgetting the fight in the other room, lost to whatever thrill he got from this.

      Again and again the storm of stone came, and Hump let himself appear weak. He let the man think he’d won. All the while, Hump’s remaining Burning Wisp found its way around to his flank. Hump had noticed a weakness to the man’s Shield spell—while strong, it was an almost flat wall of force. He’d not shaped it around him, and that left him open.

      The man thrust his staff forward, opening his mouth to launch whatever spell he’d built. It was the moment Hump was waiting for. His Burning Wisp came to life. It flared into red fire, launching itself at the warlock’s side.

      He turned, but too late. The wisp exploded, engulfing his upper body in flame. His spell collapsed, the unspent essence exploding from his staff in an aimless blast of power. The warlock screamed, blasted back, part of his battle robes still aflame from where it’d slipped past his soul aura.

      As the final stones fell against Hump’s Shield, Hump dropped the spell and strode forward. Hump launched an Essence Blast when he tried to stand, throwing him against the wall. His staff thudded to the side and the man hit the ground hard, rolling to extinguish the flames on his robes.

      Hump continued closer until he was within reach. He held his staff down at the man’s face, pure essence building in the focus, illuminating him in glittering blue light. The man’s hands and face were charred and burnt.

      “You may kill me, but you can’t stop us,” the man growled. “It’s already too late for that.”

      “Maybe,” Hump said. “But you’re worth ten gold dead or alive, and I could use the coin. So, what’s it going to be?”

      “Ten gold… are you mad? I’ll give you a hundred if you let me go.”

      “As tempting as that is, I’m not sure I trust your word. What is it you said? It’s not too late to come over to the right side. Now, I won’t bury you, as I’ll need your corpse to claim the gold, but I’ll sure as hell hit you with an Essence Blast to the face.”

      The man clenched his jaw. Hump felt his essence once more, expanding around him. He bombarded Hump with his soul pressure, but it didn’t even make Hump sweat. Even before he was injured, the man was barely a Rank 4 wizard. Hump still wasn’t convinced he was one at all. Whatever the case, enough was enough.

      He stabbed his staff at the man’s head, unleashing the essence he’d built up inside. There was an acute boom, and the man’s head lolled to the side, and he lay still. Hump knelt, checking for a pulse to make sure he’d not hit him too hard.

      Still alive, Hump thought. There might not be a bonus reward for that, but the need for information was priceless right now. Countess Daston needed prisoners, and a Rank 4 wizard-turned-warlock would probably be useful. Still, he wasn’t convinced of the man’s strength. True Soul Manifestation was like a force of nature. What this warlock had done seemed like an imitation. If this was the power the warlocks promised, it didn’t seem worth it.

      The sound and feeling of fighting in the other room had died down. A few moments later, Dylan and Emilia arrived from the left corridor. They both had blood on them. Dylan appeared uninjured, but Emilia bled from a wound to her left wrist.

      “Did Ricard arrive?” Hump asked.

      “Yes,” Dylan said, approaching the fallen man cautiously. “Are you alright?”

      Hump nodded. “Just had a bit of a wizard problem. Sorted now. He’s still alive, so we should probably get him up to the guards once we’re finished inside.”

      “I’ll take him,” Dylan said. “You’ll want to see this. Celaine’s received her next blessing. Bud’s standing guard for her.”

      Hump frowned. “I don’t sense anything.”

      “These chambers run deep,” Emilia said. “Dylan, bring him with you. We should join up with everyone else.”

      Dylan grew a couple of his seeds, binding the man’s arms and legs with vines before hauling him onto his shoulder. Meanwhile, Hump picked up the man’s wizard staff, eyeing the runes and focus. It was good quality—probably better than his own even. He didn’t much like the idea of abandoning the staff of his predecessors for some prick of a warlock’s weapon though.

      A decision for later.

      He followed Dylan and Emilia back into the main chamber. The copper stench of blood hit him first, followed by the static-like charge in the air of residual essence. There were many bodies, a couple of which were adventurers, though fortunately none from their own squad. The moment Hump stepped inside, a chill raced down his spine.

      The deadly intent of Owalyn laced the room, and Hump had to force himself to keep walking. He wanted to be close to Celaine. While they hadn’t explicitly hidden it, she was about to be exposed as a Chosen from beyond the Pantheon.
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      Owalyn’s power surrounded Celaine, filling the underground chamber with the green light of her essence. Celaine was on her knees, her Brilliance held out in her right fist, tethered to her chest on a streak of ethereal essence. It shone so brightly it was almost white—this was the strength of her soul. The difference between Chosen and practitioners. The gift of the gods.

      Hump resisted the urge to back away. Owalyn’s intent was strong, pressing against him like a blade to the throat, but he was defensive of Celaine. Ricard’s party was in the room, along with what remained of the other squad of adventurers. Everyone held their breath, stunned by the sudden presence of Owalyn. Some retreated or fell to their knees before the god’s might. They were before the hunter’s bow, and there was nothing they could do but hope for mercy.

      There was no god pillar, and it wouldn’t take long for everyone to realise what that meant. Celaine was no Chosen of the Pantheon.

      Hump regretted not officially registering Celaine. Technically, she needed a permit to be travelling in Alveron—she was effectively a walking weapon. Although it shouldn’t matter, not with Countess Daston’s support. Still, Hump wanted to be there. He pushed through the fear, the pin-pricking sensation against his soul, the force of Owalyn, and he came to stand beside Bud, where he surveyed the watching crowd.

      Celaine didn’t even seem to notice. She was completely at ease, her eyes closed, her breathing steady. Essence continued to pour from her Brilliance, and the chamber responded in kind. The walls turned green and lush with moss. Grass sprouted between the gaps in the tiled floor, twisting together to form her first circle. Within it, God Glyphs formed one by one, filling it fully with her major blessing—Hunter’s Instinct. The blessing responsible for her superhuman instinct and ability to perceive essence.

      The grasses continued on, coiling around her to form her second circle, two of her minor blessings—Powershot and Spring Step—dividing it in half. Her third circle came next, Predator’s Intent taking up the first of three sections, leaving room for two more minor blessings. Each one would build upon her foundation, readying her for the breakthrough to the fourth circle and next major blessing, effectively achieving the same thing as Soul Manifestation.

      It was so simple for Chosen. Their god provided the support like building blocks, guiding their path. Hump was almost jealous. Almost.

      He craved the power the gods offered—that they themselves possessed—but he didn’t want to be beholden to another being. And after having two monsters messing with his soul, he wanted no more of it, whether it be a god or something else.

      Celaine breathed more heavily as her next minor blessing took form. Grass coiled upon itself, climbing along the circle like grape vines, forming the new God Glyphs. As each one formed, it shone brightly, solidifying itself with essence and turning to crystal. And for each one, Celaine’s aura strengthened, bolstered by Owalyn’s presence.

      Hump fought to keep his breath under control, refusing to budge even as her power grew. Bud took a step away, though he remained close.

      It felt like hours passed in those brief few minutes, then the full glyph formed within the circle—her new blessing taken form. Hump studied the twisting lines of the writing, intrigued by the completely different markings. He’d seen them multiple times before, but it was hard not to think about the possibilities inside. The secrets Owalyn might have. Secrets that perhaps not even the gods of the Pantheon were familiar with.

      Hump’s spellbook shook and he pressed a hand against it, suppressing it. All eyes were on Celaine, but he didn’t dare to open it for a look.

      He watched as Owalyn’s power diminished, leaving just Celaine once more. She opened her eyes, the green of them shining brighter than usual. Stars glimmered inside them, mesmerising. Hump swallowed nervously as her eyes fell on him, sharp as arrows, the power of Owalyn still within her. That too soon faded.

      “Congratulations,” Ricard said, breaking the silence in the room. “It’s always fascinating to see the blessings of those beyond our Pantheon take form. I’m pleased to be a part of it.”

      “Thank you,” Celaine said.

      Ricard nodded and turned to the rest of them. “Bind the surviving warlocks and ready up. I sense something in this place, and it makes me uneasy. We’re not leaving until we’ve searched every corner of this base.”

      “My lord, my squad can keep watch over the prisoners.” It was the veteran adventurer that spoke, and Hump caught an edge to his voice he didn’t like.

      Ricard met his eye then shook his head. “Thank you, Terrance, but the guards will be here shortly. Tend to your squad. I know you’ve lost too many in this fight already.”

      The man gritted his teeth but relented. “As you wish.”

      He returned to his squad. One of the warlocks was on the ground beneath the foot of a warrior, squirming for freedom but unable to get a word out with the pressure on his chest. Terrance grabbed him by the foot and dragged him out, tossing him a few paces in Ricard’s direction. The man hit the ground hard and rolled.

      “Here’s our prisoner,” Terrance said.

      The man beside Terrance turned to him in anger. It only took a look to shut that down. Hump understood. If he’d lost party members, he would be inflicted with that same anger. That same hate. Why did these warlocks get to live when their own people did not? However, he’d heard a little of the fate that befell the warlocks captured before. The fate of the survivors would not be a good one.

      Terrance then held up a black stone. “He had one of these in his pocket.”

      “Search the others,” Ricard said. “We want as many black stones as we can get our hands on.”

      Everyone turned to business after that. Hump was pleased Ricard hadn’t pushed the matter of Celaine’s blessing; his response was certainly better than Bud’s had been. He tried to ignore the warlock bodies they piled up nearby and the stench of death in the room.

      “How are you feeling?” Emilia asked, approaching Celaine.

      “Good. Great even!” She noticed the unconscious wizard on Dylan’s shoulder. “What’s with the wizard?”

      “He was the one that separated me from the rest of you,” Hump said.

      “Any trouble?” Bud asked.

      Hump smiled softly. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.” He held up the wizard’s staff. “Got this ol’ thing too. I think it might be silver ranked.”

      “You’ve not checked yet?” Celaine asked.

      “Didn’t want to miss seeing your next blessing. Congratulations. It’s good to see all your training paying off. Now we just need Bud to catch up and finally hit the third circle.”

      Celaine gave the knight a side-eyed look. “You’re lagging behind.”

      Bud huffed. “It will come when it’s meant to. When Kelisia decides it.”

      Marcela and the others of their squad joined them shortly, congratulating Celaine.

      “Ricard wants to search the chamber,” Marcela said. “Stay close, and shout if you find anything.”

      “Got it.” Hump turned to Celaine, relying on her keen eyesight. “Where do you think we should start?”

      She led them away from the other parties. Hump activated Wizard’s Light. It was a large chamber made larger by the broken walls the warlocks must have shattered in their expansion. It seemed the warlocks had converted the basements of a number of other buildings. They even stretched into the waterways under the city. From here, they’d be able to access much of the city with ease.

      “Well, I know you’re dying to know,” Celaine said. “Let’s get it over with.”

      Hump chuckled, pulling his spellbook from his belt and letting it open onto a new page. Ink swirled, essence shone, and a new entry took form.

      
        
        BLESSINGS

        Way of the Shadow Archer

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Manipulate shadows, moulding them to your will. Manifest them into objects or use them to cloak your form.

      

      

      “It’s like an essence reader,” Emilia said, watching as the ink finished writing the God Glyph. “Can you use these glyphs for anything?”

      “Our runes are derived from them,” Hump said. “Perhaps one day I might be able to create some of my own, but for now it’s beyond me. Hell, it’s beyond Vivienne. I don’t even know where to start.”

      Bud leant over Hump’s shoulder for a better look. “The blessing’s similar to Patrick’s stealth ability.”

      “Similar, but more versatile,” Dylan said. “From the sounds of it, you’ve got the utility of added stealth, but you can also produce objects from shadow. You might even be able to form arrows and other weapons with it. We’ll need to see how far you can push it.”

      Celaine reached out to the darkness and Hump felt a sliver of essence in the air. She tugged, and the shadow moved, stretching like a piece of fabric. It tore, and she plucked a rod of shadow from it.

      “That’s… really neat,” Hump said.

      Celaine balanced it in her hands. “I was trying to create an arrow.” She bent it between her fingers, and it snapped silently, a flare of shadow rising from the break before dissipating beneath the light of Hump’s staff.

      “It’s probably something you can improve with practice,” Dylan said.

      “It suits you,” Emilia said. “You’re very skill-oriented. These more complex blessings will do well in your hands.”

      “It’s interesting that it’s shadow based,” Hump added. “Everyone always says the gods select blessings that best match their Chosen. I wonder if this is because of your work with Bloodshadow. You should see if it has any effect on the dagger.”

      “Let’s save experimenting with the evil dagger for later,” Bud said apprehensively. “I know it’s difficult for you, Hump, but we need to choose our moments.”

      Hump rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t suggesting we do it here.”

      Celaine knelt, and Hump held out his staff to see what she was looking at. Lines of browns marked the floor. They were smudged and completely dry, but it appeared to be the remains of a formation. Hump studied it, trying to get his spellbook to take some note of it, but whatever markings remained were beyond readable even for it.

      “Is that blood?” Dylan asked.

      “Yes,” Celaine said.

      It was a grim reminder of where they were. Whatever cheer their victory brought left them.

      They continued to search, finding clothes, weapons, food, and other essentials for survival. It was obvious the warlocks had been here for a while.

      It wasn’t long until the guards arrived and took over watching the prisoners. A few minutes after that, Ricard called for all the adventurers to follow. He led them through a series of connected chambers.

      Soon, he slowed, advancing cautiously. Hump searched the darkness of the chamber beyond, trying to find what he’d seen. In the shadowy light, it almost looked as though the walls had veins. He was reminded of Bledsbury Dungeon, but stepping closer, Hump believed this was different. The dungeon’s veins had pulsed, and the walls held a red sheen to them, like light shining through flesh. These were brownish, almost like wood.

      “Corvin, give us more light,” Marcela said.

      He chanted a short prayer, activating his blessing from Ordana, and filled the chamber ahead with the sun’s light.

      They were roots, not veins, growing from every wall, filling them like a plant in an overgrown pot. Ricard rounded a corner, leading them through another demolished wall. A steady light shone ahead.

      As they neared, Hump was overcome by nervousness. There was something about this place that sent chills through him. Not just the warlocks, but a wrongness.

      Hump frowned, surprised at what they’d found. A tree filled a small cellar. Its leaves were the source of light, glowing with a luscious green. Soft yellow blossoms decorated its branches. It was beautiful, enchanting even. Yet strangely, the mere sight of it made Hump sick to his core. Its presence pressed against him, twisting its way through him like an illness, finding its way inside.

      A number of the other adventurers came to a stop. Emery, Corvin’s sorcerer, was sick and couldn’t go another step.

      “If you feel unwell, remain back,” Ricard said. “This is no ordinary tree.”

      Hump couldn’t help himself. He continued on, unable to look away. It took him a long while to figure out exactly what it was that drew him in.

      It was a void.

      While he felt wrong in its presence, he couldn’t sense the tree at all. It was a blank spot of nothingness, yet it radiated light.

      “What is it?” Hump asked, staring at the strange bulges and patterns of bark on its trunk. They moved slightly, expanding almost like it was breathing.

      “Gods have mercy,” Ricard muttered.

      His tone made Hump’s chest tighten. The sound of someone retching came from somewhere behind him. Hump took a step back, trying to find what Ricard had seen. And then it came to him.

      Faces. The strange patterns on the bark were faces. Suddenly, all he could see were eyes and mouths. Dozens of them, all screaming out in terror.

      Hump took another step back. He clenched his fists around both staffs, horror filling him.

      “What evil monstrosity is this?” Bud growled.

      “I…” Ricard stared at it in disbelief. “I don’t know.”
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      Silence filled the chamber. Every one of them was caught up in the horror before their eyes. All Hump could do was stare at the dozens of faces patterning the tree’s trunk. Their eyes were like wide, hollow disks in the bark. Their mouths shrinking and expanding in soundless screams. Alive and suffering, entombed within a living prison. Hump felt sick to his stomach.

      Logic first, Hump told himself. It was a wizard’s greatest tool. He breathed deeply, envisioning the rivers within him, and throwing all the emotions rushing to the surface to its waves, letting them wash away. He could dwell on this later, for now, he needed to be present and of clear mind.

      What are the facts? They were in a den of warlocks, seemingly protected by unfamiliar magic or some sort of monstrous tree. Thick roots buried into the ground, rupturing the tiled floor. Looking up at the branches, the leaves appeared as if the sun’s light was shining through them. The light originated from there, and Hump could only think essence could be responsible for that, yet he sensed nothing. The flower blossoms were small, and almost bulged at the centre, reminding him of tulips.

      “Are those really people?” Corvin whispered, his voice carrying in the small chamber. “How could they be trapped inside?”

      “It’s rare, but I know of dungeons and their spawn that have the ability to trap a human soul,” Natalie said. The woman was Ricard’s second in command. Previously, Hump had only seen her assigning Adventurers’ Guild requests at the academy, but she was a fourth circle sorcerer of Vesta, and an adventurer at the peak of bronze rank. “There are few fates worse. I have never known of them outside of the Fallen Lands, and certainly not heard of warlocks messing around with such powerful dark forces.”

      “We should destroy it, Ricard,” his other party member, Jessica, said. “We can’t leave them to suffer like this.”

      “No,” Ricard said. “No. Do not touch it. Nobody go anywhere near the tree.”

      “What are you saying, Ricard?” she asked.

      “We will report our findings and leave the decision of what to do next to more important people,” Ricard said. “It is not our place. We don’t know what the tree is, but considering its location, it is surely of significance. If we’re able to discover its purpose, then at least their suffering will mean something.”

      It was a sentiment Hump could understand. He glanced at his own party, who remained in the corridor to the chamber along with the other adventurers. Natalie and Jessica hovered at the chamber’s edge, while Ricard stood to the left of Hump.

      “Then what do we do?” Jessica asked. “They’re suffering. It’s cruel to leave them to this fate.”

      Ricard gave the tree a guilty look, then turned to face the rest of them. Where the others appeared panicked and pale before the tree’s presence, he seemed unperturbed.

      “Cruel but necessary. If we destroy the tree, we may also destroy the souls rather than free them. It will take time to find a way to release them—if it’s even possible. Natalie, what do you make of it?”

      She studied it with sad eyes and sighed. “I can’t sense anything. Whatever it is, it’s disrupting my ability to detect essence in the room. That must be how the warlocks have kept their activities so well hidden. The good news is, that means I can’t tell if those are actually souls trapped inside. It could just be markings on the tree, or a result of its power.”

      Hump didn’t believe for a minute that it could be anything other than souls trapped inside. Warlocks practiced sacrificial magic, and much of their rituals relied on the power of blood and souls. It was too fitting. When it came to magic, one’s thoughts and perspective were so often vital to its success. It was the mind that made it real, so fitting usually meant correct.

      She took a step closer but then rapidly backed up, swaying on her feet. “Its presence seems to attack the soul somehow. I can’t get any closer.”

      “That’s going to make it difficult for our researchers,” Ricard said bitterly.

      At that moment, both he and Natalie noticed Hump, and Hump became very aware of just how close he stood near the tree compared to the rest of the adventurers. Then Hump felt every eye in the room on him.

      “It’s Wizard Humphrey, isn’t it?” Ricard asked.

      “That’s right, sir,” Hump said.

      “How are you holding up so well in its presence?”

      “Hump has a knack for soul strength,” Marcela said.

      “I’m a Rank 3 wizard and have encountered monsters that target the soul before. It forced me to improve my control and soul strength. You may know Wizard Vivienne—she’s helped me since then.”

      “I see,” Ricard said. He nodded toward the tree. “Could you give us a wizard’s perspective on the tree? If you’ve got any techniques that might be useful, any help finding out what it is would be greatly appreciated.”

      Hump stared at the tree, a growing anxiety building in him. “There is one thing I could try. It’s a blank spot for me too, but perhaps by using Magic Eye I may be able to see something. It’s a spell that enhances one’s perception of magic.” Hump held out the captured warlock’s staff to Ricard. “Please, could you hold this?”

      Ricard took it and watched curiously as Hump produced a prepared bundle of herbs from his pouch and opened his spellbook.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Magic Eye

      

      

      
        
        Enhancement | Ritual | Tier 1 | Range: Line of Sight

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Enhance one’s perception to see representations of magic in the physical world.

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        y.889 – Starris – Magic detection is expensive. It cost me an arm and a leg to get this spell. Not mine, fortunately, but I think the point stands! Best not to use with alcohol or other, erm, compounds, it can lead to a nasty trip.

      

      

      “Spark,” he muttered, setting the bundle of herbs alight, before chanting the words of the incantation. The dizzying effect of the smoke blanketed his mind, and his vision blurred. Essence swam in the room on waves of colour, radiating from all the enchanted pieces of equipment and residual essence in the room. He turned slowly to the tree, the chamber becoming darker, the colour of the essence gone.

      As Hump’s eyes fell upon the tree, it was as if the world stopped. Hump’s mind blanked. All sights and sounds faded away and an overwhelming sensation of death washed over him in a dark wave. Shadow poured from the tree in a clouded haze. It filled the room. Oozed into every crack of it, seeped into the ground, and enveloped everyone nearby. Screams echoed through the chamber. So many screams, desperate and howling. Human. Despair incarnate.

      The stink of rotten meat and death climbed its way into his nose. He could taste it crawling down his throat. He wavered on his feet, stomach churning. Something brushed against his skin, sending cold shooting through his body, chilling him to the bone.

      There was a voice too faint to make out the words, but he thought it called him. A moment later, a face appeared in front of him, blocking the tree from sight. The darkness diminished. He could still smell it, could still hear the screams, but at least they were quietened. He could think.

      “Wizard Humphrey.” It was Ricard before him. “Can you hear me? You need to end your spell.”

      Hump cut the flow of essence and his vision faded, the chamber returning to normal. He was on his feet at least, though he’d dropped his herbs. They smouldered on the floor nearby.

      “I’m alright,” Hump said, though he could still taste whatever power the tree possessed.

      “What did you see?” Ricard asked, urgency in his voice.

      Hump looked at the tree once more. To his unenhanced eyes, it was as eerily beautiful as it was before. “It was made with the foulest of dark magic. I cannot tell its purpose, but there are certainly souls within, and they are in agony. The souls of those trapped within scream out for release.”

      He described what he’d seen. Ricard’s look of concern only deepened as he spoke.

      “Gods guide us,” the Chosen said when Hump finished, pressing a hand to his forehead.

      “My mother must be informed,” Marcela said. “I fear the city may be in even more danger than we foresaw.”

      “Indeed. Natalie, take word to her. We are finished here. Request her presence here when she is finished on her end, and then find Sir Roderick. I would like his opinion on the matter too.”

      “Got it,” Natalie said.

      “In the meantime, we’ll secure the area.” He looked over the rest of them. “Terrance, you and your squad are free to go. Tend to your wounded. I’m sorry for those you’ve lost.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Terrance said. “I believe that would be best.”

      “If you need any assistance, we’re here,” Marcela said.

      “I’ll let you know, my lady.”

      Terrance and his eight remaining squad members left. They’d lost five, and one more had taken serious injuries.

      “Marcela, spread your parties out and guard the area. Keep the public away. Nobody is allowed inside, and that includes other adventurers. I want as few eyes on this as possible until Countess Daston arrives. Keep one party in the main chamber to keep watch over the prisoners until we’re done here. I don’t want them moved.”

      “Understood,” Marcela said. “What about the tree?”

      “Jess and I will remain on guard here,” he said.

      They each gave their affirmations, then watched as Natalie headed farther back into the corridor, drawing her wand. Essence surged, and she drew a circle with it in the air, carving into the world with her essence, a portal emerging. She glanced to them just before stepping through, the portal closing behind her.

      “Here,” Ricard said, handing the warlock staff back to Hump. “Thank you for your help, Wizard Humphrey. Take some rest if you need it.”

      Hump felt better with every step he took away from the tree. Once they rounded the corner and entered the main chamber, he took a long, deep breath.

      “You okay?” Celaine asked.

      “Just trying not to throw up.”

      They entered the main chamber, where a dozen guards surrounded the prisoners, all bound up at the centre of their formation. Hump noticed the wizard he’d fought was awake once more. Terrance and what remained of his squad headed up to the surface. Their wounded and dead had already been taken out from this doomed place.

      “Hump, you and your party keep watch here,” Marcela said. “Corvin and I can take the street. You take a break.”

      Hump gave her an appreciative smile. “Thank you.”

      He took a seat against a stone support in the room and rested his head against it. He placed his staffs on either side of him and opened his spellbook, looking for the new entry he knew was in there.

      
        
        ITEM INDEX

        Staff of the Basilisk

      

      

      
        
        Artifact | Earth | Silver

      

      

      
        
        Description

        A staff crafted from shadow ebony, with the hearthstone of a basilisk as its focus.

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        Captured from a warlock wizard, Sheercliff City.

      

      

      

      
        
        Abilities

        Enhance control over earth essence.

        Channel essence into the focus to contain and condense essence. Additional affinity with earth essence.

      

      

      It was a good staff. In a way, it was more suited to him than his own. At least, it would have been once. A year ago, the focus on earth essence would have been perfect. Now, the versatility of his master’s staff served him better. More than that, Hump would not trade in his heritage for the weapon of a warlock. He turned back a few pages to find his own.

      
        
        ITEM INDEX

        Staff of Mastery

      

      

      
        
        Artifact | Universal | Silver

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Crafted from the wood of a thousand-year-old oak and a dungeon pearl, this magical staff has been handed down through generations of wizards.

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        Crafted by Markus Lanthre, Elenvine Enchantery of Excellence

      

      

      
        
        Abilities

        Enhanced focus when channelling essence through this staff.

        Enhanced control when channelling essence through this staff.

        Channel essence into the focus to contain and condense essence. Essence can be used to empower spellcasting.

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        y.509 – Ivish – Master Nithrandal commissioned this staff for me on my eighteenth name day and it has served me well ever since. Treasure it.

      

      

      He wondered at what point he’d need to upgrade it. A silver ranked artifact was a respectable piece of equipment. Far and away enough for any young wizard that hadn’t yet manifested his soul. He had much time still left with it, though the thought of one day growing beyond it dawned on him. It felt like he was outgrowing his master and leaving his legacy behind.

      His thoughts were interrupted when he sensed essence once more. A portal appeared before him, and Natalie stepped from it. Marcela rushed back into the room through the entrance Ricard had made during his party’s entry.

      “You’re back quick,” Marcela said. “What happened?”

      Natalie looked at her and frowned. “Countess Daston isn’t coming.”

      “Is she hurt?” Marcela asked, worried.

      “Forgive me, no. I mean to say, she doesn’t need to come. Their attack was successful. Only, they discovered another tree in their base too. Following our news, she suspects… She suspects that every base has one. This may be why they’ve gone undetected for so long.”

      Hump let his spellbook fall shut. It was terrible enough for a single instance of this dark magic to exist in the city. If there were more of them… it was unimaginable.

      “Did she have any idea what it is?” Hump asked.

      “If she did, she didn’t say,” Natalie said. “Though I do not think I have ever seen Countess Daston so unnerved. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have orders I must convey to Ricard.”
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      With news of more warlock trees discovered in the targeted warlock bases, Ricard ordered Hump and the others to remain on site until the situation was clarified. Grim tidings indeed. Resources were spread thin across the city, and now was not the time to let down their guard.

      “I want to take a look around,” Hump said. “Even if the spell formations here are incomplete, I’d like to make a record of what remains.”

      “Please do so,” Marcela said. “We found a few more around the room. In truth, everything about this place gives me the creeps. We found what’s left of an armoury through there, and a small collection of books beyond that. You may want to see if you can make anything of it.”

      “Don’t expect too much,” Len said. “Looked like a bunch of insane drivel to me.”

      “I’ll take a look.”

      Hump informed the rest of his party, Celaine joining him on his search while Dylan tended to Emilia’s injuries. Minor, but one should never leave a cut from a blade untreated for long.

      He started with the spell formation they’d first found when exploring the base. He was no expert on old blood, but he’d guess it had to be at least a month old. The lines were smudged and worn, likely scuffed by many treading shoes, so he doubted it was important. Still, there was nothing better to do. The Book of Infinite Pages couldn’t record it on its own due to how degraded the lines were, so he wielded the ink within to draw what remained. Even incomplete, Hump felt a sense of wrongness to the markings. It oozed off the page, and even holding their image in his mind made him uncomfortable.

      Moving on, he found a number of other runes throughout the base. Blood was not of standard use within the main chamber. There was no demonic altar. No collection of prisoners in case the need for a bloodletting struck. For the most part, it was a dull, dusty hole to survive in, fit with beds and other necessities.

      The ward over the room caught Hump’s interest. The disruption to his essence before hadn’t been a result of the tree’s power, but a wizard’s. A string of runes lined the edge of the ceiling, all the way around the main chamber wherever it connected to the streets and buildings above. After following it around the room, Hump found some success. His spellbook shook.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Disruptor Veil

      

      

      
        
        Ward | Formation | Tier 2

      

      

      
        
        Description

        An illusionary veil that muffles essence usage and sound inside by disturbing their flow.

      

      

      Now that’s a handy spell, Hump thought. Combined with his own Hidden Fire ward, he’d be able to almost entirely conceal their future campsites. It would be particularly useful in a dungeon, creating a safe spot to rest, and would even reduce any noise or essence usage in case they were attacked. At least he’d gained something usable out of all this.

      Despite the state of the chambers, the weapons and book collection were in pristine condition. Evidently, they’d only recently been brought here. There wasn’t much. None of these warlocks had been very powerful. A few swords and spears hung on the walls, though these lacked enchantments unlike many of the weapons in the other room. There were a dozen or so books shelved in one of the dormitories. Hump picked through them, opening the oldest-looking one to find a book of monsters—or more specifically, men turning into monsters. He flicked through it, searching for the tree they’d discovered.

      “Huh,” Celaine said, staring at the wall.

      “What is it?” Hump asked.

      She pointed at a hand-sized rune carved by the edge of the wall at roughly knee height. “I’ve noticed a few of these. I think there’s one in every room.”

      Hump put the book down and walked over and squatted for a better look. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      He studied the marking. Strong, hard lines that held no meaning to him, though they appeared remarkably similar to the runes in Kassius’ formation—The Binding of Thirteen. He compared it to the formation in his book.

      It didn’t share any of the runes, but it certainly wouldn’t be amiss. He made a note, intending to show Vivienne later. She’d managed to devise her own version of the Binding of Thirteen, so perhaps she’d have some insight into the marking. Celaine showed him another she’d found in the armoury. They went room to room after that, finding thirteen of the markings in total. The number of the Fallen God. Hump was starting to see a pattern.

      In the end, he’d found six incomplete formations, as well as the thirteen runes and Disruptor Veil. He didn’t know if it would be useful, but it wasn’t like he was about to start running out of pages.

      He was finishing up in the main chamber when their relief force arrived. A group of priests and two Chosen, all carrying the sigil of Emirai. The priests looked nervously at the warlock bodies piled in the room and kept walking, staying tightly together. Hump caught the eye of one of the Chosen just as he’d finished with the last rune, and the woman took one look at his staff before turning away in disgust.

      Well, that was just brilliant. Hump hadn’t considered the effect a bunch of evil practitioners in the city might have on people’s perception of wizards. Either that, or the woman was just a stuck-up Chosen. He’d seen plenty of those types in his time.

      Ricard returned to the main chamber to greet the new force, speaking quietly with one of the priests that Hump took to be the leader. A middle-aged man wearing the familiar priesthood robes. Though unlike most priests, he walked with a chest-height staff with a spiked mace head protruding from the end. It was a brief conversation.

      “Can you catch what they’re saying?” Hump asked Celaine.

      “Something about attempting to purify the tree. You think it will work?”

      Hump looked the priests over. There were only six of them. “They’ll need a damn sight more priests than that if they want to have a chance of overcoming such a monstrosity.”

      Ricard allowed the group to pass him and gain access to the tree, then he came over to the rest of them. They were to be dismissed. All loot was to be handed over to squad leaders to be divided up the following day. Hump was reluctant to part with the staff he’d won, but had neither the will nor the energy to argue the point.

      It was strange. As much as Hump wanted to be gone from this place, a part of him wanted to remain and see what the priests would try. As cynical as he usually was, he wished them luck. Being followers of Emirai, they might just have a chance after all.
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        * * *

      

      “To another successful quest.” Emilia held up her tankard, smiling wide. “And congratulations to Celaine for her fifth blessing.”

      Celaine laughed, and the five of them clinked tankards.

      Hump took a long swig, then rested the tankard on the table, staring into the swirling liquid. The inn was lively tonight, packed full of as many occupants as Mister Gronde could possibly cater for. Hump’s mind lingered on less pleasant things. He could still hear the screams, piercing and desperate for release. The dark haze of essence lingered in his throat. Clung to his skin. He wished he’d never looked at that tree.

      Emilia scooted up beside him on the rounded chair, pressing against his shoulder. The contact knocked him out of his stupor.

      “You look out of it,” she said.

      Hump glanced at her and smiled. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring down the mood.”

      “Still thinking about the tree?”

      Hump nodded.

      She sighed and gave him a sympathetic look. “That bad?”

      “I’ll get over it.” He took another swig of his drink. “It’s not the first time I’ve seen something I wish I hadn’t, and it won’t be the last.”

      “Well, it sounded horrifying. I’ve never been very good at sensing external essence. I can’t really imagine what you saw.”

      “It’s not just the sight of it,” Hump said. “Magic Eye allows a wizard to experience essence like a physical thing. For most things, that’s just a colourful show of essence, or a change in temperature, a sharp cold to the touch. This… it hit every sense I have. The power reeked of death. I can still taste it in the air and feel its touch like a feather on my skin.”

      Emilia bumped his shoulder again with her own. “Sounds awful. You could get Dylan to use Nature’s Spring on you. Maybe if you use Magic Eye at the same time it might wash away some of that feeling.”

      “It’s alright. I look at it as a reminder of how dangerous the situation in Sheercliff has become. It’s made me question some things.”

      “Are you thinking about leaving?” Dylan asked from across the table.

      Everyone was paying attention to him now.

      “It’s crossed my mind,” Hump said.

      “We’ve had this conversation,” Bud said. “We’re adventurers. It’s our duty to help these people.”

      “No,” Hump said. “That’s the duty of Chosen. Adventurers…” Hump sighed, feeling like a hypocrite. “Adventurers are there to help, but they’re not there to die.”

      “And Chosen are?” Bud’s voice was rising.

      Hump snorted. “That depends on who you ask.”

      “Not this again.” Bud rolled his eyes.

      “Relax. I’m not suggesting we leave.”

      “What are you suggesting then?” Bud asked. “Because it sure sounds like you want to.”

      “Of course I want to! You would too if you saw what I did. The evil this magic contains. The suffering it causes. If staying here means we might fall victim to that, then yeah, a part of me wants to leave.”

      “What’s your point then?” Celaine said. “We’ve already decided to stay. The quest was successful. We’re training, working with people, doing things officially.”

      Hump rested his face in his palm, suddenly exhausted. His mind went back to the tree, then to the shadowy figure he’d seen in Bledsbury Dungeon. The riftwalker.

      “My point is that we may be fodder in a battle too big for us,” Hump said calmly. “If that tree we discovered is just one of many, can you imagine how powerful the person behind all this is? Someone willing to wage a war against Sheercliff. Against Alveron itself. What difference can we make?”

      “We help the people we can,” Bud said. “And we trust in those above us to do the same when larger threats come. Sometimes the smallest of actions are all it takes.”

      “Do we need to be the ones who make the difference?” Dylan asked. “The coin’s good. You always say that’s what you’re here for.”

      “Not much good if we’re dead,” Hump said. “We’re sitting here celebrating a victory, but I can’t help but feel it was insignificant in the grand scheme of things. The warlocks had time to put more defences in place. If they’d wanted to, they could have fought harder. Instead, it was as if they’d been cut off. Sacrificed. Where were the defensive artifacts? Where were the leaders?”

      “If all we do is dwell on the big picture, we’ll lose ourselves long before we make it to the end,” Emilia said. “It’s important to celebrate the small victories. That’s how we keep going. We’re adventurers, not gods, that’s what you told me. What matters is we continue to put our best foot forward.”

      Hump glowered at her, knowing what she was doing. He’d said the same things to her after their battle in Stonebark Forest, when she was blaming herself for the lives lost. “Didn’t I also mention something about the gods not giving a shit?”

      Emilia tilted her head, thinking. “You might have.”

      Bud laughed. “You can’t argue that the gods are not on our side. Whether you believe it or not, Hump, you’ve got hundreds of Chosen in this city working toward the same goal as you. To eradicate these warlocks. This is war, and it won’t be over in a day.”

      “It sure won’t,” Hump said. “I can’t help but wonder though—if the warlocks were willing to sacrifice these bases without much fight, what is it they’re hiding? I think we’re just scratching the surface of the infestation, and I’m not looking forward to what we find next.”
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      It was late when Vivienne returned to the inn, Eliana alongside her. They’d been at the debriefing for the day following the attacks on the warlock bases.

      Hump and the others decided to wait up for her, all of them eager for news. The two women appeared exhausted when they took a seat at their table. The inn was quiet now. Most of the previous customers long gone. Darkness pervaded the streets, and in these trying times, few dared travel in the night.

      “I need wine,” Eliana declared. “Fancy a bottle, Vivi?”

      Vivienne smiled. “Sure. I think we’ve earned it.”

      “Perfect,” Eliana said. “Could we have that one you suggested the other night, Mister Gronde?”

      “Ah, the vintage from Hatah,” the innkeeper said. “Of course. I’ll bring it right over.”

      Hump watched as the innkeeper disappeared down his cellar then turned to the inquisitor. “Long night?”

      Eliana nodded. “Busy day too. Across the city, eight warlock bases were destroyed in total. Twenty-two warlocks captured. The Pantheon hates our involvement most of the time, but the moment it comes down to processing prisoners, they can’t keep us long enough. Abraxus has been too busy snooping around the trees, so that duty fell to me.”

      “That’s a good count,” Bud said. “So many warlocks captured must be hopeful.”

      “Unfortunately, it sounds far better than it is, Robert,” Vivienne said. “Most of those we fought today were little more than grunts. We’ve hacked at the body, but I do not see this foe falling until we find its head.”

      Eliana rested a hand on Vivienne’s arm. “You’re being pessimistic, Vivi. From my preliminary encounters, I believe at least a few of our prisoners will prove fruitful.”

      “Anyone in particular pique your interest?” Hump asked.

      She gave Hump a curious look. “A few. Though it’s more their general disposition that has me intrigued. Usually when we apprehend a gang or similar criminal enterprise, they’re quick to speak out to save their own skin. The Blackstone Warlocks are different. They appear united behind a common belief, and that makes them difficult to crack.”

      The way she enunciated the final word left Hump nervous. Inquisitors were notorious for their brutality when dealing with warlocks or wielders of dark magic. The old man had always spoken of it in a bad light—a way to ensure wizards remained scared, and a way to keep those of the Pantheon from coming after them. Eliana’s methods were more subtle than most, but no less horrifying. Mind magic was an art to be feared.

      “They sound like a cult,” Emilia said. “Fallen wizards and martials that are too selfish to accept their own limitations, ones willing to rely on dark forces to make up for the strength they feel they are missing. It gives the rest of us a bad name.”

      “Yes, I can see why you might think so,” Eliana said. “However, they do not seem to be devoted to a religious figurehead, but rather, they pursue a path. It’s quite interesting. They view the gods as our oppressors and wish to free humanity from their grasp to regain the powers that were always meant for us to claim.”

      It was just as Kassius had put it. If the Blackstone Warlocks really were connected, he wondered just how deep their roots went if even a prince of Alveron could be one of them.

      Mister Gronde approached, leaving the bottle at the table.

      “Just call if there’s anything else I can help you with, milady,” Gronde said.

      “Thank you,” Eliana said with a tired smile.

      “They’re a bunch of heretical lunatics is what they are,” Bud growled. “But their blasphemy will meet its end soon enough. They will know the wrath of the gods and their Chosen.”

      “Indeed,” Eliana said. “It is just a matter of time before we see an end to this matter.”

      “Did you find out anything about the trees yet?” Dylan asked. “I can’t stop thinking about them.”

      “I’m afraid not,” Vivienne said, pouring her and Emilia a generous helping of wine. “We’re calling them Trees of Damnation, and so far, we’ve found four across the eight defeated bases. All are very similar in size and appearance. The Pantheon are doing what they can to save the souls inside, though it doesn’t look like there will be any success in the short-term.”

      “Has simply destroying them been ruled out?” Celaine asked.

      “For now,” Vivienne said. “It’s grim news, I know, though not everything is so dark. The trees have finally given the leaders of Sheercliff something to agree on. The factions are working together to figure out what must be done. Priests are praying, wizards studying, and warlocks are being interrogated. This is powerful magic, but we’ll find something.”

      “What do we do in the meantime?” Hump asked.

      “Be as ready as you can,” Vivienne said. “Warlocks have already been identified amongst the nobility. It’s a closed matter for now, but everyone is being checked. Today will not be the final fight, and I’m quite sure more warlock bases will be found soon. When they are, Ricard will remain as one of the primary leaders in their destruction. Unless you decide to withdraw from his task force, you will see more combat.”

      “We’ve already decided to stay,” Dylan said.

      Vivienne gave him a long look before nodding. “Excellent. This will be very good for you. For all of you. You’ll improve quickly, especially under Ricard’s leadership. Just… just be careful. We don’t know enough about these warlocks to comfortably assess threat levels, so you need to trust your instincts. Don’t go trying to fight any high-ranking warlocks.”

      She took a sip of her wine and Dylan started to assure her that they’d be careful.

      Hump liked this side of Vivi. The two of them had their differences in the beginning, but she’d always been a close friend to the old man. After getting to know her better, it was clear to him why. She cared for those she was close to.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Hump said, changing the topic. “I made some drawings of formations and runes found on our site. Most were incomplete, but I think they might be useful.”

      “Very useful,” Vivienne said. “Countess Daston has asked me to go to the various sites tomorrow and do the same. You’ll save me a trip. May we see?”

      Hump took out his spellbook and made a show of flicking to the appropriate page, then slid the book into the middle of the table for the two women to view.

      “You drew these?” Eliana asked.

      Hump nodded.

      “They’re very accurate. I’m impressed. Never imagined Seth’s apprentice getting much practice in this area.”

      “The old man definitely liked to keep me busy,” Hump said.

      Eliana snorted, then studied the page. After a few moments, she sat back, shaking her head. “This is next to useless for me. There are a few spells in Alveronian, but I don’t recognise this other language. How about you, Vivi?”

      “I know a few of the runes,” she said. “Like you said, these here,” she pointed to the incomplete spell formations in Alveronian, “seem to be some sort of ward. Nothing particularly complex from the looks of it, but perhaps Tier 3 magic. The thirteen runes you recorded are far more interesting.”

      Her fingertip moved to the runes Hump and Celaine had found, while moving between the warlock runes.

      “They were gouged at the edge of each room near the base of the walls,” Hump said. “It was Celaine that spotted them.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for more like them tomorrow,” Vivienne said. “They remind me of the markings on the black stones. Similar strokes, though I don’t recognise any of the runes. I’ll check over my notes. If we can learn how their spells work, we may be able to find methods to break them.”
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      There was no time to delay their preparations. The next morning, they were off to the Daston Estate to test Celaine’s new blessing and review their performance in the raids on the warlock bases. The main takeaway being that they’d all messed up when Hump became separated. Going forward, they had to move better as a unit. A difficult thing to expect with such versatile fighting styles out there, though something they needed to be prepared for in the future. With no casualties or serious injuries, it was difficult to call their quest anything but a success.

      With that out of the way, Hump and his party gathered to see what Celaine’s new blessing, Way of the Shadow Archer, was capable of.

      “I practiced last night and this morning,” Celaine said. “It’s especially difficult to wield in light.”

      “Light repels shadow,” Hump said. “Overwhelming that intent is no easy feat. We could start in a dark room.”

      Celaine took a seat toward the back of the well-lit training hall, her legs crossed. “No need. It’s manageable. And when it’s dark I don’t particularly need help to stay hidden. Just watch.”

      She closed her eyes and breathed. At first, it just looked like she was practicing the same technique Vivienne had taught her, but gradually, the space around her darkened. It was a weird sight. Shadow didn’t exactly gather to her like Hump had expected. Instead, it was as if the light around her dimmed. Slowly, Celaine faded from view, the entire rear side of the hallway consumed by darkness. One minute she was there, the next she was gone.

      “You are officially a ball of shadow,” Emilia said.

      “I’m not sure I agree,” Bud said. “She’s hardly a ball. It’s like the entire wall has been hidden behind a cloud.”

      Emilia gave him an annoyed glance. “I didn’t mean it literally.”

      “That took about a minute, Celaine,” Dylan said.

      The darkness around Celaine stirred, changing. Where before it seemed like an unlit section of the room, now it was more like fabric. It collapsed in stages, folding in as if it were a tent. She formed it in her hands until she held a ball of darkness before her. She stretched it out, moulding it into a narrow rod.

      Celaine breathed deeply, opening her eyes. The ends were changing, becoming more pointed. Strands of feathers formed on one side and it started to look like an arrow. And then suddenly, the arrow broke apart. Light flooded the room. The arrow disintegrated into wisps of shadow, flaking off beneath the brightness. The room was once again normal.

      Celaine breathed heavily, catching her breath.

      “Nicely done,” Hump said.

      “It’s really, really difficult to form it in full light,” Celaine said. “I know there is shadow essence around me, but it feels so faint. The only thing holding it in place is my will, and the moment I become distracted creating the arrow, I can feel my control over it slipping.”

      “You should get used to that,” Dylan said. “I struggled with a similar issue when learning to wield Grasping Vines. It’s difficult to fix so much in your mind at once.”

      Hump grinned, a little uplifted at hearing of their struggle. He appreciated that even Chosen had to put in a bit of work for the sake of strength.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Hump said. “It comes with practice. You’ll learn to hold separate thoughts in your mind at once, like partitions in a room.”

      “What it comes with is a headache,” Celaine said, massaging her temples. “And why do you have such a smug grin?”

      Hump let his face relax before the others could turn to see him. “That’s just rude. This is my normal face.”

      They moved on to other tests next, experimenting with various light levels and shapes. Trying to form objects from shadows on the ground, beneath her foot, and in complete darkness. It was delicate work, and Hump could see the frustration building in Celaine. So far, she could only solidify a shape out of true shadow. Anything less than that and it would be little more than a flimsy construct, falling apart at the slightest touch or loss of focus.

      “I can’t do it,” Celaine said. She was sweating. “I’m losing my mind even trying. An arrow is too complex a shape for me right now.”

      “You could try pairing it with Bloodshadow,” Hump suggested. “The dagger creates shadow out of essence. It’s already given structure. It might be more easily manipulated.”

      “Or it might try to eat her,” Bud said.

      “She’s not had much trouble with it so far,” Hump said. “And I’m not suggesting we give it any blood. Just wield its shadow.”

      “I’ll try it.” Celaine drew the dagger from her belt. She forced essence into the blade, and shadow erupted along its edge, smoking from it like angry fire. She tugged at the shadow with her other hand, plucking at it as if it were thread. The shadow stopped billowing, becoming more solid, bending to her touch. She pulled harder, as if drawing a blade from its sheath, and the shadow swarmed around her hand. A rod emerged from within, and Hump sensed something different this time. There was more power in this than her previous attempts. She held it out and the top shifted, the arrowhead forming. Twin fletchings grew from the shadow on the other end, spiralling down the shaft.

      Carefully, she sheathed her dagger and drew her bow. She nocked the arrow and drew back the string, whirling to aim at a wooden post off to the side of the hall. A line of darkness pierced the hall, thudding into the post and piercing deeply. It stuck there, smoking fiercely, the shadow trailing into the air and then fading.

      “That worked better,” Celaine said happily, the frustration seemingly gone from her at the success. “I’ll need to work on that though. Won’t do me much good if I need to draw my dagger every time I need an arrow.”

      “Good practice though,” Dylan said.

      “If the arrows fade like that, you’ll be able to kill your target with hardly a trace,” Bud said. “That’s a little terrifying.”

      Hump scratched the back of his head. “I swear, the more I see of Chosen archers, the more I never want to make an enemy of one.”

      Celaine lowered her bow. “Doesn’t make for much of an arrow in the usual sense though. It’s far too unwieldy. It might be a good way to track a target if I’ve got some time to prepare. I think for now, the utility aspect of the blessing will be more useful, at least until I get better at gathering shadow. I can just about give it shape, but I need to give it more power too.”

      “You should try it with Predator’s Instinct next,” Hump said. “See if that helps. You may even be able to use it with Power Shot.”

      “If you can, it’s incredibly powerful,” Dylan said. “Blessings that compound often lead to deadly combinations. With three blessings fuelling a single shot, you’ll be striking with far more power than most third circle archers. We should see what effects it has on your normal arrows too. Perhaps you can cloak them, making them almost invisible.”

      “Sorry to interrupt.” They turned as Marcela approached, holding out a letter. “We just got a new quest. Another base has been found and Ricard wants us on his task force again.”

      Hump took the letter, scanning it. Once more they were to assist with a sweep and search operation.

      “When are we meeting?” Emilia asked.

      “The briefing is in two hours,” Marcela said. “The next mission is tonight.”

      Hump’s heart started to race as the nervous excitement of a fight came over him. Vivienne had said they’d be busy, but this came sooner than expected.

      Hump folded the letter back up and returned it to Marcela. “We’ll grab some lunch and rest up till then.”
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      “Watch out!” Celaine shouted.

      They were in pursuit of Lord Vondel—a man suspected of warlock activity—and had followed him into a secret passageway beneath his manor with Marcela and Corvin’s parties.

      They came to a stop, but too late.

      Hump felt a burst of essence a moment before the trap activated. He readied his power to meet the attack, only for a magical barrier to envelop them. A second activation followed, and Hump cast his gaze downward, a series of runes and channels shining bright red on the ground. Even at a glance, he recognised the familiar runes.

      Fire.

      A blaze erupted from the ground in a torrent of heat. Instinct took over. Hump extended his staff. His spellbook whirled open in his left hand. Essence flowed through him, surging to his staff and spellbook, to the fire now rising in wisps of flame, licking at his boots. He felt its intent. The energetic, destructive power of fire that he’d grown so accustomed to.

      Hump threw his own will against it, and the flames bounced around madly beneath his touch, searching for escape. In the confined space created by the barrier, escape would mean his, Marcela’s, and Corvin’s parties would all be caught in the blast. It was too close and too wide a space for a Shield to protect them. He had to make it his.

      Exerting his will, Hump overwhelmed the fire with his essence. There was pushback of the formation below, the intent carved into the runes, but they’d been rushed. Frantically scribbled by one of the warlocks they pursued. Hump wiped it clean easily, then gave the fire a command of his own, drawing it into his staff in a vortex of flame.

      His focus shone bright, illuminating the underground tunnel of Lord Darian Vondel’s manor. Stone walls glowed as fire bubbled in the crystal focus, red light blazing. Farther down the tunnel, a couple of warlocks poked their heads out from doorways on either side, shouting to each other.

      Hump ignored them. The air became hot. His breath quickened. He felt blood in his ears and his intent stretched thin. He was reaching the limit of power he could contain. In seconds, his focus was ready to burst. He forced the fire to condense further, confining all he could into the crystal, draining it from the air around him. When the trap finally subsided beneath them, he took aim with his staff at the front side of the barrier, directly down the length of the tunnel.

      “Fire Beam,” he said, voice rumbling with essence, echoing across the stones.

      A ray of fire shot forward, piercing the barrier and shattering it like glass. It roared through the tunnel, filling it with light, bursting against the stone wall on the other end with a deafening boom.

      When his spell faded, one of the figures poked their head out again, taking aim with a crossbow. A bolt flew toward them, striking the rock wall to their side. Another followed from the one farther back, and Marcela swept it aside with a slash of her sword.

      Celaine, Teff, and Kesha loosed a return volley, and both figures collapsed to the ground. Only one screamed, his cry filling the tunnel.

      “Gods above, Hump, how did you do that?” Emery asked.

      Hump glanced at the sorcerer. He was one of Corvin’s party, and a fire and air specialist. From his expression, Hump gathered that the kind of manipulation he just did was beyond him.

      “Control Fire,” Hump said.

      “I don’t know much about wizardry,” Len said, “but isn’t that just a low tier spell?”

      “It’s Tier 1,” Hump said. “And the tier’s not so important. Elemental manipulation spells are simple yet effective. What it comes down to is the strength of one’s intent.”

      “Well, you saved us from some burnt feet I’m sure.” Len clapped him on the shoulder. “Nicely done.”

      “Keep moving,” Marcela said, leading the way. “We can’t let Vondel escape.”

      They passed the downed figures, reaching the end of the tunnel, throwing caution to the wind even with the risk of more traps.

      “Left side. Be ready with your shield, Len,” Marcela said.

      “Got it.”

      They rounded the corner, Bud going first. A set of steps awaited them, leading up to an iron door. Bud hurried up, shoving against the door with a bang, steel armour on iron.

      “Stand back,” Marcela said.

      She squeezed past him. Water formed along the edge of her blade and Hump felt essence surge in the small tunnel. She slashed her blade twice, cutting an X shape in the door and then she kicked it outward. It crashed to the street beyond, and a cold wind rushed inside. An alley.

      Marcela was first out.

      “Stop them!” a man cried out from the other side, his voice panicked.

      Outside, Hump spotted Lord Vondel and three of his bodyguards at his side. They’d half-broken a wall that blocked off the next section of the alley.

      “Enough of this, Vondel,” Marcela said. “It’s over. For the sake of what dignity you still possess, do not make this any harder.”

      “Lady Marcela, please, you must see that this is a mistake,” the man said, a sickly smile on his face as he mopped sweat from his brow. He was a fat man, well-dressed and red-faced.

      “Then why did you run?” Bud asked.

      “I-I thought you were robbers. Or, gods save me, warlocks. I panicked.”

      “Then you will have no problem returning with us,” Marcela said, stepping close, Bud and Corvin flanked on either side of her. “Lay down your weapons and this can end here.”

      “Of course, of course,” Vondel said with a nervous laugh. “Sheath your weapons, men.”

      The three bodyguards glanced at each other, then moved to sheath their swords.

      “On the ground!” Marcela snapped.

      They hesitated, then slowly placed their weapons at their feet. Bud quickly approached the one on the right, reaching to grab him. The moment he touched him, the man headbutted his nose.

      Bud grunted, stumbling back. The bodyguard came at him, fist flying for his head. Bud leant back, dodging the blow, and pushed the arm off to the side. Bud stepped in closer, hammering his attacker’s stomach with an iron fist. The man heaved a breath, then Bud’s gauntlet found his face, sending him to the ground.

      Bud stepped back, hissing in a breath as he clutched at his nose, blood running down his face.

      “Dammit,” he snapped, pinching his nose.

      “This is why you should wear a helmet,” Emilia chided.

      Bud glared at her then grabbed the arm of the groaning man, dragging him to his feet. Beside him, Dylan, Corvin, and Marcela had apprehended the three others.

      “Don’t move,” Dylan said to Vondel, then released Nature’s Spring, enveloping the knight in its healing aura.

      “Seems there’s no ending to the misunderstandings,” Marcela said, dragging Vondel with her back toward the tunnel. “How should I interpret that attack?”

      “A vagrant. A poor hire. Believe me, my lady, I am a loyal servant of Sheercliff. Whatever this is about, I’m uninvolved.”

      “We will hear your plea back in the manor,” Marcela said. She pushed him toward the steps. “Move.”

      They followed the tunnel back into the man’s manor, where Ricard and the rest of the task force were waiting. Two dozen people sat on the ground under guard. Many appeared to be servants, but a few men and women appeared to be more than that.

      This was the second manor Hump had raided that week, and bigger than the last. More and more warlock bases had been located, and Hump and his party were now involved in clearing three of them. However, this was the first to have made them work for it.

      “Lord Ricard.” Fear was clear in Vondel’s voice. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “I believe you well-know why we’re here,” Ricard said. “We’ve detected warlock activity in your home. You and everyone in your household will be detained while a full investigation is carried out.”

      “Warlocks?” Vondel gasped. “Detained? This is preposterous, sir. Preposterous! My family has served this city for generations. You insult us!”

      “In which case, we will apologise in full.” Ricard took out a warlock detection device and stepped toward him. “You won’t mind me testing to be sure, will you?”

      Vondel’s eyes flicked to the artifact. He was really sweating now. “Surely there is no need for that.”

      “It only takes a minute,” Ricard said.

      “No! Stay back!”

      “Hold him,” Ricard barked.

      Bud and Corvin were suddenly on either side of him, holding his arms. Somehow, the man found the strength to throw them off. His face contorted, bones shifting beneath his skin, changing into something almost snout-like. His teeth elongated. His large body swelled, muscles bulging.

      “You won’t take me!” he snarled in a deep voice unlike his own.

      He lunged at Ricard, swiping at him, his nails turned into claws. Ricard easily stepped aside. His hands shone, pooling into his spear, which he swept around in an easy motion. The shaft slammed into Vondel’s belly and sent him to the ground.

      “Move again and I’ll pin you with the point,” Ricard growled.

      Vondel whimpered. Ricard held out the artifact, the lights filling in the essence stones, confirming what they already knew.

      “Well would you look at that,” Ricard said. “He’s a warlock.”

      Marcela sighed. “Your ancestors would be deeply disappointed, Lord Vondel.”
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      Hump hefted a coin pouch he’d collected from the Adventurers’ Guild, relishing in the metallic crunch inside—a reward for last night’s rendezvous at the Vondel Manor. The rest of his party talked nearby, discussing where they’d go next.

      Hump was a rich man. Richer than he’d ever imagined. Sixty-eight gold coins, a handful of silver, and gods knew how many coppers. It was a strange feeling. This was enough money to live comfortably for many years if he wanted to. Well, at least until Celaine’s people and their Dragon Keepers decided to come find him. He was sure things would become far less comfortable after that.

      Strangely, Hump didn’t care. His priorities were changing, and so was he. Now all he saw was a means to better equip himself, both with gear and knowledge. A year ago, sixty-eight gold would have seemed like a king’s prize, but now, it was a couple of good, enchanted pieces of equipment. The question was, what should he buy? Jewellery came to mind first. A protective ring or amulet, though they were likely expensive. Perhaps an upgrade to his boots? The old man had always told him to spend his money on his feet, though with all the lava magic he’d been practicing of late, fireproof gloves may be a better fit.

      He wondered if it was perhaps time to attempt some enchantments of his own. He’d hated it in his training. For one thing, he’d been awful. It was fine, detailed work, and he’d either botch the enchantment or destroy the material he was working with. To top it off, it required a lot of studying. With the Book of Infinite Pages, however, much of that would be simpler. He could learn almost any enchantment he could find, and the book could read the formations and replicate the way essence flowed through them.

      It would come down to the detail work, and Hump was far stronger than he used to be. Considering his skills were much improved, it seemed worth a try. If he could learn to craft his own equipment, money would no longer be an object. He wouldn’t need to fight to survive, and that had a certain appeal to it. Melt Stone was only a step away from forging magic, and metal magic also sounded like a good fit for him.

      “What are you thinking about?” Celaine asked.

      “Food,” Hump said.

      She rolled her eyes. “How I envy your simple mind.”

      Hump snorted. “I also decided I want to give enchanting a go. I’ve got the money to spare. I’m going to stop by the Wizard’s Society before we head back and try to pick up a couple of spells.”

      “Lunch first,” Bud said. “I’m starving.”

      “Now who’s simple,” Hump said, laughing.

      They’d spotted a restaurant on the way to the guild district and headed back down Ridgeway Street.

      Hump had already decided on the spells. Melt Metal and Manipulate Metal were both Tier 2 spells, so they’d set him back a few gold. Etch was only Tier 1 and shouldn’t be too expensive. With them, he’d be able to create basic metal rings and other jewellery pieces. In the meantime, while the others were shopping on the Adventurers’ Guild campus, he’d stop by a smithy for materials and try to find a decent amulet of protection at the enchantery. Something that would prevent him going splat if another wizard ambushed him.

      Hump stopped, feeling something in his head. At first, he thought he was under attack, and then he heard a familiar voice.

      “Wizard Humphrey, this is Natalie. All of Ricard’s squad are to gather outside the opera house on Brickston Street as a matter of urgency.”

      “What’s going on?” Hump said in his head.

      “A silver threat warlock base has been found. Lady Astida’s squad has been killed. All bronze rankers are to attend the scene.”

      Hump bit his lip and took a breath, a nervous tension filling him. “We’ll be there.”

      He felt her presence go from his mind.

      The others had already stopped walking, noticing something off about him. “Is everything okay?” Emilia asked. “You look spooked.”

      “There’s been a development,” Hump said. “Natalie just contacted me about a silver threat level warlock base nearby. We’re to meet her and Ricard.”

      “Have they found one of the leaders?” Bud asked.

      “No idea. But Lady Astida’s squad has been wiped out. They’re dead. The city’s calling on every available bronze ranker to fight.”

      Around them in the campus, people were already shouting the news, collecting their weapons and preparing for what might be the first true battle against the warlocks.
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      Finding the opera house was easy. All they had to do was move in the opposite direction of the fleeing crowd. They were there in five minutes. Guards stood watch across the street, preventing access for anyone that shouldn’t be there. Hump and the others didn’t even need to show their medallions to be allowed through.

      While Natalie had told Hump that only bronze rankers were requested, he saw more than a few iron rankers. They formed a perimeter, keeping away curious citizens and working with the guard. Outside the opera house, Hump was surprised to see Marcela’s party already there. They were supposed to meet her in the Daston training grounds this afternoon—she should have been in the Upper City. As the crowd shifted, however, he spotted Sir Ricard amongst them. Natalie must have used her portal ability to bring them here.

      It was a wealthy district, the streets lined with tall, wide buildings made from the white stone Sheercliff was famous for. The Sheercliff Opera House itself towered over the street corner ahead, a giant box of a building. Every part of the exterior was designed with artistic flair. High walkways extended beyond the building and over the streets, supported by pillars, with archways that led up to the many entryways. Large windows gave a view into the floors above, with those at the front staring into the back of statues—heroic figures posed with their weapon of choice. And on the roof, two knights adorned each corner, mounted on majestic griffons, their lances thrust upward toward the sky.

      Though in between all the finery, Hump couldn’t help but notice that nobody stared back from the windows. It should have been crowded, but from where he stood on the street, the building looked desolate. There were no ticket sellers outside, or crowds on the streets. It was empty, but for the hundred or so adventurers that had already arrived on the scene. An impressive force, yet they remained out here.

      “Looks like we made it in time,” Bud said. “I don’t think the fighting’s started yet.”

      Hump hummed his agreement. “Doesn’t bode well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Hump pointed to where a crowd had gathered. He spotted Marcela amongst them, Sir Ricard, and even Sir Roderick. “If they’ve not entered yet, something must be very wrong.”

      Hump suppressed a nervous pit welling in his stomach as they approached the group. It wasn’t his first time meeting Sir Roderick, but in the past, he’d simply been following orders. The man was a legend. The leader of the Sheercliff Pantheon, a sixth circle Chosen of Lady Light, and the destroyer of Blackwood Dungeon. And now Hump would fight alongside him.

      Lady Helen Astida’s squad had already been wiped out. Hump wondered if Randall’s party had been amongst them. Either way, it made the thought no less terrifying. If even a silver ranker had been killed by these warlocks, this should prove their most dangerous fight yet.

      Marcela spotted them and waved them to join her. Hump noticed that Corvin’s party was missing, though Eve’s party was amongst the cluster of bronze rankers. He’d not seen her since their time in Stonebark Forest, and from the look of it, she was in Sir Roderick’s squad today.

      “…with no indication of numbers, I advise caution, my lord,” Ricard was saying. “I’ve walked into one of these traps already. Astida has already died. We cannot lose more.”

      “No,” Roderick growled. “This has gone on long enough. It is time for these warlocks to understand who it is they are against. For them to experience the wrath of the gods. We’ve lost far too many good men and women. No more. Whatever trap they have prepared for us, I will break it, Ricard. I will break it.” He stepped closer to Ricard, the bald man standing even taller than him, his golden sceptre glimmering like the light of the sun. “You forget, Ricard, you are not alone this time. You fight with me. I will not let these heretics escape.”

      The plan was simple. Sir Roderick was to lead his strongest Chosen through the front and clear out the entry lobby before breaching the auditorium. In the meantime, Ricard was to lead his squads through the rear entrances and secure the walkways on the first floor before progressing into the main viewing level. Fenella, the least experienced of the silver rankers present, was to set up a perimeter around the building and ensure that nobody got in or out.

      To Hump, it sounded reckless, but he supposed a sixth circle Chosen like Roderick had a different perspective on danger from the rest of the world. It didn’t make him feel any better. They were walking into a trap, and Roderick knew it. Either he had a reason for his confidence, or this was the arrogance of a Chosen shining through. Whatever the reason, it was the kind of attitude that got people killed. Most frustratingly, there was nothing Hump could do about it. They had their orders.

      They moved into position. Many adventurers had yet to arrive, so Ricard’s force was a mishmash of five squads, including Marcela’s, totalling forty-odd adventurers. The rear of the opera house had smaller entrances. They approached under the cover of the walkway, peering in through the windows to see empty rooms inside.

      “Are you sure about this, Ricard?” Marcela asked.

      “Roderick didn’t get where he is now by being careful,” Ricard said. He tried the door—locked.

      “Natalie, portal us through.”

      She called upon her blessing, carving out a portal in the air before them, the inside of the building clear on the other side. She, Ricard, and Jessica stepped through, unlocking the door from the inside for the rest of them.

      They poured into the empty back lobby of the opera house.

      Hump gazed up a marble staircase that connected the main entrance to the first floor. Stone sculptures of women overlooked them, and the walls were filled with large paintings of historical scenes and people. Hump fought not to marvel at the finery. The gilded ornaments and gold lining along the curving rooftop, culminating in a grand chandelier that dangled from the roof four stories above. The building was giant, and a testament to some of the greatest earth wielders in Alveron’s history.

      “Topher, stay down here with your squad,” Ricard said. “Secure the entrances and keep our escape clear. Do not breach until you hear Roderick enter. Marcela, Agatha, your squads are with me. Natalie, move freely. See if you can find these bastards.”

      Natalie smiled. “I’ll be in touch.”

      She drew a circle on the ground with her foot and fell through, vanishing into the floor, her portal closing behind her.

      Hump struggled to wrap his mind around the magic. Teleportation like that was beyond any wizards he knew of. That was a magic only the Chosen of Vesta could achieve, and one that wizards had never been able to properly replicate.

      Ricard led the way up the staircase. The landing on the first floor was divided into smaller hallways, each having smaller staircases of their own that led to the top floors and the many private viewing booths of the theatre.

      “No sign of a trap so far,” Celaine said.

      “I’m not sensing any spells either,” Hump said. “Considering a silver ranker died here recently, that isn’t right. Something might be manipulating the essence in the building.”

      “Is it anything you can latch onto and locate?” Ricard asked.

      Hump shook his head. “No.”

      “Then we stick with the plan. Marcela, take your squad along the west wing. Agatha, you’ll come with me to the seating area.”

      Their footsteps echoed on the stone tiles of empty halls. It was eerily quiet. Such a large building was meant to host people—it felt very wrong being inside alone. The west wing opened into a large gallery hallway that overlooked the street. The left side of the room was taken up by a refreshment’s booth, while to the right, too-small tables with red velvet padded chairs lined the windows. It was here the first signs of abnormality became clear. Toppled chairs, disturbed tables, drinks and meals left unfinished.

      They reached the end of the gallery, arriving at a large set of double doors. As they approached, Hump held out his hand to slow the others.

      “What is it?” Marcela asked.

      Hump reached for the door, sensing but not touching. There was definitely a flare of essence to it. The slightest touch of intent left behind within its wood. He pressed his will against it, sensing essence beyond.

      “A trap?” Celaine asked.

      A frown formed on Hump’s face. “No. There’s nothing on the door, but I sense something strange in the room. Something that makes my skin crawl.”

      “Whatever it is, we have Sir Roderick with us,” Len said. “We just need to do our job. He and Ricard will handle the rest.”

      Hump nodded his agreement, though he remained uneasy. Maybe it was just nerves, or maybe it was an effect of the dark magic he was sensing. Magic that was perhaps capable of killing a fifth circle Chosen and a silver ranked adventurer. His heart hammered in his chest, the wait agonising. He knew a fight was waiting for them, and the worst kind of fight. The warlocks had selected the ground, and they would be walking right on in.

      It wasn’t a long wait.

      Hump perked up the moment he felt a change. Power hummed through the building and a second later, an explosion sounded within the auditorium.

      “May the gods guide us,” Marcela said.

      She breached the door, bursting into the audience stands on the first floor. The rest of them followed behind her, entering the shadow-filled theatre. Down below, Roderick stepped into the room, an aura of holy light enveloping him, coating him like armour. It filled the room, pushing back the darkness and revealing the horror within.

      There were so many bodies. They lay collapsed, broken over seats, or piled on top of each other. Their skin was greyish, drained of colour, clinging to their bones as if their very life’s essence had been drained from them. Their hair was ash. The room reeked of decay. Rubble lay everywhere, the private booths along either side of the auditorium collapsed into heaps.

      Across the stands to the left, Ricard and Topher’s squad appeared, stepping into the room with the same shock clear in their eyes.

      “Dear gods,” Bud muttered. “What happened here?”

      Beside him, Emilia covered her nose with her sleeve. Dylan stepped forward, kneeling by the closest of the dead. A woman, though it was almost impossible to tell her age from what was left of the magic. He touched her hand.

      “She’s cold,” Dylan said.

      Gasps came from below and Hump walked a few paces to get a look over the guardrail between this floor and below. The adventurers were pointing up, and Hump followed their gaze. A grand chandelier hung from the roof, the yellow essence stones glowing faintly. From it, Helen Astida hung dead, suspended on a twisted spike of wood that speared through her back and out the front of her chest. Like everyone else, she was drained of colour.

      Footsteps hammered down below, and Sir Roderick marched to the centre of the room. His light radiated brighter, washing over all of them, filling Hump with the lady’s courage. And in his aura, Hump felt a seething anger.

      He held his sceptre up, and its golden mace head shone bright as the sun. Hump sensed a pulse of essence, too fast for him to see. Above, the twisted wood that held Lady Astida was cut. She didn’t fall, but rather floated downward, suspended on Roderick’s light, drifting like a feather from a tree.

      Roderick gently caught her in his free arm and studied her face with sadness. In his arms, she looked tiny. Unbridled rage filled his face. It spread throughout his aura, filling the room with a holy, devastating power that made it difficult to breathe.

      Another set of footsteps echoed through the auditorium, and Hump’s eyes drifted to the stage. A man appeared from behind the curtain, stepping out onto the stage. He wore a mixture of plate armour and dark robes, a sword strapped to his hip. Cold eyes swept over the stands before landing on Roderick. He took the centre stage, footsteps slow and steady. He was completely without fear, indifferent to the righteous rage of Sir Roderick. There was a body on the stage and the man stepped over it, careful to avoid the bloody puddle around it.

      Roderick carefully laid Lady Astida on the ground and then stood upright. He turned to the man.

      “Are you the one behind this?” his voice carried through the room, a barely contained snarl.

      The man met Roderick’s glare with blank eyes. Few people in the kingdom could meet Sir Roderick’s angered gaze and not feel fear, and fewer still would risk his wrath.

      “I am.”

      Sir Roderick hammered the base of his sceptre against the ground. Light pulsed from the mace head, a halo of yellow spreading throughout the room like a wave, a resonating chime filling the auditorium.

      Roderick vanished from where he stood, appearing beside the man in an instant. He swung his sceptre faster than Hump could follow.

      The man half-drew his sword from its sheath, catching the blow on the blade. The weapons clashed with a metallic boom. For a moment, they were locked, and then the man turned and drew his sword, slashing at Roderick’s weapon and blasting him back ten paces. Roderick landed on his feet and steadied himself. Lady Light’s essence filled his eyes, making the irises shine gold.

      Hump gawked. Roderick hadn’t even been able to force the man back with that blow. A blow that could have shattered buildings.

      “Impossible,” Marcela whispered. “This… How could a warlock possess such strength?”

      “Who are you?” Roderick asked.

      The man sheathed his sword, his expression unchanged. “My name is Anthony.”

      “And what do you want?” Roderick asked.

      “The same as everyone else in the world. Security. Comfort. Freedom.”

      Ricard jumped down from their floor, landing close to Roderick. “You’ve come to the wrong place for that, Anthony. You may be powerful, but you cannot fight all of us.”

      “I believe you,” the man said. “I know what power the so-called gods give you. I know your strength, and I know your arrogance.”

      “Then why are you here?” Roderick snarled. “You knew we would come.”

      Anthony laughed. “Indeed, I did. As I said, I know your arrogance well. And it is that arrogance that will be your undoing. Today, you will come to understand exactly what you refer to as heresy. You will witness what is rightfully ours. What your gods have taken from us!”

      “Not if we kill you here,” Roderick said.

      “I am but a pawn amongst greater characters,” the man said. “A red herring. A puff of smoke—”

      “A distraction,” Hump finished quietly.

      “—and now my role is complete.”

      “Shit,” Hump said, turning and rushing for the door behind them.

      “What?” Celaine said.

      “We were right about it being a trap, only the point wasn’t to fight us.” He pulled the handle, only it wouldn’t budge. The essence he felt over it before had hardened, and a formation shone over it now. A powerful one at that. “We’re locked in.”

      On the stage, Anthony stamped his foot against the ground. Essence filled the auditorium, soaked with sickening power. The blood rose on the stage, suspended in the air like droplets of water after a splash. They hummed, reverberating with his power, glowing with red light. As it hummed, the blood in the room rose into a giant scarlet circle.

      A formation activated beneath the warlock. It spread through the blood, filling the entire auditorium with its power, trapping them inside. The ground started to rumble, and Hump leaned against his staff for balance. The ground crashed and thundered. It sounded like an avalanche, or as if a raging beast was tearing a path up from underground.

      Something was coming. The ground cracked, crumbling away. The floor and seats bulged outward and went flying. A horrific tree tore through the ground, growing upward, its fleshy branches swaying and expanding, its canopy full of leaves. It filled the centre of the auditorium, towering three stories tall. Faces swam on the trunk, screaming silently.

      Dungeon essence exploded from the tree and spread thickly in the air. A red mist of chaotic power.

      There was a gasp nearby, and Hump stared in shock as the dead woman next to Dylan rose to her feet. Around her, others did the same, essence shining in their veins and eyes. Red, hungry power.

      “Natalie can’t get to us,” Ricard said, his voice carrying from below. “The room is sealed. She says there are more trees across the city.”

      Panicked murmurs filled the room. Roderick looked at Ricard, disbelief in his eyes, then turned back to Anthony.

      Finally, Anthony’s stoic expression broke. His lips curled back into a sinister smile, and his face contorted into something not quite human.

      “Enjoy the show,” he said, stepping from the stage and disappearing back behind the curtain.

      “No!” Roderick roared, rushing after him. Something moved, and a reanimated Helen Astida appeared on the stage beside him, her sword carving down into his arm. Dungeon essence poured from the blow, cleaving through armour and biting skin.
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      Hump gripped his staff. The doorway was sealed shut, and he saw no immediate route out. All over the auditorium, hundreds, perhaps thousands of corpses stood. Their gaunt, pale bodies glowed beneath the skin, illuminated by chaotic red essence. However impossible it seemed, this was dungeon essence. Hump could sense it calling to him just as it had in Stonebark Forest. Somehow, that same power now flowed from the giant Tree of Damnation that filled the right side of the room.

      The groans of the dead were deafening. Chaos had descended, yet despite that, nobody panicked. Hump wasn’t stuck in the opera house with inexperienced adventurers. These were veterans. Bronze and silver ranked adventurers, most of which were Chosen, hardened by months of quests around Sheercliff and the recent assaults on warlock bases.

      Today, the true threat of the warlocks was revealed. However, even in a situation as dire as this, they kept their heads about them. Those on the ground floor formed ranks and wielded their abilities in conjunction, holding a position by the main entrance.

      In the upper seating area, Topher’s squad—those that had accompanied Ricard—stood far off to the left, a hundred undead blocking the path to where Hump and Marcela’s parties stood. Fewer than down below, but enough to make Hump nervous. Topher’s squad was already moving, pushing for a set of stairs to the far left of the room.

      “Form up,” Marcela said.

      Bud, Dylan, and Marcela’s new party member, Varris, took positions at the front, Emilia and Marcela taking the left and right flank. Behind the front line, Hump and Nina stood on either side of Len, keeping the Chosen of Avaroth at the centre of the formation where his barrier magic would be most effective. Celaine and Teff remained at the back, both being archers.

      “Hump, any way you think you can get through that door?” Marcela asked.

      “Given time, maybe,” Hump said, glancing back at the small entryway they’d entered through. He tried to glean some information about the formation that sealed them inside the auditorium, anything that might trigger his spellbook’s identification. It didn’t work. “The formation seems to be powered by the tree. It’s too much essence for me to say so with any confidence.”

      “Then we group with the others,” Marcela said. She pointed her sword to the right side, where the closest staircase descended to the ground floor. “Let’s aim for those stairs.”

      It wasn’t so easy. While the upper level wasn’t as crowded as below, there had to be a hundred undead standing between them and the stairs.

      Before they could move, an exchange of blows on the main stage drew Hump’s gaze, as a reanimated Helen Astida charged Roderick in a wild frenzy. The once Chosen had lost her sword and attacked unarmed, wielding her hands like claws. Empowered by the dungeon essence, she was formidable, but Roderick was having none of it.

      The man’s power exploded, golden light filling the air around him like rays of sun, illuminating the arena. Helen shrunk back from it, and Hump felt its strength, warm against his skin. The tug of dungeon essence on him diminished, his focus cleared, his body felt stronger and lighter, even from so far away.

      Roderick’s aura expanded, building until the light was so thick it almost appeared solid. Helen released an inhuman screech, ear-piercing and horrifying, her voice contorted by the dark magic which brought her back.

      Hump felt the weight of Roderick’s soul even from a distance. Suddenly, the light stopped expanding, condensing instead. It coated Roderick, forming plates of golden armour, more fit for a giant than an ordinary man. It covered him entirely, lifting him from the ground so that he towered twice as tall as anyone in the room, larger even than a troll. Holy light radiated from him, and Hump realised why the man so confidently rushed into the opera house. Roderick didn’t fall into traps. He strode into them deliberately, and he would plough right on through this one too. A luxury perhaps only those of the sixth circle and above could enjoy.

      He clubbed at Helen, blasting her back with a blow from his sceptre, light flashing like lightning at the point of contact. She rolled across the floor, her chest crushed. A wound that would kill any mortal, but essence surged through her. Her chest cavity snapped back into place and she rose, coming at Roderick again, mindless. Other undead crowded around her. Some wore armour and carried weapons—the adventurers that had died with her. He didn’t notice Randall or his party amongst them.

      To the left, where Rodercik and his squads had breached the auditorium, Eve’s party and the others were being swarmed. She wielded her powers of miasma to poison hosts of her enemies, secure at the centre of the Chosen.

      “Bud, Varris, focus on maintaining the formation as we move,” Marcela said, drawing their attention back to their own situation. “Dylan, I want you healing us and replenishing our stamina. Try and avoid direct combat unless they push past Bud and Varris. Len, protect the flanks and rear. The rest of us will focus on offence.”

      “What about the undead?” Dylan asked. “Do we kill them?”

      “We purge them,” Bud corrected grimly, drawing his sword and unleashing the cold of Frostfire to envelop him. His Armour of Ice manifested over his already existing plate, a second layer of protection.

      “Right,” Dylan said uncertainly.

      Hump glanced at the druid who shifted on his feet. He was hesitant. Their enemies were so human, just ordinary people dressed in ordinary attire. At least, they were once.

      “Dylan, whoever they were, is gone,” Hump said. “What remains is nothing more than puppets of flesh.”

      Dylan didn’t turn back but he nodded. His fist tightened around his quarterstaff.

      “Any other questions?” Marcela asked.

      There were none.

      “Then let’s move.”

      They kept to the wide aisles that ran between the rows of seats. Undead came at them from all sides, but they were staggered and unorganised. Easy pickings for Marcela and Emilia to take out with minimal effort, reserving arrows and large spells for when they were needed.

      They reached the front of the balcony, where they could look over the edge at the ground floor. There, the fight was many magnitudes larger. Roderick fought amongst a swarm of undead, sweeping them aside and carving paths through them. Helen attacked over and over, her blows like hammers, echoing through the auditorium, giant explosions of essence radiating from her strikes. Roderick swatted her back, but she healed faster than any of the other undead, her fifth circle body filled to the brim with essence.

      Hundreds of corpses lay shattered and broken on the ground, their faces unrecognisable. What limbs remained intact spasmed, as if the dungeon essence was still trying to control them. In the main fight, the Chosen slaughtered anything that came near them, their blessings making short work of the undead.

      The sight was hard to stomach. Warlocks had killed these people. Murdered hundreds of citizens of Sheercliff. It made Hump wonder how many more had died already throughout the rest of the city if this was just a single part of a grander plan.

      One thing at a time, he told himself. They had this mess to escape before they could worry about the rest of the city.

      To the right of the balcony, the undead had formed a group and charged at Hump and the others. They swarmed across the seating on all fours, moving like cats, and charged along the front row where there was a wider gap.

      “I’ll clear a path,” Hump said, taking aim at the group along the front row.

      Bud and Varris parted to the side.

      Hump withdrew his spellbook, pages whirling, essence flowing between it and his staff. “Blast.”

      A wave of pale blue essence exploded forward. It sent the undead scattering. Some fell from the balcony to the ground below. Others were launched into the seating, where the still-charging undead swarmed forward.

      “Reform!” Marcela said. “Ranged, stay against the rail. We’ll hold them back.”

      They pushed through the created space at a jog, the melee fighters on the right carving into any undead that approached. It wasn’t long before they reached the stairs, where Nina unleashed a torrent of water that cleared away the undead that blocked their path. Bud and Varris pushed down first, cutting through the gathering that remained. Empowered by the essence of the tree, the undead were powerful but far from indestructible.

      Celaine leaped over the balcony ledge, trailing behind the rest of them. She shot an arrow, enhanced with Power Shot.

      “Watch the rear, Len,” Celaine said. “They’re rejuvenating. Normal methods don’t seem to be finishing them off.”

      “I could burn them,” Hump said. “Might set the room on fire though.”

      “We’ve got enough killing power in our blessings.” Marcela’s blade shone blue. She swept it forward, a wave of water droplets exploding from the edge and showering half a dozen more undead gathering at the bottom, tearing through their bodies like shrapnel. “We group with Ricard and then decide what to do.”

      “It’s like fighting in the dungeon core room,” Bud said.

      He seemed at home amongst the undead. His Frostfire attacks carved them to pieces and they didn’t get back up. They recoiled from his Heart of Frostfire aura and came away pierced with ice each time they struck his armour. He tore through them with ease, reaching the bottom before any of them, the might of Kelisia’s purifying power on full display.

      It really was like the dungeon core room. The power emanating from the tree was too similar. Even the tug on his soul, as if begging him to wield it. How could that be possible? It made him wonder whether the warlocks truly did have some knowledge of dungeons that the rest of the world didn’t; they’d managed to spur the dungeon’s growth in Stonebark Forest after all. If the purpose of the Trees of Damnation was to establish dungeon domains, then perhaps all of Sheercliff might fall to them.

      Hump blanked at the thought. It was a story straight out of legends, like the Fall of Lastrogath, the Heaven City, that was lost to the Hell Pit, marking the first expansion of the Fallen Lands.

      “Stay sharp,” Celaine said, pushing Hump’s shoulder. “Keep moving left with the others.”

      They’d reached the ground floor. Hump surveyed the room. It smelt of blood and rot, and if not for the adrenaline rushing through him, he would have gagged. They were now the closest squad to the tree, but Hump saw no sign of where the dungeon essence was coming from. The tree was simply bursting with it beneath its bark, the essence trailing up it like a lightning trail scar. And its leaves glimmered like rubies, an aura of evil emanating from the glow.

      “Ricard!” Roderick’s voice rose above the noise. Even through the horde of undead, he was clearly visible, barrelling through them with his sceptre. “Destroy the tree. Once its power fades, so too shall this foul magic. My Chosen and I shall hold the auditorium.”

      “On it,” Ricard shouted.

      Hump spotted him through the mass of undead. His spear was a tornado of motion, whirling around his body with perfect fluidity as he danced his way through the horde. Gales of wind swept out from his movements, throwing back and clearing space, blasting them aside with the power of the storm god Seres. In moments he was by the tree, Jessica following close behind, cleaving through enemies with her axe and shield.

      Standing before the tree, Ricard drew back his spear. Wind howled through the room and blindingly bright lightning coiled down the spear’s length. He let it build until static pricked the air, and then Ricard stabbed.

      It struck the tree with the sound of thunder, piercing deeply. Red essence exploded from the wound like a spurt of blood, and white lightning rippled up the tree, tearing at the bark, filling the room with the scent of burning.

      He withdrew his spear, and in seconds the wound was healing, essence pouring into it at an unbelievable rate. It hadn’t worked. Ricard stared at it with a frown.

      We have to think of it as a dungeon, Hump thought. This power didn’t simply stem from the tree. Essence needed direction. Anthony may have activated the formation, but this scale of necromantic magic didn’t exist on its own. They were attacking the body, but it was the heart that had to be conquered. If the core had the resources it needed, there was no end to the repairs to its body.

      Hump’s eyes trailed to the base of the tree and the crumbled earth around the trunk.

      “Ricard, we need to find the base of the tree!” Hump shouted. “I think the warlocks must have created some sort of artificial dungeon core. Attacking the trunk won’t be any good. We need to destroy the core.”

      Ricard glanced their way, only just noticing their arrival. He then turned his attention to the ground, targeting the area around the tree instead. He struck again, but the formation on the ground glimmered, a layer of red forming. His spearpoint bounced off the tile, a thick mist of red escaping it.

      “It’s reinforced,” Ricard said. “We need to get out of this damn room first. Natalie!” he roared, his voice carrying on the wind, echoing in the auditorium so loudly it hurt. Natalie must have used her blessing to reply from outside the room as he continued. “Find us a way underground. We’ll find a way to get to you.”

      Ricard turned to them. “Marcela, your squad’s with me.”

      They rushed over to him.

      “What’s the plan?” Marcela asked.

      “I’m going to break the barrier,” Ricard said, grinning, excitement clear on his face. “You keep them off me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SEVENTY-FOUR

          

          

      

    

    







            BREAKING THE BARRIER

          

        

      

    

    
      Ricard might be a powerful Chosen, but Hump wasn’t sure how even he would be able to break a barrier like this. Fuelled by the tree’s essence, it seemed an almost endless well of power, yet Ricard made it sound easy.

      “How?” Hump asked.

      “Time and power,” Ricard said. “All of you, with me. We’ll target the section over by the rear lobby doors.”

      Ricard led the way, carving out a path through the undead. They circled around the tree, moving away from the fight and toward the far right of the room. Hump kept his eyes sharp, but there was nothing for him to do. Working with such a powerful Chosen made it easy, even amongst so many undead. Ricard’s spear was a blur, each attack faster than he could follow, faster even than Celaine’s mentor, Vamir, had been. Winds howled around them, building, adding to his speed—a constant flow of momentum that seemed unstoppable.

      It took less than thirty seconds to reach the door. Ricard tapped the air with the butt of his spear, the metal shaft humming as it met the red barrier, essence bursting through it as it sensed the impact.

      “This won’t take long but I need to focus,” Ricard said. “Hold them off.” He turned to Jess, the only member of his party in the room with Natalie locked outside the barrier. “Jess, only stop me if you’re overwhelmed.”

      She nodded, resting her great sword over her shoulder and turning back to the battlefield. “No need to worry. We’ve got this.”

      Ricard pulled out a golden amulet engraved with the face of Seres from beneath his armour and gripped it in his left hand. It was studded with dozens of small essence stones that shone with power. Usually, Hump saw such small stones as cheap, but he knew the power that the bloodlets on Celaine’s Bloodshadow dagger possessed, and Ricard likely had some of the best resources in the kingdom. These were no ordinary stones.

      Ricard began to chant, and Hump felt a weight on his core, pressing against him. Ricard’s fist tightened around the amulet, steam beginning to stream out from between his fingers, filling the air like mist. Hump felt a gentle breeze, and then it was as if a tempest built around Ricard.

      The wind howled, gathering to him. His mists stirred, forming twisting cyclones that wound their way around him and up his spear. He started to move, whirling his spear, drawing in the mist faster, making the wind rage. A contained storm. His Soul Manifestation.

      “They’re coming,” Jessica said, drawing their attention away from Ricard and back to the fight. “The lot of you, hold formation. I’ll intervene wherever there’s trouble.”

      “Got it,” Marcela said. “Same as before.”

      Celaine and Teff were already loosing arrows, each imbued with the power of their blessings. Power that would bring down the undead despite the rejuvenating powers of the tree.

      Hump felt a shift to the power behind him. A deadly intent that made the hairs on his body stand on end. He glanced once more over his shoulder. A vortex of white mist curled along the metal shaft of Ricard’s spear, writhing as lightning crackled. Ricard stabbed at the barrier and power burst forth from the spear blade, a hurricane of force and lightning exploding against the wall of dungeon essence. A spiderweb of cracks formed. Veins of essence pulsed within the barrier, and the cracks glowed brightly, essence flooding in to repair the damage. Ricard didn’t stop there. His spear continued to move, the storm coming alive. Blast after blast of power unleashed.

      Seeing his strength, Hump believed the man was true to his word. He would break through. The rest of them just had to buy him time.

      Hump turned his back on Ricard and faced the incoming horde. There had to be a hundred of them. Enough that they could easily be swarmed. What they needed was to deal with them in one go.

      “Len, can you create two barrier walls to funnel them in?” Hump asked. “If you can group them up, I can hit them all at once with a Fire Blast.”

      “I can do that,” Len said.

      “Good idea,” Marcela said. “Emilia, Celaine, Teff, watch the flanks with me. We’ll make sure none slip by. Nina, work with Hump. Make sure he doesn’t burn the place down.”

      “Got it,” Nina said. “You go first, Hump. Hit them with fire and I’ll sweep what’s left away with Surging River. Hopefully the building will still be there after that.”

      Hump smiled tightly. It wasn’t the building he was so worried about. All sorts of fabric lined the carpet and seating. In an enclosed space like the auditorium, if that caught alight, the smoke alone might kill them. That shouldn’t happen here though. Hump had a clear line of sight, and the open space before the seating area was less likely to spread a fire.

      He gathered his power, gritting his teeth as the pressure built in his staff. Fire essence danced within, full of excited energy that wanted nothing more than to burst free. Len’s barriers rose in two diagonal lines around the undead, funnelling them in. There was no mind behind the movement of the undead. They crammed in between the walls, pushing and scrambling to get ahead of each other, driven by instinct and hunger.

      Seeing them this close, Hump felt a moment of hesitation. Their skin was pale and gaunt, dungeon essence glowing beneath, yet at the same time they were so human.

      Puppets of flesh, Hump told himself. They must be laid to rest.

      Hump envisioned the formation in his mind. The Tier 2 spell was beyond his spellbook’s capabilities to cast, but he’d become well-versed in it now. Fire moved to his will as easily as any essence, and he was developing a taste for it. The energy it contained, the excitement that rubbed off on him, the destructive power it could unleash.

      He levelled his staff toward the encroaching mass. Ten paces. Five.

      “Fire Blast.” The words came like a hiss. Orange light flashed in his focus, and then a cone of fire erupted, obscuring the world before him in dancing heat.

      It was the smell that hit Hump first. The distinct smell of burning flesh and hair, clinging to the back of his nose. He resisted the urge to choke.

      As the spell faded, his stomach twisted at the destruction he’d wrought. Charred bodies covered the floor before him, blackened by his flame. Their clothes in tatters, faces burned so that black flesh and bone poked out beneath. Their hair gone. Jewellery had melted through the surface layers of flesh, embedding around necks, wrists, and fingers, a glimmer of gold and silver amongst black.

      Some still moved amongst the mass of dead. They must have been partially shielded from the flame by the bodies crammed around them, and now crawled onward on partially destroyed hands and feet. Hump glimpsed a woman, half her face still intact, a red eye staring at him while the other was charred over on the burnt side of her face.

      Puppets, not people.

      Hump’s mind became clouded. He thought he was going to be sick.

      To the side, Nina let loose a wave of water that swept away the fallen bodies and put out what sparks of flame remained. The sight of clear space was a relief, but Hump couldn’t get the sickening scene out of his mind. Yes, it was stupid—these were no longer living beings. Yet that didn’t make it any easier. They had human faces. Clothes. He took a step back, stumbling, partially from the sudden essence use and partially from the shock.

      Puppets, not people. He knew it to be true. His reaction made him feel like a fool, but not even logic prevented it. He’d never unleashed such power on a group of people before. He’d never had such a visceral taste of the devastation he was now capable of.

      Anger built in him. Whatever power he had, it was nothing compared to the warlocks that killed these people. He wondered what truly drove them. They claimed they were fighting back against the oppressive gods, but how did killing these innocents do that? What was their intention with this trap? They must have known it wouldn’t be enough to kill Sir Roderick and Ricard. Was it all just for slaughter?

      They will die for this, Hump thought.

      He craved power. He wanted to reach out for the dungeon essence and wield it as his own, tearing through the barrier around them to hunt down those that did this. Such an urge was the gorger’s influence, pushing him to do things that would make him lose himself. It wanted his hate and impulsiveness, but Hump wouldn’t give into it. He let his mind go to the River and Waves, and let his feelings fade and mind clear.

      It was Dylan’s Nature’s Spring that fully brought him back to his senses, its warmth stark against the fire and chaos of dungeon essence. Around him, the others were finishing off the twenty or so undead that slipped past. Still a large number, but nothing challenging for Chosen.

      Hump turned back as he heard a crack. Ricard had struck the barrier again, lightning exploding from the point of impact, gale force winds striking around it like blades. The cracks spread, and then there was another loud crack. The space before them shattered like glass and a gap opened up.

      “All of you, move!” Ricard shouted. “I’ll bring up the rear.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice. Hump raced for the door, third out behind Celaine and Teff. Behind him, Ricard whirled his spear around in a great winding sweep, blasting back the final few undead and buying them all time to enter the rear lobby of the opera house.

      They were out.

      The barrier slowly closed behind them, essence pooling over the gap like a fluid. Judging by the speed, Hump guessed another minute or so until it healed fully.

      Nearby, Natalie appeared through a portal. “I found the way down. We’ll get there faster on foot than if I transport everyone.”

      “Lead the way,” Ricard said.

      They raced through the empty halls.

      “I’ve already warned Fenella of the situation inside,” Natalie said. “It’s not looking good, Ricard. I contacted Countess Daston and the whole city is in chaos—it’s under siege. Monsters have spawned.”

      “Is she safe?” Marcela asked.

      “She’s leading the defence of the Upper City,” Natalie said.

      “We must deal with this problem first,” Ricard said. “If we don’t stop it here, we’ll certainly have a dungeon on our hands, and a powerful one at that.”

      Natalie pushed through a small side door that opened into a narrow staircase. It was simple stonework inside here, likely an area for staff rather than guests. They crammed down the stairs, reaching the lower floor. Essence stones in the roof filled the passageways with dim light. It was crammed full of props and storage items, with doors leading to dressing rooms and lounging areas.

      They ignored it all, rushing back toward the tree, following the straight corridors. It wasn’t long before there was a change. The corridors became darker, as if the essence of the stones had been drained.

      Then they entered another world. The tree’s domain. Roots coated the walls, cracking the stone and burying in deep, crumbling it to dirt. Red light pulsed within. Distantly, Hump heard the sound of fighting above, thudding, scraping, snarling through the floors.

      They rounded a corner, and there it was. The base of the tree’s trunk. It was as large as the entire Tree of Damnation they’d found at the other warlock site, taking up the entirety of a large waiting area beneath the auditorium. Giant, bulbous roots dug into the ground around it. Power pulsed within them, streaming up the trunk in giant waves. At its centre, a large dungeon core glowed red, protruding from beneath the bark.

      “The dungeon essence must be coming from underground,” Hump whispered. “I don’t know how that could be possible. Are they bringing it in from somewhere?”

      “Once we’ve resolved this situation, we might be able to answer that,” Ricard said. “For now, focus. The room appears to be unguarded, but we should proceed as if this is a dungeon core room. Be ready for anything.”

      He led the way inside, the rest remaining in a tight formation. Hump gripped his staff, a Shield spell ready on his lips.

      “I don’t see anyone,” Celaine said. “There’s a door on the far side but it’s shut.”

      Emilia let her sword fall to her side. “I don’t understand. Why would the warlocks set this up only to leave it undefended?”

      “Perhaps they fear a fight with us head on,” Bud said.

      “Or perhaps they have their eyes set on larger prey,” Ricard said.

      “They’ve got Sir Roderick,” Natalie said. “It doesn’t get much larger… Oh no.”

      “What?” Bud asked. “What’s so bad?”

      Concern boiled through Marcela. “If this is a distraction, it’s likely the target is my mother. In which case, we need to finish this off now.”

      “What… is that?” Celaine asked, shock clear in her voice. She’d moved ahead of the rest of them and was staring at something on the other side of the trunk.

      Hump swallowed. That wasn’t a tone he was used to from Celaine. He caught up to her and held his staff up. “Wizard’s Light.”

      The spell illuminated the tree and Hump’s eyes widened. A middle-aged man was tangled amongst the roots, as if he’d been partially swallowed by them, the entirety of his lower body consumed up to his elbows—entombing him. His mouth opened and closed, a sound like gasping breath escaping him. He tilted his head back and forth, eyes moving between them, wide and seeing.

      “By the gods, that’s High Priest Agaron,” Natalie muttered.

      A name Hump recognised well. He was the missing High Priest of Osidium.
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      Hump studied the helpless form of High Priest Agaron. The man’s body was petrified up to his chest, forming a scaly bark over his skin. It cracked as he breathed in and out, the sound sending a chill through Hump. If the gods did not intervene even for a man like him, Hump wondered where they drew the line. This was a waking nightmare. And according to Luna, Agaron had been missing since his daughter, the priestess, had been found murdered. He could have been like this for months.

      There was a little light in his eyes, enough to believe there might be some recognition within. Hump wasn’t sure whether to be thankful for that or think it was just prolonging his suffering.

      “We need to get him out,” Bud said, helplessness in his voice. “Dylan, you must be able to do something.”

      “Wait,” Ricard said, tearing his eyes away from the priest. “Our first priority must be to destroy the dungeon core. We must bring an end to this battle. After that, we’ll see what we can do for High Priest Agaron.”

      From his tone, he didn’t sound confident.

      He tapped the tree with his spear. A red barrier manifested around the trunk, forming a cylindrical wall all the way to the roof of the underground area. The dungeon core shone with essence, partially hidden by the bark of the tree stretching around it like a gaping wound. The core was larger than the one in Bledsbury, and while it glowed with the same red light, the crystal itself was clear. Again, Hump wondered if this was some sort of artificial core.

      “Can you break it?” Marcela asked.

      “There is little strength in its magic here,” Ricard said confidently. “With no formation to aid it, this should be a simple matter. Stand back.”

      They moved a good distance away, forming a half-ring around the tree. Ricard imbued his spear with power, and the room filled with a familiar crackle of lightning. It flowed up and down his staff in a mesmerising display of dancing lights. He pulled it back, poised like a crossbow pulled taut, then he lunged. The spear blade pierced the barrier, burying itself an inch inside. Lightning burst from the impact, an explosion of cracks spreading across its surface. The barrier shone brightly, and then shattered all at once, dissipating into glittering dust that rained around them.

      Ricard dashed forward and slammed his palm against the dungeon core, the wind jettisoning from his arm enhancing his force. The core shot backward, blasting from the back of the tree and falling to the ground on the other side with a heavy thud. Separated from the tree, its light faded, and all that remained was an inactive core.

      Above, Hump heard the thud of bodies hitting the floor, and imagined the undead toppling over. It wasn’t over though. Not yet. Essence erupted from the wound in the tree, pouring into the room like smoke.

      Hump looked down to see the roots still pulsing with essence, the power flooding up the trunk. With nothing to direct it now, it streamed freely from the wound.

      “Destroy the roots,” Hump said. “It’s drawing its power from underground.”

      “Do it,” Ricard said.

      Those with blades got to work. Bud’s sword blazed with Frostfire, Marcela’s gleamed with her blessings of water, Varris hefted his axe, hacked at it, and Jess cleaved with her greatsword. Emilia remained back, her rapier ill-suited for such a task. They made short work of the task, and with its connection to the ground severed, the tree lost its lustre. The room darkened, with only Hump’s Wizard Light and the blessings of the Chosen aiding visibility.

      “I’ll get Sir Roderick,” Natalie said.

      “Bring any healers up there too,” Ricard said. “Hurry!”

      Natalie was already creating the portal, carving out a circle in the world with her wand. While she worked, Dylan knelt beside the high priest, placing a hand against the old man’s head. Dylan released his blessings, infusing his power with Nature’s Spring and pouring it into the man. The priest’s body glowed, as did the roots that bound him, but he was not released. His breathing eased, and he closed his eyes, seemingly calm compared to before. That was one mercy at least.

      “Can you say if he will he be alright?” Bud asked.

      The haunted sorrow in Dylan’s eyes clenched Hump’s heart. Bud jerked back, appearing as though an enormous weight descended on his shoulders.

      “It’s almost as if his body is part of the tree. I can’t…” Dylan’s brow furrowed, urging more of his power into the priest. “I-I cannot discern where the priest ends, and these roots begin. I’ve never, in all my life, seen anything like this.”

      “Sir Roderick will know… Of any of us, if there is a way, he will know,” Marcela said.

      Know what? Hump wondered. This was no wound or ailment. The vile warlock tree had fused with him, how could that be healed?

      Natalie’s portal remained open nearby, and soon she returned, Sir Roderick and two other Chosen, one of which was a Chosen of Emirai, alongside her. Roderick’s soul-manifested armour had faded, but his figure was no less imposing. His face and armour were speckled with blood, and his golden sceptre was now stained red. Yet that was nothing compared to the look on his face when he saw Agaron. Anger and sorrow warred across his features with such ferocity, it set Hump’s heart racing.

      “Light’s mercy. What have they done to you, my friend?” Roderick knelt, examining him, exchanging words with the Chosen of Emirai. They seemed grim. He looked at Dylan. “Step aside, lad. Allow me.”

      Dylan clearly didn’t want to cease his Nature’s Blessing.

      Roderick rested a firm hand on his shoulder. “You have done well, lad. Please, I cannot allow this task to rest squarely on your shoulders.”

      Something far too familiar flickered in Dylan’s eyes. The futility. The desperation to keep trying but knowing it was all for nought. He withdrew his blessing and took a step back. Hump gripped his staff, that cold, muddy night, throwing every potential potion and spell upon his master’s wound coming back to him. The brutal reality was that people suffered horrific fates, and sometimes it was too late to do anything about it.

      Roderick extended a gauntleted hand, light shining from it and falling upon the high priest. Agaron stared calmly into the light, soaking in the soothing power of Lady Light’s blessing.

      “Natalie, are you able to communicate with him?” Ricard asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve been trying, but I can’t reach him. Either he’s not responding, or—”

      She screamed, dropping to the ground, clutching her head. Jessica rushed over to her, giving Ricard a worried look. “Natalie! Natalie, are you alright?”

      The woman slowly came back to herself, staring at Agaron with shocked eyes.

      “He’s screaming…” she said quietly. “The most dreadful screams I’ve ever heard.”

      Roderick took a long, deep breath, his chest shuddering from the anger that radiated from him. “Bastards! They dare to harm a high priest. They dare!”

      “There must be something that can be done,” Bud said. “We must save him!”

      “We could try and cut him free of the tree,” Marcela suggested. “If we can get him somewhere safe, perhaps healers…”

      She trailed off when Dylan laid a hand on her shoulder, shaking his head. Bud caught his eye and clenched his jaw. Hump wished he had the right words to ease the pain in his friend’s heart, but this was a truth Bud had yet to fully understand.

      “It is too late. There is… no returning from this” Roderick suddenly seemed so old. His face worn, and eyes filled with the sorrow of one that had faced too much darkness in the world. “I am sorry, my friend. So deeply sorry. We should have searched harder. We should have found you!”

      He placed his hand against the priest’s forehead, golden light radiating from his palm. “The gods will welcome you to their halls with open arms, and there you shall be reunited with Freya. Now go. Be at peace.”

      “Wait, what are you saying?” Bud said.

      The light from Roderick’s hand pulsed, and Agaron’s whole body shone gold with it. Briefly, he raised his chin and closed his eyes, and in that moment, it seemed as if his mind was suddenly clear.

      Agaron’s head slumped, and his wheezing breath stopped.

      “No!” Bud cried, rushing forward. “There might have been a way. Someone could have saved him!”

      Ricard grabbed him before he could reach Roderick, holding him back.

      Roderick remained perfectly still, eyes closed, and head bent in prayer. He breathed deeply, straightening, and fully faced Bud. “He was too far gone, lad. Know that such a decision is never made lightly. But I have seen too many… I will not leave my friend to suffer any more than he already has.”

      A conflicted acceptance passed between Bud and Roderick, and the young Chosen stepped back.

      “These heretics will pay,” Roderick ground out. “They will pay for everything. I swear it on my honour, on my oath, on my very being.” His hard gaze found High Priest Agaron again, and the sight of the priest’s slumped form, suspended by the roots claiming his body hardened his resolve. “This crime will not go unpunished.”

      “May the Heaven’s wind take him swiftly,” Ricard said quietly, fist to his heart.

      Around Hump, others made similar salutes. Wizards didn’t really have anything so fancy, so he just gave the old man a nod. He may not always agree with the ways of the Pantheon, but he wouldn’t wish such a fate on even his worst enemy.

      “We can’t stay here,” Ricard said. “We can mourn later, but there are trees like this all over the city. I believe this was all a distraction. They wanted us occupied in the Lower City. In which case—”

      “They’re after Justine,” Roderick scowled. He hammered the butt of his staff-sized sceptre against the ground with a resounding bang. “Dammit! Damn them all.”

      “But why?” Marcela asked. “Why do all this? What do they want?”

      It was the question Hump had been unable to answer. The warlocks had a purpose. They wanted more than mindless destruction. They wanted change. Destroying Sheercliff would certainly gain attention, but he didn’t know what it would accomplish. He couldn’t piece it together.

      “The Shrine of Osidium may be their target,” Roderick said.

      “It couldn’t be,” Marcela said. “It’s sealed within Sheercliff. Only its guardians can enter.”

      “Its guardian was Agaron,” Roderick said. “If they’ve found a way inside… I do not know what will happen.”

      “What is in there?” Ricard asked.

      “Perhaps only three people in Sheercliff know that answer,” Roderick said. “Which is why we must find Justine. There isn’t time to waste. Marcela, I know this is difficult, but you must remain in the Lower City. Help where you can, but if your mother is being targeted you must not risk exposing yourself. Your safety is imperative.”

      “I can fight!” Marcela snapped.

      “Then fight here. Help the people of your city. Leave your mother and the warlocks to us. This is beyond you now.” He turned to Bud. “Guard Marcela with your life, knight. You and your party must keep her safe.”

      Bud blinked, then his eyes widened in realisation. “Yes, sir. We will.”

      “Is your portal still active?” Roderick asked Natalie, gesturing at it.

      Natalie nodded.

      “Then follow me. I must gather my squad.”

      Roderick was first through. Marcela followed a heartbeat later, along with the rest of her party and Ricard, then Hump and the others. It was like stepping through a screen of water, and then he was back in the auditorium. The smell of fresh blood hit him, so thick in the air that Hump thought he might choke. The dead lay everywhere. As his eyes roamed over them, however, he noticed something else. Black stones littered the floor like a carpet of pinecones.

      Emilia picked one up, frowning at the stone. “It’s got no runes on it.”

      Hump snatched up another, looking the smooth stone over. His was the same—unmarked, yet unmistakeably the same material. The stones surrounded the tree. Hump looked up at the canopy above. The leaves had wilted, the flowers opened and drooping, and amongst them were pods.

      “They’re not stones,” Hump said. “They’re seeds.” He pointed up at the tree where a few hadn’t fallen from their pods. “Look.”

      Everyone followed his finger.

      “Sir Roderick, you need to see this,” one of the Chosen called from the main lobby. He was out of breath and bloodied. “It’s the Upper City.”

      Roderick rushed forward, and the rest followed. Hump had a sinking feeling in his stomach. They stepped out onto the streets. It was late afternoon now, and all throughout the city, screams and the sounds of fighting resounded.

      The carriageway was gone from the cliff face, and above the Shrine of Osidium, a Tree of Damnation towered over the city. A split ran up the centre of the trunk, shimmering with dark essence—a rift had opened.

      The Temple Guard had been gathering the black stones to the House of Stone. It seemed they’d sprouted.

      “Do you think we’ve strayed from our path?” Bud asked quietly beside Hump. “How could such evil go unpunished by the gods? How could they allow it?”

      “Are you okay, Bud?” Hump asked. “Isn’t this the part where you usually tell me that they have a plan?”

      Bud frowned.

      It was then that Hump noticed a shimmer in his eyes. He felt a power around him, beyond anything a mortal could produce. The power of a god. Hump stumbled back, and Kelisia’s light descended on Bud, the ice blue pillar expanding around him in a wave of rolling Frostfire.

      Hump stared at it, stunned. Not just from the power, but from its very presence. The timing. As if Kelisia were giving a warning to every warlock out there that the gods were watching, and their Chosen were coming.

      Hump felt that fear in him now too. He supposed they might be paying some attention after all.
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      The cool blue light of Kelisia filled the street. Blazing fire exploded from its base, pouring off the god pillar, roaring from the sheer amount of essence. Air whipped against Hump’s face, sharp and cold as ice. He shielded himself with his hand but didn’t look away. Couldn’t look away. All around him the air glimmered as the vapour within crystallised.

      He wondered how many people were gazing into Kelisia’s light and witnessing Bud’s blessing. He imagined what the warlocks might think of its appearance, knowing exactly who they’d angered. A fear that only gods could bring. Hump’s own heart raced at the sight of such power. He marvelled in it, adrenaline racing through him in the face of such overwhelming might. It pressed down on his core, squeezed his soul, made him want to fall to his knees in reverence.

      He basked in that feeling. Let it wash through him, invigorating him, challenging him to resist. Hump remained standing until the pillar started to fade. The rolling fires diminished around the base like the dying flames of a bonfire, the pillar shrinking until only a narrow stream remained, and then even that was just a line to the sky. A strip of godly power. It dissipated into the air like embers, over far too quickly, yet those moments felt like they had dragged on forever.

      Hump came back to himself as the street filled with murmured prayers. Chosen saluted, the city people gazed out from their windows and doorways, wide-eyed and full of reverence. All eyes were on Bud. He was on his knees at the centre of where the pillar had been, his eyes closed and body shining as if blue fire smouldered beneath his skin. Around him, his third circle had manifested, the first third filled with the God Glyphs of his first blessing, etched in ice.

      He’d done it. He’d crossed the bridge to his next circle, and it couldn’t have come at a more perfect moment. As Hump cast his gaze around the street, he could see the same thought in everyone—Ricard, Roderick, Marcela and the other parties, even the city people—they held themselves a little taller, an aura of hope and optimism surrounding them. Kelisia had let her presence be known, and it was as good as telling them that she was guiding their path. With her on their side, how could they fail?

      Hump understood that. There was no arguing that right now they needed whatever power the gods were willing to give. Yet despite the sentiment, he couldn’t help but feel worried, for if Kelisia’s presence was more than coincidence, it meant something else too.

      It meant the warlocks were dangerous enough for even the gods to take notice.

      What do the gods fear? Hump wondered. Whatever it was, he wanted no part of it.

      As he felt the familiar shake of his spellbook, he took it from his belt and opened it to see Bud’s new blessing.

      
        
        BLESSINGS

        Frostfire Surge

      

      

      
        
        Description

        An unstoppable charge propelled by a blast of Frostfire, leaving a blazing trail of purifying cold in your path.

      

      

      Dylan, Celaine, and Emilia gathered beside him, reading the entry.

      “Excellent,” Dylan said. “He’ll be pleased with that, I think.”

      “It’s hard not to be jealous when I read an ability like that,” Emilia said. “For a martial to replicate something of the sort, they would need to specialise in a technique just like it.”

      Hump looked up as awed whispers filled the street. Bud had opened his eyes, and they brimmed with the light of Frostfire. Essence mist poured from his body, rising off him like steam. He noticed the stares and an easy smile touched his lips, looking every bit like a champion of the gods.

      “Impressive,” Roderick said. “Very impressive. What was your name again, lad?”

      “It’s Robert, my lord. Robert Blackthorne.”

      “I shall remember you, Robert Blackthorne. When all this is over, you must seek me out. For now, I must depart. I leave Marcela in your capable hands. Protect her well, for she is the future of Sheercliff.”

      “On my life, my lord,” Bud said.

      Roderick nodded, then turned to Natalie. “Can you reach the Upper City with your portals?”

      “Yes, without issue.”

      “Good. Are you ready, Ricard?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. Where do you suggest we breach?”

      “The fighting will be thick in the temple district. Natalie, take us to the House of Stone. We will secure the area and then proceed toward the Shrine of Osidium from there.”

      “Understood,” Natalie said. “I won’t be able to hold it long with these numbers. Be ready.”

      Roderick looked over the other parties, but his eyes steadied on Eve and the other Chosen of the Pantheon. “We go to war, brothers and sisters, beneath the righteous light of Kelisia. Our path is true, and it leads to victory!”

      A cheer ran through the Chosen, Bud joining. Hump’s own heart thundered with the sound of it, the anger and resolve in all their voices. He couldn’t help but feel nervous.

      “Little Cela, take good care of yourself,” Roderick said. “Do not lose sight of what matters.”

      “I will not,” Marcela said. “Good luck to you, Roderick.”

      “There is no need for luck. The gods are with us this day. That is all we need.”

      Nearby, Natalie’s portal flared into being. Through it, Hump saw vague shapes moving, though whether they were people or monsters he could not tell.

      Roderick gripped his sceptre tightly and stepped toward the portal. Behind him, the rest of the force gathered. Thirty-odd adventurers, all bronze rankers and above. Whoever was on the other side wouldn’t know what hit them.

      “Today’s the day,” Roderick said. “Today’s the day we bring this warlock tyranny to an end.”

      Roderick’s essence exploded from him, his soul already starting to manifest in the form of his golden armour, and then he stepped through. The others poured in behind him without hesitation, leaving only Hump and Marcela’s parties on the street, and the many onlookers nearby. From throughout the city, the sounds of fighting reached them. Screams, metal, and the distant booms of magic.

      Yet Hump’s eyes were on Marcela. He’d expected another argument over being left behind, but she’d not even tried.

      Bud walked over to them, his heavy footsteps clanking on the ground. “You look surprised, Hump.”

      Hump noted the knight’s curious eyes. He must have noticed something on his face.

      “Just a little,” Hump said.

      “I told you, the gods are always watching,” Bud gloated.

      “Indeed you did. I don’t suppose Kelisia happened to give you a push in the right direction?”

      “She did not. But this is enough.”

      Hump raised an eyebrow. “Shame. Guess we’ll need to figure it out ourselves.”

      “Surely this is a good thing,” Emilia said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Hump’s world view is being challenged,” Celaine said. “If the gods are here, then perhaps they care after all. In which case… well, Hump has said a few too many things he shouldn’t have.”

      “That’s not it,” Hump said. “What everyone seems to be missing is that if the gods are showing their presence now, there must be a reason. A reason big enough for them to care. That makes me nervous, and if you lot had any sort of sense, it should make you nervous too.”

      They gave him awkward glances and Hump grimaced. He’d lost his temper and killed morale. He sighed and continued. “I’m not saying it’s not a good thing. Just that we’re not out of the woods yet. The city is under siege, and unless Kelisia herself starts fighting alongside us, we need to be cautious.”

      “He’s right,” Marcela said, her back to them, gaze fixed on the Upper City. “Something terrible is happening, and I’m not willing to hide down here and let it. I’m going to the Upper City.”

      “Marcela,” Bud said. “Roderick said—”

      “Roderick is blinded by his desire to keep me safe,” Marcela said. “He still sees me as the little girl I used to be, not the Chosen I am today. My mother told me that I have a role to play in Sheercliff’s fate, and she told Hump the same thing. We can’t do anything by hiding down here.”

      That wasn’t what I meant, Hump thought, cringing. He didn’t like the sound of that. He’d done his part and helped figure out how to locate the warlocks. Surely that was enough.

      “What if your role is to stay safe?” Bud asked. “We should do as instructed. I was ordered to protect you, and I will do just that.”

      “Then if you wish to protect me, you will need to come with me,” Marcela said. “I will not abandon my home in its hour of need. I will not leave my mother to fight for this city alone. I must do what I can.”

      “He has a point,” Dylan said. “We may cause more problems by going to the Upper City. The worst thing we could do is become a distraction for Countess Daston and the others.”

      “We’re with you,” Hump said simply. His teammates looked at him, aghast, but their objections fell silent at his statement.

      “You’re… you’re not going to fight me on this?” Marcela asked, her face a mixture of surprise and a hint of gratitude.

      He put a hand on the outside of his leather bag, feeling the warmth of his dragon egg within, wishing he’d had a chance to put it somewhere safe, though he supposed there was nowhere safe in the city now.

      The coward in him wanted to suggest otherwise. To pick apart her plan and convince her that the only logical choice was to put their efforts into helping the Lower City. At the same time, maybe Marcela was right, and they really could influence the fate of Sheercliff. He rubbed his chin, mulling over any other options he could think of. The fact was, they didn’t know enough. Anthony had unveiled the warlocks’ grand plan, and so far it seemed to be working. They would have accounted for predictable forces such as Countess Daston. It was the unexpected that might swing the battle in their favour.

      “I won’t fight you on this,” Hump said. “If you’re confident you’ve made up your mind, you have my support.”

      “You know I’m with you all the way, Marcela,” Len said. “But what are we supposed to do? As much as I want to help, getting ourselves killed won’t do us any good. We’d do more good by helping to defeat the other Trees of Damnation in the Lower City.”

      “I have a plan.”

      Marcela pointed, and they all turned their gazes toward the giant Tree of Damnation towering Sheercliff, directly above the giant face of Osidium carved into the cliff itself. The shimmering blackness of the portal was mesmerising, warping as creatures continued to pass through.

      “We’re going to destroy that tree,” she finished.

      A long silence hung between them.

      “It better be a bloody good plan,” Hump said.

      “You must be joking,” Celaine said. “What are we supposed to do against that?”

      “We go to my family estate,” Marcela said. “Few in Alveron possess a vault as impressive as ours. There are artifacts in there designed for war. If we use them against the tree, even we could destroy it.”

      “If artifacts like that exist, why hasn’t Countess Daston already deployed them?” Emilia asked. “Or how do you know she isn’t intending to already?”

      “I don’t,” Marcela said. “In fact, I’m sure she is using them. That doesn’t mean our efforts won’t matter.”

      “We’re a small, unexpected force,” Hump said. “Countess Daston likely has every warlock in the city on watch for her, Anthony included. She’s surely fighting their best. We, on the other hand, could potentially sneak in and deal a devastating blow.” Hump let out a long, reluctant sigh. “It could work.”

      “How do you even intend to reach the estate?” Bud asked. “The steps are destroyed, and the carriageway is gone.”

      “There is another path.” Marcela looked at Bud guiltily. “I will not force you to follow me against your wishes. You will not tarnish your honour for remaining here and fighting in the Lower City. I understand this is dangerous, but I feel in my heart that this is what I must do.”

      Bud hesitated only a moment. “Perhaps this is what Kelisia intended for me after all. I will go. I gave my word that I would protect you, and I intend to keep it.”

      Emilia, Celaine, and Dylan shared a look and then nodded.

      Marcela turned to her own party.

      “You know you don’t need to ask, Cela,” Nina said.

      “We’re with you,” Teff said.

      “I will never be able to thank you enough,” Marcela said. “Varris, this is a big ask for a new party.”

      “I have family in the Upper City,” Varris said. “Friends from the academy. They will be fighting there. I could not face them again if I backed out here.”

      “I won’t forget this,” Marcela said.

      “So, where’s this path?” Hump asked. “We best get a move on.”

      “It is through the heart of Sheercliff,” Marcela said. “A path only Daston blood can open.”
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      They held their formation as they started the journey toward the white cliff. Marcela hadn’t given them the exact address, but her hidden path lay somewhere at the base of it. The fighting seemed to have died down a little already. Screams still reached them, but they were sparse. Hump wasn’t sure whether to take that as a good thing or not.

      Running through the empty streets was strange. He’d grown used to the bustling city, and to see it so empty now was disconcerting. The wrongness pervaded the surroundings. Combined with the dungeon essence, it was as if he’d stepped into another world.

      A nervous quiet hung over the group. Occasionally, a civilian raced past, fleeing for shelter. Through the windows, Hump caught glimpses of faces peeking out from behind curtains and blinds, watching the road outside fearfully. Often, they would pass huddles of people—mostly men—in doorways, carrying whatever weapons they could get their hands on—large knives, staves, and axes. They would salute, a resolve in their eyes that told Hump they were ready to protect their families and homes.

      “Adventurers!” one of the men called out. “Take care up ahead. We saw giant rats coming up from the sewers not ten minutes ago. They had this… green filth rising off them.”

      “A man got bit,” another said. “One bite, and his leg was rotten before he’d taken five steps. Demons, I tell you. Demon rats!”

      “We’ll be careful,” Marcela said. “May the gods be with you and your families today.”

      They continued onward.

      “That didn’t sound good,” Len said.

      “The dungeon essence must be transforming them into monsters,” Hump said. “We could be approaching another Tree of Damnation. With any luck, giant rats will be the worst of our troubles.”

      “Why, what else could it be?” Celaine asked.

      “Nothing good,” Marcela said. “When the Fallen Lands claimed Lastrograth, the tales speak of statues coming to life, furniture turned into mimics, and doppelgangers making it impossible to trust anyone.”

      “We’re a long way off the situation in Lastrograth,” Bud said. “These warlocks may have done something to fill the streets with dungeon essence, but that doesn’t make it a dungeon. There is still hope.”

      They approached the main street, the sound of fighting ahead becoming clear. They turned left at the corner, heading directly toward the white cliff. At a crossroad ahead, members of the Temple Guard had erected a quick fortification out of furniture from local stores and street stands. Surrounding them were rats. Lots and lots of giant, miasma-spilling rats. Hump spotted adventurers amongst them, and a few Chosen on the far side of the fortification.

      “Remain in formation,” Marcela said. “We’ll fight but save your arrows.”

      Hump took a few stones from his pouch as they approached. A dozen rats turned their way, drawing the attention of even more. The creatures were waist height, with thick brown fur, and the forewarned green mist rose from them like steam. Power seeped from them. Not much, but these were no simple animals anymore. They’d been turned.

      As the creatures charged, Hump stopped and levelled his staff, gently throwing his handful of rocks ahead of him and catching them in a mist of bronze essence.

      He envisioned four rats as targets. The bronze essence compressed around the stones, sinking into them as he formed the spell in his mind.

      “Rock Missiles.”

      The stones arched forward, each one homing in on its target, fast as an arrow. Three struck true, piercing the skulls of the rat creatures, but the fourth missed.

      Hump felt an burst of cold from Bud. Frostfire exploded around his legs, and he leapt forward, surging toward the rats, his sword high overhead. He landed in an explosion of Frostfire, his new blessing sending five rats screeching to the sides. His blade found the sixth, carving the creature in two down the middle.

      Around him, the others tore into the rats. Dylan beat them back with his staff, Aspect of the Bear enhancing his strength so that each blow threw the rats into the walls of surrounding buildings. Celaine swept through them like a patch of shadow, her shadowcat cloak billowing, her dagger finding its mark with ease. Emilia was beside her, wielding her rapier somehow even faster than Celaine’s blade. Marcela took out a group with a barrage of water droplets, while the rest of her party engaged with their own blessings. In less than a minute, two dozen rats lay dead.

      They reached the fortification and were hailed by a captain of the guard. “My thanks, adventurers.” A look of surprise flashed as her eyes fell on Marcela. “Lady Daston.” He gave a deep nod.

      “What’s the situation here, Captain?” Marcela asked.

      “We’re here on instruction of Fenella.” Hump recognised the name—it was the silver ranker that Roderick instructed to remain on guard outside the opera house. “We’ve ordered all citizens to return to their houses or go to the shelters. There’s a large number gathered on the guild campus where Lord Francis is in command of the defence.”

      Hump could already imagine the panicked crowds. At least they would be safer there than the rest of the city. Lord Francis was the head of the Adventurers’ Guild branch in Sheercliff, and one of the most powerful people in the city.

      “Very good,” Marcela said. “Where is Fenella now?”

      “One of those trees appeared in one of the food halls on Bakers Street,” she said. “It was overrun with undead. She and a number of bronze rankers are attempting to destroy the tree.”

      “Thank you, Captain. I’m afraid we can’t stay. We have a mission of our own to tend to.”

      “Of course, my lady. If I may, do you know what’s going on? There’s been no end to the fighting.”

      “Warlocks did this,” Marcela said. “The Trees of Damnation have appeared all over the city and are releasing dungeon essence into the streets. There is hope though—my mother, Sir Roderick, and Sir Ricard are fighting in the Upper City. We just need to hold on.”

      “Oh, we’ll hold,” the guard said. “Now don’t let us keep you, my lady. Good luck, and may the gods guide your path.”

      “And you,” Marcela said.

      Bodies were everywhere—ordinary people ravaged by monsters. In places, the dead walked. Hump sensed the thickness of dungeon essence most strongly in those spots. For the most part they avoided fights, though some small skirmishes were impossible to prevent. More than a few undead meandered into their path, but they made short work of them.

      Groups of undead were easy. It was the swarms of blood pigeons that were more challenging, swooping down at them with ravenous hunger and no regard for their own safety. Half killed themselves against Len’s barrier blessings, but the others were not so easy.

      They passed a tavern where a Tree of Damnation poked out from the floorboards, filling up the dining hall. The furniture was positioned awkwardly on the road—mimics that revealed their teeth and tongues only as Hump and the others got close. Hump burned a path and the others finished off the job, leaving their charred remains behind.

      “We should destroy the tree,” Bud said.

      “I don’t think we can,” Hump said. “We can only take on so much of the fighting. Either we remain in the Lower City and spend our effort here, or we spend it trying to reach the estate as planned. We need to pick our battle.”

      “We already have,” Marcela said. “These trees are all over the city. One more won’t make a difference. We’re going for the big one.”

      “How much farther?” Celaine asked.

      “We’re almost there,” Marcela said. “Come on.”

      They were right beneath the cliff now. It was surprisingly bright here, the white rock reflecting the afternoon sun. Marcela led them down a street of large houses, with private guards stationed outside. They’d slowed down, Marcela checking each of the houses, searching for something.

      A pile of broken stone pieces lay on the floor ahead, gargoyle heads amongst them. Hump was pleased to see someone else had dealt with them first.

      “Why do people design such creepy things?” Hump murmured. “If I ever get a castle, no gargoyles. In fact, nothing creepy. What is it with rich people and weird art.”

      “Not the time, Hump,” Bud said. “Save the complaining about the habits of the rich until after the city is saved.”

      “You know where you’re going, right?” Celaine asked Marcela.

      “Yes,” Marcela said. “It’s been a while, but I’ll recognise it.”

      Eventually, she came to a stop before the gates of a small estate with a tiny cottage at the back of a well-tended lawn. Hump wouldn’t have glanced its way if Marcela hadn’t drawn their attention to it. It was flanked on both sides by far more impressive manors, though he supposed for a secret passage, discretion was probably a good thing.

      They entered the gated grounds and headed for the house.

      Marcela gripped the handle. “By the will of Daston, I command you to open.”

      There was a click, and she turned the handle. The door creaked open. Inside, the house was cramped and dusty, with cobwebs everywhere. What furniture was there had that dried out, weak look that wood took on after too many decades.

      “Nice place,” Bud said.

      “I’ve slept in worse,” Hump said.

      “This house was always here,” Marcela said. “My family built it as the city grew and we needed to better conceal it. We’ve not frequented the place since, but every generation is taught the path, just in case.” She headed for a door at the back, and inside, the far wall was the white rock of the cliff. “This is it.”

      She pulled her dagger from her belt, cutting open her palm, and then pressing it to the wall. A formation activated beyond, and Hump sensed essence stir. A wave of power ran through the stone, filling the room with the sound of grating. The stones appeared to melt from the centre, moving to the side like quicksand over a hole. It widened, expanding into an arched entryway with a white stone corridor beyond.

      “You didn’t mention that the passage went through the cliff,” Celaine said glumly.

      “Is that a problem?” Marcela asked.

      “I guess not,” she said.

      Hump covered his smile—she’d always hated enclosed, underground spaces.

      “Where does it come out?” he asked.

      “The tower on our estate,” Marcela said. “This tunnel is almost as ancient as the cliff itself.” She lifted her chin and stepped inside. “Come on. We’ve got a long way to go.”

      The door closed behind them, glyphs that Hump didn’t recognise appearing on the inside of the door. They appeared similar in design to God Glyphs though he couldn’t say for sure. His spellbook didn’t recognise them.

      With the door shut, the light of the white stone itself illuminated their path. Hump felt ancient magic within, so powerful, it must have been a remnant essence from when Osidium first formed Sheercliff.

      They jogged up the pathway, soon finding steps. Surrounded by Chosen, and with Emilia being a martial, Hump was exhausting himself just trying to keep up. The steps spiralled up in a square staircase. Hump stopped counting steps at a thousand, and still they climbed. He breathed steadily, heart racing, taking each step as they came. Now wasn’t the time to slow down.

      Eventually, they reached another wall, the same runes on its inner wall as those of the first. Marcela placed her still bloody hand on the inner circle and the door melted away. They stepped outside into a tower, a dim light coming in from a window by the small entrance. Marcela exited first, and Hump recognised the gardens of the Daston Estate. Stepping into the gardens, it was Hump’s first time catching a glimpse of Sheercliff as a whole, peering down at the city from the edge of the cliff.

      Fire raged across entire streets, smoke rising in the air and obscuring much from view. Fighting was everywhere, too small to make out the details, but Hump saw blessings and magic in use. Bursts of light and power flaring amongst the city streets. Ant-sized people facing off against all sorts of monsters. There had to be dozens of trees poking out of houses and shops, even emerging from the middle of streets. However many they’d discovered before, was insignificant. The warlocks had planted their seeds everywhere, and now they were reaping the fruit.

      “What are we going to do against that?” Emilia murmured.

      Hump turned, knowing what he would find. His gaze swept over the damaged estate grounds, the lawn pockmarked with holes, and the walls damaged but not yet fallen. His eyes fell on the trunk of the largest Tree of Damnation of them all. It towered over the nearby buildings, the trunk as thick as the one in the opera house was tall. Hump tilted his head back, following the tree up to the canopy. Essence poured from the gaping rift in its trunk, so thick, Hump felt it on his skin. Part of him liked it, a thrill surging through him at so much power at his fingertips. He suppressed that side of himself ruthlessly.

      “Do you really have artifacts that will make a dent in that?” Hump asked.

      “I hope so,” Marcela said. “We’ll soon find out. Let’s get inside through the training grounds.”

      They pushed through the doors and into the main halls where a gathering of servants stared at them fearfully before recognition entered their eyes. Hump’s gaze swept over the room, noting the golems from the training grounds acting as guards. Another secret weapon of the Daston’s.

      “Lady Marcela,” an old man greeted, approaching and extending a concerned hand.

      Marcela took it in both of hers. “George, it’s so good to see you safe. My mother…?”

      He shook his head. “She went to fight. I’ve heard no news since. Why are you here, dear? We were not expecting you back.”

      Marcela’s eyes turned serious. “I need to get inside the vault.”

      “Go,” he said. “We will be fine.”

      She smiled fondly, then headed downstairs to a basement, the walls made of the white stone of Sheercliff. Another stone door barred their way, more obvious than the secret passages, but much the same. This time Marcela just pricked her finger and touched it, and the doors opened.

      Hump didn’t know where to look first. Shelves of books formed a small library to the left, while to the right, weapon and armour racks lined the wall, many empty, but others filled with gleaming weapons. Cabinets and tables were spread throughout the centre of the room, stacked with spellstones, essence stones, jewellery, and all sorts of artifacts. The air was thick with essence, and the ancient power of Osidium.

      “Arm yourself with whatever suits you,” Marcela said. “My family doesn’t like to leave much sitting in here unused, so I’m afraid the choice is rather limited.”

      Limited, Hump thought. He’d never seen so much treasure, not even in the gorger’s treasury. And Marcela had just given him permission to take some.
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      What have I gotten myself into? Hump’s eyes glazed over riches beyond his imagination, and he had a fairly good imagination at that.

      “Are you sure we can help ourselves?” Emilia asked.

      “This will all be useless if Sheercliff falls,” Marcela said. “Take what you need but be swift. This is no simple quest. We’re arming for war.”

      Hump licked his lips. This was too much. The wealth before him, and Marcela’s willingness to part with it. It made the scale of what they were doing all the more real. The risk felt that much more obvious. Gods, his master would slap him for getting himself caught up in this mess.

      His eyes wandered to a glass cabinet filled with some of the largest essence stones he’d ever seen—unguarded—all ripe for the taking. There were still a few weapons mounted on the walls, mostly for melee, and nothing that would be of immediate use to him or his party.

      “Arrows?” Celaine asked.

      “Check the barrels over there.” Marcela pointed to one corner of the room, where a variety of crates and boxes were stacked out of the way. “The narrow ones on the right. Help yourself.”

      “We could use some new potions,” Dylan said. “Or any healing supplies for that matter.”

      “Len, can you show him where they are,” Marcela said, already moving to the back of the hall. “Get a selection for all of us.”

      Hump glanced around. Nobody was looking his way, instead, they were focused on grabbing the gear they needed for the fight. If he wanted to, he could slip these essence stones into his bag, and nobody would even notice.

      Except he wasn’t that person anymore. He didn’t need to be. These were his companions—his friends. Hump glanced once more at the many temptations—spellbooks, essence stones, even gold. None of which he could make use of now. They were counting on him. Somehow, he’d ended up the party leader in his group of Chosen and nobles. He needed his head about him and to focus on a clear objective.

      Of everyone, it was only Bud standing by. Hump approached him. “Do you have everything you need?”

      “I’m fine,” Bud said, voice grim. “I have Kelisia’s blessing, that’s enough. We just need to move.”

      “Chosen die all the time,” Hump said. “Righteous path or not, it’s a path paved by dead.”

      “And more will die today. They have died, and they are dying now. I am ready to do my part.”

      Hump could hear the resolve in his voice and didn’t like it. He was overconfident, which worried him. Kelisia’s blessing might help, but it wouldn’t solve their problems.

      “What?” Bud asked.

      “Just crossing my fingers that your part isn’t dying,” Hump said.

      “We will make it through this,” Bud said. “All of us.”

      Hump didn’t know what to say to that, so he held up his free left hand, fingers crossed, and then followed after Marcela.

      “What are you looking for?” Hump asked as she threw open the metal doors of cabinets, searching through the priceless artifacts inside with reckless abandon.

      “Anything my mother didn’t take with her,” Marcela said. “Unfortunately, most of the convenient choices are gone.” She snatched up a box. “This will do though.”

      Hump studied the wooden jewellery box, decorated in woven strands of silver and runes, much like the one Countess Daston had given him along with his ring and spell tree. He tried to focus on it and give his spellbook a chance to grasp its powers, but nothing happened. His eyes went to the small runes inscribed along the inner surface of the glass display, likely preventing this type of identification magic.

      Marcela opened the box, and a shiver ran through Hump’s book. Hump discretely glanced at the new page inside.

      
        
        ITEM INDEX

        Box of Contain Magic

      

      

      
        
        Artifact | Universal | Bronze

      

      

      
        
        Description

        A box that perfectly seals in the magic within, storing it for future use.

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        Sheercliff, the Daston Estate Vault

      

      

      “It just looks like a box,” Hump said. “I don’t sense any serious power from it.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Marcela said. “It’s a containment box, designed to preserve the essence of the item within.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Marcela smiled slightly. “A phoenix feather, imbued with a fragment of its spirit. A gift to one of my ancestors after returning an unhatched egg to its mother.”

      Hump had heard the tale before, though never in reference to the Dastons. “I always assumed that was just a children’s story. It’s true?”

      She nodded, a proud look in her eyes. “It is. The feather grants the user the strength of a gold ranker for a single use. I suppose my mother left it behind as the box is awkward to carry and she doesn’t need such power, but for us…”

      “It could give us the means to take down the tree,” Hump finished.

      “That’s the idea. Do you think it will work?”

      The earth shook, the entire room shuddering, the items rattling within their containers. Hump gripped the table beside him for balance as the entirety of Sheercliff rocked with the sound of an avalanche. He sensed essence at work outside. Fighting, distant, but clear even in the vault. The power of hundreds of Chosen and practitioners in combat.

      As the shuddering stopped, Hump took a breath. “It’ll have to work if it’s all we have. We’ll need a strong attack. Are you confident your blessings can pierce the tree’s defences and destroy it?”

      Marcela glanced up at the roof, concerned. “My blessings are ill-suited for the task. Even if I could slice through the tree, I’m not sure it would kill it. Actually, I believe you’d be the best equipped for the task.”

      Hump shook his head. “I’m just a wizard. You have powers from the gods.”

      “I witnessed you bring down a dryad in a single jet of flame,” Marcela said. “This feather will grant you the strength of a phoenix, even if only for a moment. Whether a blessing or wizardry, it will be the source of strength for the attack. And what better than fire to bring down a Tree of Damnation?”

      Hump stared at the box, his heart hammering, a well of anxiety opening inside him. “Bud just received Kelisia’s blessing—it was meant to be him.”

      Marcela shrugged. “It’s your decision. If you lack confidence, Bud would be my second choice. His Frostfire possesses purification properties and may be effective, though he has the disadvantage of needing to be within reach of the tree.”

      “Do you want to discuss this with the others?” Hump asked. “Perhaps they—”

      “I’m confident,” Marcela interrupted. “This must be your decision before anyone else. You’re the one that can judge your capabilities best.” She extended the box toward him. “What will it be?”

      Hump swallowed, indecision rampant within him. There were Chosen all around, yet Marcela was bringing this to him. He forced himself to use his wizard brain. The first and most important question was of course whether he believed he could do this. That was the basis for all magic. He had to know. The truth was, he did. If he called upon the power of White Flame, perhaps it was their best chance at the tree’s destruction. Of all of them, he had the most experience wielding foreign essence. It seemed logical that he would be the least likely to lose control.

      Yet there was that voice in his mind that made him nervous. Lucile’s voice. The gorger’s voice. They pushed him to reach for dungeon essence. They grasped at his soul with their icy tendrils.

      “Have you forgotten that I’m a warlock too?” Hump said quietly.

      “I am no fool, Hump,” Marcela said. “We have all seen the strength of your soul. Whatever changes you have undergone, they have made you powerful. We need that power now.”

      Another shudder shook the cliff. There wasn’t time for this. Hump tucked his staff between his elbow and took the box in both hands. He’d expected it to be heavy—wanted it to be, so as to match the weight of responsibility he felt—but it was the opposite. Without his spellbook, and without what Marcela had told him, it was just an ordinary box.

      “I’ll do it,” Hump said, slipping the box into his pouch beside his dragon egg.

      “Thank you.” Marcela gave a weak smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Just try not to burn the city down while you’re at it.”

      A nervous laugh escaped Hump. “No promises.”

      Marcela stepped past him and raised her voice. “Time to move! Is everyone ready?”

      They gave their affirmations, gathering at the entrance to the vault.

      As Hump rejoined the others, Dylan approached him. “A Potion of Healing and an Essence Elixir.” He took them from a new leather bag he had at his hip and handed them to Hump. “And a spellstone of Major Heal. It sounded powerful.”

      Hump took them, adding them to his own potion pouch. “It is powerful. Tier 4 I think.”

      “Good,” Dylan said. “We’re well prepared. So long as you don’t die immediately, something in here will keep you alive.” Dylan patted his pouch.

      That didn’t sound nearly as appealing as Hump imagined Dylan intended. He looked at the others. Celaine and Teff both had full quivers. The arrows were made of dark wood marked with runes—he should have guessed that there would be no ordinary arrows in a vault like this.

      “Did you get what you needed?” Len asked Marcela.

      She nodded. “We’re in business. Let’s go. I’ll explain on the way.”

      Marcela ran them through the plan as they made their way to the gates of the estate, exiting onto the street. Above, Hump spotted shades floating through the Upper City manors, coming from within the tree. He wondered what other monsters must be out there, hidden from sight. The only signs of fighting were the constant flashes of light and essence focused around the tree, and another location closer to them.

      “Who will be the one to wield the feather?” Bud asked.

      Marcela looked at Hump.

      Hump patted his pouch. “I will be.”

      “You think you can do it?” Teff asked.

      Hump hesitated, waiting for people to complain or question the decision. It didn’t come. He supposed it was his own insecurity at play. He’d quested with these people since Stonebark, fought alongside them in half a dozen warlock bases. All that time, he’d never quite felt like he belonged. Like he was anything more than a hedge wizard. As he looked over their faces, not even the members of Marcela’s party seemed to doubt the choice.

      Hump nodded. “I think so. I’ll hit it with the same spell as the dryad, only this time, it’ll have the strength of a phoenix behind it. Just get me close enough.”

      “That part may be tricky,” Len said. “You’ve noticed the place is swarming with monsters, haven’t you?”

      “I might have an idea for that,” Celaine said. “There’s fighting at the academy. At least a hundred people strong, holding off against monsters. I think they might be trapped by the same type of formation that was used over the opera house. A Tree of Damnation has ruptured the roof of the main building.”

      “The goal was a small force that could strike unexpectedly,” Marcela said.

      “We can still do that,” Hump said. “We need to fight our way across a battlefield, we could use the reinforcements.”
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      Moving through the streets of the Upper City was made easy by Marcela’s party. They knew the area like the back of their hands and guided them discreetly toward the academy. The dead lay everywhere. Slain in their gardens, outside their houses, near shops. Any that could not flee the spawn of the tree in time. Stray monsters still lurked here and there—goblin-like creatures whose bodies were infested by vines, sprouting from them like worms. They had no weapons, but long root-like claws grew from their fingers. Nothing Celaine and Teff couldn’t take out.

      Dylan knelt beside one of the monster corpses, extending his essence into it. He sighed deeply. “These are no natural beasts. Whatever these plants are, they are not of nature. If anything, they remind me of those damned trees.”

      “Perhaps they’re from the same ecosystem,” Emilia said. “That rift could connect to the forest of another realm for all we know.”

      Dylan frowned. “Maybe. I’m not so sure though.”

      “What do you mean?” Hump asked.

      “It’s like a parasite,” Dylan said. “I think these creatures were already dead, and it’s just their bodies being used.”

      Hump inwardly groaned. Well, that’s a sombre thought.

      “Whatever mystery lies behind all this, we can figure it out once the city is safe,” Marcela said. “For now, we have no choice but to keep going.”

      That wasn’t exactly true. They could turn back. Head to the armoury, take all they could carry, and flee the city. With the sounds of battle growing louder with every step they took, he almost humoured the idea. Almost.

      Explosions, shrieks that could have been man or monster, the ring of steel on steel, it all came at them in a constant cacophony. Smoke rose from the Lower City, distant screams rising with it. Of the battle in the Upper City, all Hump could see were the flashes of blessings over the tops of buildings, lighting up the white walls like a pyrotechnics display. Above it all, the Tree of Damnation towered, essence pouring out of its great rift and flooding the area like a miasma. There were so many affinities at play, the air felt charged, like the moment before lightning struck. One moment it pricked against his skin like needles, the next it was like ants crawling beneath his skin.

      They rounded the next street corner just as a new monster emerged from the rift—a troll of some sort, but their flesh was covered in the same shrubs and roots as the goblin-like creatures. Thick bark formed an armoured layer over its head and shoulders. The hulking beast moved sluggishly, swaying back and forth, its eyes radiating a yellow-green glow. Roots sprouted from its teeth, running down its chin like white lines of drool.

      Hump frowned at that. If Dylan was right, he had to wonder what kind of being would be capable of changes on such a scale. Some sort of corrupting, plant-based magic. Monsters continued to trickle out, adding to the chaos, and now that Hump was aware of it, he noticed the same markings on the troll as on the goblin creatures.

      “Gods protect us,” Marcela said, her face pale.

      “Something is holding them back,” Hump said. “We wouldn’t just be seeing stray monsters around us if not.”

      “A containment field,” Marcela said. “It’s an artifact from our vault that seals an area. She must have sealed herself inside.”

      “How long can it hold?” Nina asked, fear leaking into her voice. “The enemy are within our walls. Atop our cliff! The city is as good as lost.”

      “No!” Marcela denied vehemently. “It is not. It cannot be! We will find a way.”

      “How?” Nina said.

      Hump was wondering that too, and he could see the same question on the faces of the others. Even with the phoenix feather, even if they gained the help of those in the academy, he didn’t know what they could do against that. It was difficult to imagine how the silver rankers would hold the line for any length of time. This trap the warlocks set was bearing fruit, and unless something changed, he suspected Nina was right.

      A flash of light drew Hump’s gaze back to the giant, parasite-infested troll. White light exploded from a dozen slashes across its body, carving through flesh and bone. Blood exploded into the air in fine mist as the troll fell to pieces, radiating the pale light of the moon—that must have been Countess Daston.

      “Do not forget that my mother is a Chosen of Imira,” Marcela said. “She has plans of her own that even I don’t know.”

      That wasn’t much to go on, but they had their own goals. It wasn’t long until they arrived at an estate opposite the academy.

      “Break this,” Len said.

      Marcela frowned at him but cut through the lock on the gate. He led them inside, leading them up an outer stairway to a patioed balcony space on the roof with a view of the academy courtyard.

      “I used to come here for lunch,” Len explained. “The owners don’t live in Sheercliff, so there was nobody to notice.”

      “Why would you bother?” Marcela asked.

      Len snorted. “Best you don’t ask, Lady Marcela.”

      Hump wasn’t really listening. His eyes were drawn to the battle by the Shrine of Osidium. It was far to the left from where he stood, just past the carriageway, or at least what was left of it. From here, he could just about make out the containment field over the area.

      It rose from the ground like heat waves, wisps of blue magic that were so faint they were nearly invisible. The warlocks needed access to the Shrine of Osidium, so Countess Daston had used it to her advantage. That was where she’d set up her defence, and by keeping them there, she’d staved off damage to the rest of the Upper City. Monsters fought like mindless thralls while warlocks hung back, fighting where the Sheercliff forces were weakest, but for the most part, they were stuck there.

      Whatever kind of artifact she’d wielded for that must have been immense. The cost alone staggered Hump’s mind. It took the strength of a dungeon to maintain the barrier the warlocks had used to trap them in the opera house, and this was beyond even that in scale. Whatever it was, he didn’t think it could last long.

      One thing at a time, he told himself. The academy was simpler than the opera house formation. The Tree of Damnation there was smaller, barely protruding from the roof of the main building. Hump’s eyes were drawn to the many bodies strewn over the courtyard. Students, adventurers, and monsters. The fighting had stopped, but more than a hundred people remained trapped within the grounds, a red dome locking them inside and cutting off their access to other areas.

      At the doors to the main building, Corvin shone like a beacon, striking at the barrier in an attempt to gain access to the tree. Beside him, Hump recognised Arthur, wielding his Frostfire blessings much like Bud. Nearby, Randall’s party was idle, appearing to have given up. They sat on the ground, watching the distant fight over Osidium’s Shrine.

      “What now?” Emilia asked.

      “We break through,” Bud said, resolution in his voice. “Once we’re in the courtyard we can help to destroy the tree.”

      “Breaking that barrier apart will take too long,” Marecela said. “Even Ricard needed time to shatter the formation, and Corvin seems to have been working on it for a while. Our only option would be the phoenix feather, and I’m not willing to use it here. What about we circle around the back?”

      “The barrier extends to the cliff’s edge,” Celaine said. “Maybe if we risked climbing across the cliff face, but I’m not keen on that idea.”

      “Seconded,” Teff said. “We’ve seen what the trees can do. It wouldn’t surprise me if this one cooked up some strategy to shove us off.”

      Hump looked to the base of the dome. He’d presumed it to be the same formation the warlocks and Anthony had used to trap them in the opera house, but there was a difference. This one wasn’t designed to hold in silver rankers. Where the barrier touched the ground, runes glimmered faintly—the red light of dungeon essence. They were engraved in the stone on the ground around the walls.

      “We could destroy the runes,” Hump said. “If we disrupt the earth around the base of the barrier, we can disturb the runes inside without actually breaking it. We dealt with a formation in our quest at Fishers Lake the same way.”

      “How?” Marcela asked.

      “Earth magic,” Hump said. “We come at it from below and force the ground up. Varris, would you be able to do so?”

      The man nodded. “In theory. I don’t know if I have the strength to go deep enough. It depends on how far underground the barrier projects.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Marcela said. “Anything to save us a few minutes. We’ll split up. My party will take the left side of the gates, you the right. Don’t go out of sight. The moment the barrier is down, we all breach the courtyard. If any resistance shows up, Hump and Varris stay on task. The rest of us will handle it.”

      “Got it,” Hump said.

      They dropped from the roof and hurried across the street. Hump crouched beside the barrier to look at the runes from close up. They reminded him of those found in the first warlock base.

      There was one difference he’d failed to mention to Marcela. The ground wasn’t made of solid rock when he’d done this in Fishers Lake. Though he’d also not had his spellbook’s Compact Formations ability.

      He stood back, pages flying open to the appropriate passage. He threw essence into the formation and bronze light radiated from the runes. Looking left, he waited for Varris to give him a nod, and then they began to work.

      “Transform Earth.”

      Tendrils of bronze light lashed at the ground, piercing deeply. He commanded the stone to stir, shifting it, changing it to sand. He worked his essence in deeper, willing his power past the barriers end and continuing on, throwing more and more essence into the formation.

      A soft churning filled the air as he willed the sand to rise like water, pressing it against the stone on the other side. A small crack formed, and that was all he needed. Sand poured from the crack, splitting it wider, pouring over the rune. Still imbued with his essence, he kept the sand moving, directing it to the other runes beside the one he’d targeted, moving down the barrier.

      With each failed rune, the barrier flickered, the wall becoming a deeper, more solid red as the tree attempted to make up for the loss of the runes with more essence. Its efforts to repair the damage were far from enough. To the left, Varris was through, his spikes of stone piercing the runes like stakes out of the ground.

      The barrier didn’t shatter, it didn’t collapse in a great spectacle. It just faded, the walls sinking to the ground like water over a glass pane.

      They were in.

      Marcela led the charge into the courtyard. Those within were immediately on their feet and alert at the sudden change. Various party leaders shouted orders, trying to gather everyone together, but they were disorganised, forming mottled groups of confused adventurers and students, though their weapons were ready. Murmurs went through the crowd when they noticed Marcela, and they abandoned their aggressive stances.

      “Marcela!” Randall called. “What in the hells is going on?”

      “The city is under attack,” she said. “Those of you that can still fight, come with me. We must destroy the tree and rip out its core before that barrier reforms.”

      Corvin didn’t ask questions, falling in line with Marcela as she headed for the entrance to the main building on the grounds.

      “Good to see you here,” he said. “I feared you were dead. I’m sorry I didn’t make it when Ricard called us earlier.”

      She shook her head. “Nothing to apologise for. The warlocks caught us completely unaware. I’ll explain more later, for now…” She pushed open the doors to the main building and set her sights ahead. “For now, we destroy this monstrosity.”

      Hump took stock of the courtyard. While the members of the academy fell in line, others that were less familiar stood aside, cautious. His heart leapt as he spied Luna amongst a group of priestesses tending to the wounded. She smiled at him, and he nodded back. She was safe. The relief he felt at that surprised him.

      In the end, they were a unit fifty people strong, with Arthur, Randall, Skander, and Madeleine amongst them. They pushed deep into the training halls, which soon turned brown and muddled with roots. It wasn’t hard to find the Tree of Damnation attempting to claim this area, this one even smaller than the one in the opera house.

      Bud was the first into the fray, charging forward with Frostfire Surge, blue flame trailing him and filling the room with an icy cold. He’d aimed for the trunk, but branches swayed and cracked, lashing out at him like whips. The eyes and mouths of the faces on the trunk bulged as more essence poured into the tree from its roots, the dungeon core shining brightly. Bud tore through the branches, others fighting at his side. Down the middle, Marcela slipped in, rushing for the dungeon core where she carved out a box in the trunk around it.

      She stepped closer, pressing her palm to it. Water swelled and wrapped around the crystal core, sinking deeply into the tree. Then she yanked, pulling free the core. The tree went still. Essence poured out from the gaping wound left behind as what remained in the roots escaped, before that too faded.

      Hump watched it closely, waiting for another sign of a fight, half-expecting a monster to emerge. When none did, the group relaxed.

      “Now can you tell us what’s going on?” Randall asked.

      “You tell me,” Marcela said. “Why were you all in the courtyard?”

      When Randall didn’t answer, she turned to Corvin.

      “We were ordered here,” he said. “Before we knew it, the tree emerged from the building and the barrier surrounded us, trapping us inside. We’ve been trying to break out ever since.”

      Hump did not like the sound of that. “Who ordered you?”

      “The command came from Lord Ferrand,” Corvin said. “But he never arrived.”

      “Ferrand?” Hump’s eyes fell on Randall. All eyes did. “Why would your father lure you into such a trap?”

      Murmuring began to spread through the crowd, none of it good.

      “Watch your words, Wizard.” Randall scowled.

      “This entire area was inscribed with runes specifically to trap those who ventured within,” Emilia said, picking up on what Hump was implying.

      “That’s right. And it was only after you arrived that the tree emerged,” Marcela said, the weight of her words sending another wave of shocked understanding through the crowd.

      “It’s impossible,” Randall said. “He wouldn’t betray Sheercliff. He couldn’t betray Ordana!”

      “Traitor!” came calls throughout the crowd.

      “Heretic!”

      “It’s not true!” Randall shouted. “It couldn’t be.”

      “Whether it’s true or not doesn’t matter at present,” Marcela called over the noise. “Sheercliff will fall if we do nothing. The warlocks are attempting to breach the Shrine of Osidium. There are no reinforcements coming but us. They will know we’ve destroyed their formation. We must leave, and we must leave now!”

      “And do what?” Randall asked. “Most here aren’t even bronze rankers. I’ve been watching the creatures from that rift, and believe me, they’ll squash them like bugs.”

      “We’ll die anyway if we remain here,” Corvin shouted. Then he turned to Marcela. “We are with you. For Sheercliff.”

      “As are we,” Bud said.

      “You have my knights,” Arthur said, his gaze fixed on Bud.

      Others joined in, adding their voices. In the end, even Randall agreed to help. And they were all looking to Marcela for leadership.

      Marcela glanced at Hump, biting her lip. Hump could read her thoughts just from that look. If there were traitors amongst them, they had to keep their plan secret.

      “Lead them,” Hump said. “We will take care of the rest.”

      “Lady Marcela, what are your orders?” Corvin asked.

      She hesitated, looking over the faces that stared at her. Her eyes glanced at the bodies nearby.

      “Those that are willing, ready for battle,” she called. “We march to war.”
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      With the fall of the Tree of Damnation, everyone that remained in the academy courtyard was on their feet. They watched as Hump stepped out of the main building alongside Marcela and the others, reflecting a mixture of fear and awe.

      Marcela gave them the same speech.

      “If we remain here and do nothing, our homes, our families, and our own lives will be forfeit,” Marcela said. “The carriageway is destroyed. The Pilgrims’ Steps are blockaded. There is no way out of the Upper City. Our only choice is to fight. We have a chance to change the flow of the battle, and I will not miss it.”

      It was nothing fancy, but it was to the point. That fear plaguing most turned to reluctant acceptance. These were not your ordinary adventurers. They were nobles and Chosen, supposedly the best of the best, and they would defend their homes.

      Marcela had organised them based on specialisations rather than parties, though Hump and Corvin’s parties were the two exceptions. Their mission was different. Their goal was not to join the battle, but to circle around during the distraction.

      Marcela approached them separately. “Stay with us until you find an opportunity to leave. Corvin, you take your party with him. He’ll need your help.”

      Corvin frowned at that. “I don’t understand. I should be on the battlefield with you.”

      “This is all a distraction,” Marcela said. “If the main tree remains, nothing we do will matter. It must be destroyed.”

      Corvin’s frown only deepened. He let out a long sight and turned to Hump. “I take it there’s more to this plan than strong words? In case you didn’t notice, that’s a bloody big tree.”

      “An item from the Daston vault that will grant the wielder the power of a gold ranker for an attack,” Hump said. “All you need to do is get me to the tree. I’ll take care of the rest… Theoretically.”

      “Theoretically?”

      Hump cringed and held up a hand, his fingers crossed. “I’ve never destroyed a Tree of Damnation before.”

      “Right, of course you haven’t.” He turned to Marcela. “Are you sure about this? Maybe you should be the one to do it?”

      “We discussed it,” she said. “I believe Hump and Bud to have the powers most suitable for its destruction. That’s another reason for you to go. The fires of Ordana will be effective too. If there was another way, I’d suggest it. When the moment comes, leave. Don’t say a word to anyone.”

      “Understood,” Corvin said, caving under the pressure of her urgency. “We’ll burn down that damn tree.”

      As Marcela left, Corvin turned back to him. “So, how are we really going to do this?”

      Hump snorted. “Like she said, we sneak around the back and stick them where they aren’t looking. With two armies of fighting to contend with, a containment field trapping them, and the shrine being their goal, who’s going to be looking for a handful of bronze rankers scuffling around the streets?”

      “Probably some warlocks, if you’re seriously asking. And monsters too.”

      “We can handle them,” Bud said. “That was my blessing earlier. Our path is laid out for us, we just need to follow it.”

      “That was you, was it?” Corvin asked. “At least that’s one good sign. Well, I’ll follow your lead, Hump.”

      The irony didn’t escape Hump that if any of them were going to lead them along some divine path, it probably wasn’t going to be him. Now didn’t seem the right time to mention it though.

      “Right, I’m going to go say a few words to Arthur,” Bud said, gesturing toward his cousin.

      “You sure?” Hump asked.

      “We may have our issues, but he’s still blood. I’ll be back in a few. Besides, you’ve got a visitor anyway.”

      Hump frowned, and Bud pointed behind him. He turned to see Luna approaching, smiling despite the dirt and smeared blood on her face.

      “Good to see you,” she said. “How are you?”

      “Good,” Hump said on instinct, then realised how stupid that sounded. “Well, managing. How about you? You look…” he trailed off, not sure what to say. She appeared weary, her hands stained with dried blood. She’d tried to wash it off, but he spotted it in the creases of her hands and her nails. All in all, she looked exhausted.

      “It’s been difficult. There were many wounded, and we’ve been doing all we can. It’s a relief that Lady Marcela is here now, but I fear what will come of those still with us.” Her gaze shifted to the battle nearby. “It’s hard to believe this is happening, even as I see it with my own eyes.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      He felt the same way. A place like Sheercliff City had seemed untouchable. With silver rankers to protect it, and hundreds of years of experience defending its borders, the very notion was impossible. But even ancient cities could be chipped away. First, the refugees, then the food shortages, the fear mongering, and the murder, and now, the warlocks struck while they were weak.

      “Well, I just wanted to catch you before we departed to say good luck and stay safe. I know it doesn’t mean much to you, but may the gods be with you today.”

      Hump smiled truly at that. “It means a lot coming from you. When all this is over, I still want to have that date.”

      She laughed softly. “I’d like that.”

      There wasn’t much more to say after that. He watched her return to the wounded with a heavy heart. If the gods were truly watching today, they better pay extra attention to her. She was one of the good ones.

      “That was cute,” Celaine said.

      Hump glared at her, only for Emilia to laugh.

      “It was,” she said. “You two are a good match.”

      “It’s always heart-warming to see a devoted Chosen priestess and a blaspheming heathen,” Dylan said.

      “Oh shut up,” Hump snapped. “We’re about to head off on what could very well get us killed. Can’t you spare me just this once?”

      Dylan gripped Hump’s shoulder and sighed dramatically. “That’s exactly why we can’t. This may be our last chance.”

      “Brilliant.”

      Bud rejoined them. “Last chance for what?”

      “Making fun of Hump,” Celaine said.

      “Oh! Did anyone mention how short he is yet?”

      Hump narrowed his eyes. “No, they did not, you giant buffoon. How’d it go with Arthur?”

      “Good enough. I’m glad I went.”

      “Then unless anyone else has anything to say, we should join everyone else.”
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      Hump marched through the streets of the Upper City alongside more than one hundred adventurers ready to join the ongoing battle. One hundred adventurers with the courage to fight where even silver rankers might die. It was an impressive force to say the least. In the end, roughly forty bronze rankers, sixty iron, and a few dozen unranked students made up their small army. Perhaps separated, they would not come to much, but together they were a hammer that might be all it takes to break the warlocks.

      Their feet thudded on the white paved streets like the sound of drums. Orders ran down the line, keeping them together, scouts directing their path away from packs of monsters or warning them of upcoming skirmishes. With every passing second the battle grew louder. An angry chorus of shouts and cries, and the echoing of steel and powers. Essence streamed outward from within the field of containment established by Countess Daston’s force, surging through the streets.

      It stirred something in Hump, and he felt it in those around him too. An energy amongst them. Hump blamed the Chosen. They were feverish in their desire to hunt down the heretics that dared to harm their city. Each believed they had the gods on their side. Not that Hump wasn’t caught up in it a little himself. His heart hammered, fear welled in his stomach, but a thrill ran through him, caught up in the same building excitement.

      This was a legend in the making. The saving charge of Sheercliff’s next generation. And somehow, Hump found himself a part of it.

      They encountered another group of the goblin-like creatures, corrupted by the parasitic plants. They were stranded outside the containment field and seemed to have lost direction, though they turned to face them as Hump and the others approached.

      Hump felt the blessings of Marcela’s force rise, auras of enhancement boosting his own strength and essence capabilities, rejuvenating his stamina, and bolstering his will. The effects built on each other, surrounding them in a cloud of different coloured blessings that misted away like a rolling fog.

      The goblin creatures tried to charge, but were torn apart in an instant, demolished before the might of blessings. Their corpses lay scattered on the ground, and the group continued past them.

      “When the fighting starts, we don’t fight,” Hump said. “Once the opportunity comes, we make a break for it and skirt around the containment field together. Celaine, you find us a path.”

      “Will do,” Celaine said.

      “Take Patrick with you,” Corvin said. “He knows Sheercliff better, and of all of us, he can keep up, and you shouldn’t be on your own out there.”

      The rogue nodded. “I can keep up.”

      Hump’s palms were really sweating now. They approached the containment field, a blue ring along the ground radiating streams of fiery essence into the air, forming a strange wispy barrier. Whatever it was, it was stopping the devastation within from getting out, so Hump liked it. And it was true devastation. They’d arrived from the west side, on the right flank of Countess Daston’s force and the farthest point from the giant Tree of Damnation.

      The battle took place on the edge of the temple district. Buildings were blasted apart, entire sections levelled, leaving the streets covered in rubble. People fought on heaps of stone or wielded it as ammunition to launch into their foes.

      Toward the edge of the cliff, Countess Daston was making her stand. She stood atop the Shrine of Osidium, the doors sealed shut behind her. Roderick, Ricard, Vivienne, and many more of Sheercliff’s finest fought alongside her. Others lay dead along the line, their tattered remains blood-soaked and burnt.

      Hump felt a flood of relief at the sight of Vivienne alive, but his stomach heaved as he looked over the Sheercliff army. Hundreds of fighters were trying to collect themselves and hold formation on either side of Countess Daston, while monsters pressed in toward them, and a constant barrage of warlock magic assaulted them.

      And it wasn’t just warlocks—Hump recognised thugs like those they’d encountered in the alleys. There were warlocks contorted by their monstrous side, turned more beast than man, throwing themselves into the line of Chosen and martials with no regard for their own life. Mindless thralls fought alongside them, their scarred bodies revealing the marks of their enslavement, just as Kassius had done to the black paladin.

      Hump fought to block out the nightmare and ignore the screams—the smell of blood and burning and noxious poisons. He searched for their moment to break away. They were too close to the battlefield now. Once they entered the containment field, they’d lose their chance to break away, and there was no easy path through all the rubble. Not to mention, they’d be trying to run through the middle of a battle.

      Orders came out across the line as they approached, and Hump spotted the last main street ahead, just past the carriageway and heading to the rear side of the temple district.

      “It’s time for us to go,” Hump said. “We’ll take the right street ahead, and circle around through the streets along the back of the cliff.”

      Hump didn’t wait for anyone’s approval. He took the lead, moving with as much resolution as he could muster. He didn’t have to feel confident, he just had to look it, and if there was one thing he could do, it was bullshitting his way through situations he’d rather not be in.

      Celaine and Patrick overtook him quickly, but Hump liked to think they got the message. They took a left soon after, moving onto another large street with the edge of the containment field cutting off the left side of it. From there, Hump got another glimpse of the battle through the wreckage of a building.

      Marcela’s force had formed ranks along the outside of the containment field. He was familiar with the setup—one that would best make use of their specialities, each led by a member of Marcela’s party. Five core groups with their own roles to play. The warlocks weren’t arranged to fight them, though Hump could see them trying to form groups to counter the new force. It was too late though.

      Marcela formed a line of melee combatants, aura users spaced out between them. The cloud of blessings was so thick now, it coated them all in essence, a mixture of buffing and healing powers boosting the entire force. As ready as they would ever be, Marcela stepped forward, crossing the threshold and entering the battlefield. Behind her, the rest of them followed.

      Nina led the unit of ranged bombardment—area of effect blessings and spells that swept through a mass of monsters swarming on Countess Daston’s far flank. Beside them, Teff’s unit of single target ranged fighters coordinated their attacks on large monsters and warlocks, a stream of powerful arrows and magics homing in on more stronger individuals, obliterating them before they even had a chance to defend.

      It didn’t take long for the warlocks to get their bearings, directing the strange, corrupted monsters in their direction, battalions of thugs and warlocks mixed in amongst them, and counter attacking with their own magic.

      Len and his group raised their defences, barriers and spellbreakers fighting back against the incoming spells. Explosions of light shot across the sky, impacting barriers and the edge of the containment field, or broken by other attacks.

      As the warlock force closed in, Varris and other controllers created a line of impassable terrain just ahead of them, disrupting the monster charge before Marcela led her own warriors forward. The fight had truly begun.

      Hump tore his gaze away. Far ahead of him, towering over the buildings that now obscured his view of the battle, the Tree of Damnation loomed. They were coming for it.
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      “There’s something in there,” Celaine said, nodding toward a ruined manor a dozen paces farther up the street. “It’ll see us if we keep going.”

      She’d stopped up ahead, while Patrick circled around the ruined house for a better look.

      A strange, slurping sound escaped from inside, though Hump couldn’t make anything out in the shadows of the building.

      “Better we take it out first then,” Hump said. “Corvin, can you get us sight on it?”

      “No problem.” Corvin turned to his sorcerer. “Emery, be ready to light them up.”

      “You got it,” Emery said.

      Corvin stepped forward, his body starting to glow and his armour shimmered. A beam pushed back the darkness of the room and filled it with light.

      Four creatures, unlike any beasts Hump had seen or read about, turned to face them, reacting with a screeching hiss. They were close together, the four-legged creatures hunched over three bodies. They stood as large as a bear, though they were lean in build. Twisting branches tightly weaved together to form their bodies. Sickly green light glowed from within, pulsing out between the branches in the rhythm of a heartstone, expending essence throughout their bodies. Vine-like tendrils protruded from their gaping, tooth-filled maws, latching onto the bodies like suckers. They bulged as fluid moved through them, slurping up the insides of the dead.

      The suckers released from their victims, and reddish-brown coagulated fluid escaped the wound. The creatures screeched again, hopping back and forth on agile legs despite their size, their limbs almost stretching or growing, much like Dylan’s Grasping Vines. The light within them pulsed brighter. Their necks bulged, filling with liquid.

      “Acid!” Celaine called.

      Hump was thinking the same thing.

      “Get behind me!” he shouted, stepping forward with his staff, taking his spellbook from his belt and letting the pages fly open. The creatures looked his way and spat a stream of acid in their direction.

      Hump hammered the butt of his staff with a crack. He hardened his will, envisioning a large, curved barrier before them. “Shield!”

      His essence poured from his staff, stretching into a wall before them, lines of essence adding support to his spell. The acid broke against it, splattering it with the thick, green liquid. It bubbled, droplets of the green sludge trickling down the surface to the ground, where trails of smoke rose. He felt it eating away at his Shield and threw more essence into it, relying on the formation in his spellbook to increase his efficiency.

      Around him, the others were already moving to the two edges of his spell. Corvin’s party broke left, while Bud and the others went right. The creatures turned away from Hump in favour of the more vulnerable targets.

      He dropped his Shield and levelled his staff in the direction of the most central of the beasts. “Fire Blast.”

      A cone of fire erupted, bathing his target in flames. It reared up, screeching in pain. Around it, the other creatures cried out, retreating from the heat and light.

      “They can’t take the light,” Dylan said.

      Corvin increased the power of his own blessing, shining the light of Ordana into the faces of the beasts. They retreated farther, making a sound that was almost like hissing. Before they could control themselves, Corvin and Krenton, his cleric, had closed the distance to the left-most one.

      The two warriors held its attention—Corvin cutting into it with his sword while Krenton bashed at it with his shield and mace. Patrick dropped from somewhere above, landing behind the creature and binding its legs in a shadow blessing, preventing it from retreating. Farther back, Kesha drew twin arrows on her bow, loosing them at the front legs where they pinned each of them to the ground.

      Unable to move, the creature screeched and fought against its bindings. Given time, perhaps it would break free, but Emery had already levelled his wand, the wind and fire sorcerer barely two paces from the creature’s face. Wind howled as a ray of fire erupted, pouring down the creature’s mouth. Its branch-made body filled with red light, and the smell of burning wood and flesh filled the air. It died screaming, collapsing to the ground in a flailing heap before finally going still.

      To the right, Dylan had already bound one of the creatures in vines and was bashing it with his staff, holding it at bay alone while the others dealt with the final creature.

      Bud held its attention, his Frostfire cutting apart its branches faster than it could regrow them. Emilia’s rapier was a blur of red trails as she cut at its sides and limbs, finding her moment to close the distance. She lunged, rapier flashing bright red before piercing the beast through the chest. It went still, its heartstone shattered. An arrow flashed to the right, and Celaine’s arrow pierced the beast held by Dylan, shattering its heartstone.

      “Are there more?” Hump asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Celaine said.

      “I searched behind the building,” Patrick added. “I think we’re in the clear, though there are monsters and warlocks in the area. We’ll have drawn some attention.”

      “Then we need to keep moving,” Hump said.

      They followed Cliffside Road, a street lined with fine manors along the edge of the cliff. It was as far from the main battle as they could get, but it was still impossible to escape the constant blasts emanating from within. The cliff shook with them, or whatever other dark power the warlocks had called upon for this unnatural strength.

      The city was cast in darkness as a moon appeared in the sky, half covering the sun.

      “That’s Countess Daston’s power,” Corvin said, awe in his voice.

      Even in its current form, Hump felt the weight of it on his soul in a way that only Soul Manifestation could achieve. This was Countess Daston’s true strength. A manifested moon to block out the sun. An eclipse brought about by her power alone, slowly shifting across the sun.

      He glimpsed the battlefield as they ran. Amongst the shattered buildings and devastation, his eyes were drawn to Countess Daston. Her blade shone with a silver light, and her eyes radiated with it. She and Ricard were facing off against Anthony—the one Hump took to be the leader of the warlocks. Somehow, the lone man had fought them to a standstill, his sinister magic manifesting as swords of blood. They danced to his will, keeping two Chosen at bay without him lifting a finger.

      It shouldn’t have been possible. Practitioners couldn’t contend with Chosen—that was a fact—especially once they reached such strength. Yet this man fought two of the strongest Chosen in the kingdom at once. Countess Daston was at the very peak of the sixth circle, one step away from her next major blessing, yet it wasn’t enough.

      The only explanation Hump could think of was that the warlocks were somehow empowered by the dungeon essence. How they wielded it without losing themselves, however, Hump didn’t understand. All the more reason to destroy the great Tree of Damnation. With that gone, they would lose their power and their portal.

      Never slowing their pace, Hump caught sight of people watching from their windows. Other than that, the Upper City was empty. Those who could not fight were in hiding. Hump wished he could do the same.

      They rounded a corner, arriving on Temple Street, the House of Stone straight ahead of them, with the Tree of Damnation piercing its roof. The walls were in ruins, torn apart by the giant trunk and the monsters that had rampaged from its rift.

      Staring up at it, Hump felt dwarfed. It crossed his mind that even with the power of a gold ranker, he didn’t know if he could destroy this monstrosity, but he was thinking too large. What he needed to destroy was the core. Once that was gone, the rest of the tree would go with it.

      Like that sounds any easier, Hump thought.

      They had a more pressing issue to deal with first. Warriors clad in black formed a line outside the main entrance, almost identical to the black paladin they’d encountered in Bledsbury Dungeon. Enthralled warriors, and they were in the way. Warlocks were spread out on various high grounds formed from wrecked temples and homes, guarding the way.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a howling wind that exploded from the battlefield. Hump braced against his staff, turning in time to see Sir Ricard clash with Anthony. It was so close, only the ruins of two buildings between them. Streaks of wind essence lashed from Ricard’s spear. It was the mightiest thrust Hump had ever seen, like a storm compressed and given direction, yet it was Ricard’s throat that turned red. He fell to his knees, then slumped over.

      Roderick roared with fury, the towering man swinging his sceptre with one hand, sweeping through enemies with ease as he fought to reach Ricard. He was a beacon of light, empowered by the blessings of Lady Light. Vivienne faced off against two warlocks, wielding her wand like a whip as she parried them both, retaliating with her own torrents of water. The jets shot forward like coiling snakes, twisting through the air in search of her foes. An entire army was around them, but it wasn’t enough.

      They were losing. Worse than that, they were barely holding on.

      Hardly a moment passed before Anthony was upon Countess Daston once again. She met his attack, somehow even faster than before, or rather, it was as if she could see Anthony’s attacks coming. Silver mist spread from her body, forming a layer over the ground that constantly grew thicker until it was as if she were standing on a cloud. Above, her moon fell into place, eclipsing the sun entirely, surrounded in a blinding halo. Moonlight rained over the battlefield, and even from where Hump watched, he could feel its reinvigorating powers at work.

      The area around Countess Daston was cast in shadow. The ground was completely hidden beneath her silver mist, and the moonlight cast a wide ray upon their fight. The world within that zone had turned black and silver, broken only by Anthony’s gleaming, bloodred blades—and his gaze remained unchanged, bored even.

      They were a blur. Countess Daston blocked with impeccable speed and precision. Anthony’s red blades carved lines through the moonlit space, but it was the sword in his hand that radiated the most sinister power.

      She slashed at him and he parried, catching her blade on his and twisting it upward. He stepped into her guard before she could retreat, using his free hand to grab her by the wrist of her sword-arm. He jerked it up, then plunged his own blade into her stomach, piercing through to the other side. Her mouth gaped, eyes widened. Anthony stared into her eyes as if she were nothing but another obstacle he had to pass.

      Hump’s stomach twisted. He couldn’t look away as Anthony tossed Countess Daston aside and pulled his sword free with a slash, spraying blood across the white doors of the Shrine of Osidium. It wasn’t just any blood though. It was Daston blood.

      The moon shifted, and the eclipse broke. The dwindling afternoon sun once more illuminated the battleground.

      “No!” Marcela’s cry carried through the battlefield, resonating with the power of Sumi, the water goddess.

      Marcela slashed out with her own blade—a water blade so sharp Hump could sense it from just the sight of it. It was nothing to Anthony, however. He blocked it with ease, turning his cold gaze over her.

      Countess Daston took that moment to plunge her sword deep into his thigh. Rays of ethereal moonlight poured from the wound, brighter than the sun. Now Anthony’s expression changed—he screamed. Essence exploded from the wound, blasting Countess Daston and sending her tumbling back. She tried to push herself up, but there was no strength left in her. As she fell, Hump swore her eyes found him.

      He watched as Anthony limped to the white doors of the shrine, gesturing for someone to join him. Someone Hump recognised. Lord Ferrand—Randall’s father, and supposedly one of Sheercliff’s most prestigious families—stepped out from the crowd of warlocks and went to Anthony’s side. He pressed his hand against the doors, the blood shone, sinking into them, and then just like the secret entrance Marcela had used to take them to the Upper City, the doors turned to sand.

      Warlocks cried out in triumph at the fall of Countess Daston, while the defenders of Sheercliff started to retreat.

      Anthony, however, stood stoically at the centre of the carnage, Lord Ferrand at his side like a waiting butler. They were both staring at Countess Daston’s prone form, partially held upright by the ruins of a wall that she rested against. She met Anthony’s eyes defiantly, a glimmer of moonlight still shining in them. Her wound shone brighter with some form of healing, though it was fading as her manifested moon fully passed over the sun.

      And then the air beside her split like a veil opening—a portal. Anthony’s blade flew, but Sir Roderick charged out, the towering man coated in thick armour, his footsteps hammering the ground. He tried to swipe aside the blade, but his sceptre didn’t fully connect. The sword buried itself into his shoulder plate halfway up the blade’s length. Roderick’s scream carried through the city, but he did not back down.

      Behind him, Vivienne and Natalie stepped out of the portal. For the first time, Hump thought he saw a shift in Anthony’s composure. He appeared hurried, as if this had caught him off guard. He held out an open hand toward the blade in Roderick’s shoulder, calling it back, but Roderick gripped the hilt, holding it inside him. His face contorted in pain and fury, but he held.

      “You will not have her!” Roderick roared, his voice howling through the streets, Lady Light’s power radiating from him like a halo.

      Natalie dragged Countess Daston through the portal, vanishing through to the other side.

      Vivienne levelled her wand at Anthony, a spellstone in her other hand shining bright with blue essence. Water rose from the ground, from the rubble, from the vapour in the air, and it surged with the force of a tidal wave, sweeping all the rubble in its path along with it.

      Anthony slammed a hand against the ground and blood circled around him, forming a wall against the oncoming wave, which broke around it, one side splitting and falling off the edge of the cliff. But it was enough. Roderick and Vivienne stepped back through the portal.

      The cold indifference was gone from Anthony’s eyes, replaced by a burning anger. Now Hump was certain that hadn’t been the plan.

      The small victory was short lived. Hump noticed a shift in the wavy blue trails of the containment field. The blue was now brighter, its magic less efficient and requiring more essence. It wasn’t enough though. The magic was failing. Far too quickly, the circle of essence dissipated, the containment field over the battle disappearing. And then the only thing that kept the carnage contained was gone.

      The monsters were out. Now all of Sheercliff was exposed.

      A storm of essence swept through the Upper City. Hump felt the call of dungeon essence more strongly now, desperate for him to use it. It would be so easy for him to reach out and take it. Perhaps he could wield it just as these warlocks had. Perhaps he still would, if it were his only way out.

      The warlocks and monsters pressed their advantage, pursuing the retreating army who barely held some semblance of a line. Anthony turned his gaze to the ruined city below before sheathing his sword and leading the way into the Shrine of Osidium. Lord Ferrand followed, along with at least a dozen other warlocks.

      “Gods mercy,” Corvin whispered. “That’s… how? What do we do?”

      “Traitorous scum,” Bud snarled. He screamed, kicking a wooden scrap nearby, fury in his voice. “That bastard! I’ll kill him.”

      “How is it even possible?” Emilia murmured. “He’s Chosen. How could he betray Sheercliff for warlocks?”

      Hump bit back the words he wanted to say. The truth he alone knew in his heart.

      The gods did not care.

      He kept that to himself though. Whatever happened on the battlefield was out of their control. All he could do was get on with the task that had been given to him.

      He still had the feather. He could still destroy the tree.

      Strength stirred in him at the thought. Despite the day so far, the essence was thick in the air, and it flowed through him. He felt strong. The warlocks were focused on the Shrine of Osidium and the rest of the city. There was nothing left in the House of Stone other than the Tree of Damnation and the rift in its trunk. Perhaps some guards remained, or more monsters might step through, but Hump and the others could take them out.

      “What do we do?” Kesha asked quietly.

      “It’s not too late to run,” Patrick said.

      “There’s nowhere to run,” Hump said “The carriageway is destroyed and the Pilgrims Stairs blockaded.”

      “And it’s not over,” Bud snarled. “Ferrand may have betrayed us, but the gods have not. We continue with the plan. There must be a way.”

      “Perhaps we can surrender. They won’t kill all of us, surely,” Kesha said, letting her bow hang limply at her side. “They’ll need prisoners and ransoms. There’s nothing to gain from destroying Sheercliff.”

      “Would General Bennet be in command now that Countess Daston has fallen?” Emery asked. “He may try to surrender. In which case, we shouldn’t be here.”

      “Do you not hear me?” Bud shouted. “We still have all we need.”

      “If we wanted to run, we should have done so earlier,” Emilia said. “Now we’re stuck. Just because Countess Daston has fallen does not mean we should change our plan.”

      “We are in the heart of the warlock army,” Corvin said. “Once they find us, there will be no escape.”

      “There’s already no escape,” Emilia said. “We’re split off from the main force and surrounded. It’s only a matter of time before somebody finds us, so better we strike now and do what damage we can.”

      “What does it matter?” Kesha asked.

      “Without the tree, dungeon essence in the city will diminish,” Celaine said. “They’ll only have their own power to rely on then.”

      “They’re still stronger than us,” Corvin said.

      “But it could be enough to change the tide,” Bud said. “Even if we do not win the battle, it could save thousands of lives. Hump, we must try!”

      Corvin looked like he had given up, and that was reflected in his party. Hump had to shift that mindset now or they were as good as doomed.

      “Get your heads out of your arses for a minute and think,” Hump said. “All eyes are currently away from us. This is our only chance. We destroy that tree, then perhaps someone else can deal with the rest of the city’s problems. Our only other choice is to hide. You are a party of Chosen—will you really sit aside while your city burns? While your people die?”

      Corvin took a breath and let it out, the defeat on his face gone. “We will not.”

      “Good,” Hump said, turning back to the tree before them. “Get me to the tree, that’s all you need to do. And then I’ll burn it. I’ll burn it to the ground along with whatever foul magic spawned it. We need a way into the House of Stone. Is there a rear entrance?”

      “Check the east side,” Emery said. “There’s a passage the custodian staff use.” As they looked at him, he explained, “My father is a Temple Guard.”

      “Any alternatives?” Hump asked. When nobody answered, he continued, “Then, Celaine, Patrick, take the lead.”

      It was a straight path to the House of Stone, to the tree Hump would have to destroy. His heart thumped steadily, pumping adrenaline through his veins, driving him on. Warlocks sat atop what remained of the first floor of the House of Stone, peering out from the destroyed wall at the battle beyond. They were doing a poor job of keeping watch, excitement at their success drawing their eyes away.

      Screams of the dying army followed them as they moved. There were nobles and commoners alike amongst them, Chosen and practitioners, adventurers and people just trying to do their part. Some were even his friends. Adventurers protecting people, their homes, and their families. Once they fell, thousands of defenceless children would be at the mercy of the warlocks and their monsters.

      Gripping his staff tightly, Hump’s knuckles turned white. Where were the gods now? They were supposed to guide and protect their followers. Hells, Osidium had created Sheercliff, surely he had some stake in this. What was in the shrine that was so important Anthony had abandoned the battlefield to claim it?

      Hump decided he didn’t care. The warlocks were here for power, and the gods watched from the sidelines as their worshippers—their Chosen—died. The cost didn’t matter to either side.

      But it mattered to him. Perhaps they would not win the battle, but they had the opportunity to save people. That was enough of a reason for him to keep moving forward.

      Celaine led them to the right, taking them through the back gardens of two manors before reaching the custodial entrance. Here it was clear. Bud cut the door down for them to go inside.

      “Quietly,” Celaine whispered as they entered.

      They were in a long hallway, with small storage rooms on either side. Soon they passed a kitchen. Dungeon essence was so thick in the air, Hump felt it like steam against his skin. He was breathing deeply. His body felt jittery, his mind overstimulated. It was too much strength to have on his fingertips.

      Celaine suddenly stopped, head tilting to listen.

      “What is it?” Hump said.

      She turned around, drawing everyone’s attention behind them.

      “What are you doing here, boy?” Abraxus stood in the doorway Bud had cleaved through, an unconscious Eliana in his arms.
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      Abraxus shouldn’t be here, and he certainly shouldn’t be so calm. Hump’s instincts told him not to trust the inquisitor. Hump looked at Eliana in his arms—blood stained the side of her face and had dried in her hair.

      “You first,” Hump said. “This is a strange place to take a stroll.” He nodded toward Eliana. “What happened?”

      Abraxus’ eyes bore into him. “We were in the Lower City when the warlocks struck. We took the Pilgrims Steps up here in an effort to do something about this tree. We were attacked and Eliana took a blow to the head.” He knelt, setting her down gently against the wall. “She’ll live. Now, are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

      “We’re—” Bud started.

      “Don’t answer him,” Hump snapped. He didn’t take his eyes off the inquisitor as he tried to figure out what to do next. “I don’t trust you, Abraxus.”

      “A sentiment I share.” The man stood, an impatient look to him. He leant against his staff, black robes settling around him. Hawkish eyes focused straight on Hump, unblinking. Unfazed by what was happening.

      “What’s going on?” Corvin whispered to Hump, the Knight of Ordana standing at his right side. “We could use the help.”

      “He’s dangerous,” Hump said, mind whirling as he tried to piece things together and figure out what to do. One thing he was sure of is that he didn’t trust Abraxus.

      Hump’s heart was really racing now, pumping adrenaline through him.

      He didn’t feel fully in control of himself. The dungeon essence was so thick in the air he couldn’t help but breathe it in. It taunted him with its promise of power, making it hard to think logically as a wizard should.

      Hump let his mind go to the River and Waves, sensing his own flow of essence through the many channels of his body, reassuring himself that he hadn’t accidentally reached for any of that power. That he was still himself. He tried to let his anxiety fall away, but it wasn’t easy. Not here. Not with warlocks, monsters, and gods knew what else at their backs, while a bloody inquisitor stood between them and their only escape if it came to that.

      Everything was all so messed up.

      Lord Ferrand had already betrayed the city. He’d shown that loyalty to Alveron and the gods meant nothing. If they had Ferrand, and Hump was right about Prince Kassius being one of them, then the warlocks could have infiltrated every part of society. There was no telling who to trust.

      It would explain a lot about Abraxus. His fixation on Vivienne, why he’d framed her for the assassination of the imprisoned warlocks and tried to help General Bennet undermine Countess Daston’s authority. The discrepancies regarding the nature of Hump’s master’s death. If it was Hump’s spellbook Abraxus was after, having him arrested would make taking it a simple task.

      Someone had hunted his master down. Perhaps that someone was standing before him, intending to do the same thing to Hump.

      Every instinct told Hump he was right, but… he couldn’t ignore the influence of the dungeon essence. Was this the gorger fragment feeding on his insecurities and making him question things he shouldn’t? This could be its plan to turn him. Trap him in an impossible position and disrupt their attempt to destroy the tree. Hump gritted his teeth.

      “Hump, what are you thinking?” Celaine hissed.

      “This can’t be coincidence,” Hump said. “Vivi said Abraxus could associate the residual essence of a spell with the person that cast it, following it like a scent. He couldn’t have just stumbled upon the same back entrance as we did.”

      “You think he followed us?” Corvin asked, disbelief in his voice.

      The true question was whether he was after Hump for his spellbook, there to stop them destroying the tree, or truly trying to help. In the end, Hump decided to trust his guts. There was too much at stake.

      “I think he tracked us down,” Hump said. “And I’m willing to bet his intentions aren’t good.”

      “Don’t be foolish, boy,” Abraxus said. “Or was I right about you?” He looked to Hump’s companions. “Are you aware that there is a bounty on Wizard Humphrey’s head for the murder of his master? And that the Inquisition suspects him of being a warlock.”

      Corvin glanced at Hump, doubt on his face. “Is that true?”

      “It was brought before Countess Daston and she found him innocent,” Bud said quickly. “Don’t listen to him.”

      Abraxus took a step forward.

      Hump levelled his staff. “Hold it.”

      Abraxus didn’t stop. “Look at him! If he attacks me now, he’ll bring every warlock in this building down on you. He’s a traitor! These are baseless accusations.”

      “My master wasn’t stabbed,” Hump said.

      “What?” Abraxus scowled.

      “You told me there were knife wounds on his body, but you lied.” Hump placed a hand on his spellbook. “Is it this you’re after, or are you just another part of this warlock invasion?”

      “What nonsense are you spouting?” Abraxus snarled.

      “If you’re not against us, stand down and leave,” Hump said. “We’re here on the orders of Marcela Daston and you’re interfering. Take another step forward and I’ll consider you hostile.” Hump lowered his voice. “Dylan, Emilia, watch that door behind us.”

      They discreetly stepped back, positioning themselves closer to the door at the end of the hallway.

      “And what of you?” Abraxus looked at Corvin and his party. “Will you side with a wizard accused of murder?”

      Corvin bit his lip.

      Hump swallowed, nervous at so many unpredictable elements surrounding him. “Corvin—”

      “I’ll side with a friend,” Corvin said, drawing his sword. “A wizard I respect and have fought alongside for months. Inquisitor Abraxus, if you are true in your purpose here, take that woman and leave.”

      Hump smiled despite the situation. He recalled the arrogant noble he’d taken Corvin for when they’d first met. The unprofessionalism when they’d started their quest to Stonebark Forest, and how little he’d thought of Hump. But he’d changed. Hump was relieved the months of questing and training together had paid off.

      “I—” Abraxus stopped, his demeanour changing. He staggered, losing his balance for a moment. His eyes became glazed and then refocused, a vengeance in them now. A smile cracked his lips.

      “Don’t be foolish, Inquisitor,” Corvin said. “You cannot fight all of us.”

      “Arcane Eye,” Abraxus’ voice resonated. Essence shone in his left eye, turning it white and cloudy, a spell formation carving itself inside and glowing with purple light. “Armour of Essence. Herald of Stone.”

      I guess that’s that then, Hump thought. Those guarding the House of Stone would sense their fight and come for them, along with whatever other force the warlocks could muster. Somehow, they’d need to find a way past them in time to destroy the tree.

      That started with Abraxus.

      Magic rapidly layered over the inquisitor as Hump took aim with his staff. A shield of essence forming like a second skin, and then bronze light flared from his flesh. He shone like a bronze statue, his body hardened and strengthened by its power. In barely a heartbeat, tendrils of light lashed at the floor, tearing it up and making stone rise around him. Rock-scales formed over his body, his skin becoming leathery, his presence radiating a strength that called out danger.

      In a blink, the inquisitor’s magic had formed around him. He stepped forward, and Hump barked off his spell.

      “Fire Beam!”

      Fire shot forward in a narrow ray, small enough that it shouldn’t risk hitting the unconscious Inquisitor Eliana. It struck Abraxus, bathing him in red heat. The inquisitor didn’t even move. The attack dwindled around him like a smothered flame, his dark figure peering back at them.

      Abraxus slammed the butt of his staff against the floor and extended his left hand. “Gravity Well.”

      Pressure descended. Hump’s staff dropped to the floor under its own weight. His legs buckled, and he fell to his knees, only keeping himself up by using his hands. Pain radiated inside him, like his insides were tearing apart. He struggled to breathe. Emery and Kesha suffered similarly, but the rest of their company managed to remain standing beneath the weight.

      Hump sensed power to his left and fought to turn his head in time to see Celaine launch herself from the zone of pressure using Spring Step. Emilia followed suit, her muscles pulsing with red lightning as she launched herself free. Patrick vanished in shadow, reappearing behind Abraxus. Above, Celaine drew an arrow in midair, fit it to her bow, and charged Powershot. Piercing silver light filled the hallway as the arrow soared straight at Abraxus. Emilia charged down the centre of the hallway behind it, almost as fast, rapier drawn, red essence trailing her. At his back, Patrick’s shadow extended toward Abraxus, attempting to ensnare him and hold him in place.

      Abraxus swatted the Power Shot away, deflecting it into the wall beside him where it exploded, shattering stone and sending a gust of wind through the hallway. His Armour of Essence shimmered blue from the impact, before restoring itself in a near instant.

      The pressure of Abraxus’ spell thankfully ended as he called upon another. Hump hurried back to his feet, readying his staff. In a cramped space like this, there was too much risk he’d hit his allies with his offensive magic. Instead, he went for control. They had more than enough strength to bring Abraxus down without his added to the mix.

      The inquisitor raised his staff overhead as Emilia and Patrick closed in. “Arcane Pulse.”

      A wave of purple essence swept out from his staff, sending Emilia and Patrick flying. Celaine tumbled through the air, landing deftly on her feet, while Patrick landed near Eliana by the building’s entrance.

      “Earthen Grasp.” Hump released his spell. Force hadn’t worked—they needed to slow him down. Buy time to coordinate their attacks and break his shield.

      A fist rose from the stone floor, grabbing for Abraxus’ waist. The man roared, and charged through it like a speeding boulder, breaking the hand before it fully formed.

      “Noises on the other side of the door,” Dylan called.

      “Keep it shut!” Hump shouted, glancing over his shoulder.

      Dylan dropped seeds along the bottom of the door, using Growth to turn them into thigh-thick vines that formed a web over the doorway.

      It wasn’t enough. The doorway was shattered, though the vines kept the shrapnel from striking their rear. Four of the warlock guards they’d seen before were on the other side, weapons in hand. Dylan’s web of vines exploded toward them, two tendrils targeting each warlock and forcing them back. Then he barged through the doorway, Aspect of the Bear filling the air around him, essence pouring from him. His staff whirled in his hands as he engaged them, a wind rising around him, his vines an extension of his own strikes. The druid stood alone, holding back all four at once.

      “Emery, Krentin, help him!” Corvin shouted.

      The cleric took position beside Dylan, a healing and rejuvenating aura expanding over all of them as he released his blessings. He smashed back one of the warlocks with his shield, then his mace narrowly missed the warlock beside him.

      When Hump felt Emery’s wind and fire magic at work behind him, he returned his focus to Abraxus.

      Bud took front and centre, Corvin on one side, Emilia on the other.

      “We coordinate our strikes,” Hump said. “Kesha, Celaine, target the same points and try to break through his ward spell.”

      Bud and Corvin stood shoulder to shoulder in Abraxus’ path. Behind them, Celaine built another Power Shot, imbuing it with Predator’s Intent, and Kesha nocked five arrows on her string.

      Abraxus spread his arms on either side, essence exploding from him.

      “Soul Manifestation,” Emilia said. “Stop him!”

      “Aim for his groin,” Celaine said. “Now!”

      Hump levelled his staff with them, drawing stone in front of him with his will, adding his own Rockshot to their arrows.

      Abraxus’ essence burst around him in an array of chains that extended from his body. It swept out at their attacks, exploding them. He walked through like it was nothing. His Armour of Essence flared bright blue at the impacts, the shield crumbling in places, but the holes reformed too fast.

      His manifested chains soared forward, faint conjurations of essence that sought each of them out, latching on. Hump didn’t feel it as a physical thing, he felt it on his soul, constricting him. Tightening as if it were trying to crush his core, but he resisted, forcing it back with his will. He called upon his essence, filling his staff, but it was slower than before.

      “Explode—”

      “Counterspell!” Abraxus barked.

      Essence bombarded Hump, sending a shockwave of pressure through him. His spell collapsed. The power in his staff exploded, and Hump barely had time to use his arms to shield his face. He was blasted back, landing heavily on the ground, his face seared with pain but his battle robes had taken the worst of the impact. They smelled of burning, but they held.

      He groaned as he pushed himself up, staring at Abraxus in shock. He felt the inquisitor’s Soul Manifestation squeeze tighter on his soul, not letting the moment of weakness slip by. Hump pressed back with his will, but it only left himself open to retaliation. He gasped, his essence becoming restricted, icy cold shooting through him. Abraxus was even stronger than Vivienne.

      Abraxus didn’t slow, his shoulders hunched forward, his eyes now set on Bud and Corvin. His Arcane Eye shone brighter, and Hump suddenly wondered if they’d even make it to the tree.
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      Bud moved ahead of Corvin to meet the marching inquisitor.

      Abraxus’ hold over Hump’s soul slackened as the man’s focus went to fighting the two knights. Hump pulled himself back to his feet with his staff, unable to hide the worry from his face. They had to hurry.

      Bud’s sword blazed with Frostfire. Flame burst from his feet, trailing behind him, essence building. He exploded forward in an inferno, surging on his new blessing. His sword was extended, point aimed at spearing Abraxus.

      The inquisitor didn’t react how a wizard should. He didn’t retreat. He didn’t raise a shield. He didn’t blast Bud back and create space. Moving faster than should be possible, he caught Bud’s blow with his staff, easily meeting the knight’s strength despite the momentum behind the attack. Redirecting it to the side, he threw Bud off-balance and pressed him against the wall, holding him in place with just one arm.

      At the same time, Abraxus extended his left hand toward an advancing Corvin and made a claw. “Mage Hand.”

      A blue hand formed around Corvin’s ankle, grabbing it hard. Abraxus heaved, the hand moving with him, dragging Corvin’s leg out from under him and sending him to the ground. Pressed against the wall, Bud’s face strained as he tried to push the inquisitor off, Heart of Frostfire turning the air around him to pale blue. His Frostfire erupted in Abraxus’ face, but the man’s Armour of Essence resisted the attack.

      Corvin tried to swing at the Mage Hand around his ankle, but Abraxus hauled him up again, this time throwing him against the wall. Corvin crashed to the ground with a heavy thud, armour shaking, the knight crying out in pain.

      Bud roared, his Frostfire blazing even brighter, blue flame bathing the hallway in Kelisia’s might. Ice crystalised on the walls and ceiling. Finally, Abraxus’ Armour of Essence started to give, patches of it fading away beneath the icy cold. He jerked back, kicking Bud hard in the side of his knee, dropping him.

      Abraxus raised his black staff overhead. The focus shone with pure blue essence. “Essence Smash.”

      Light streamed from the staff. He swung at Bud’s head.

      In an explosion of darkness, Patrick appeared behind him. Shadowy tendrils emerged from both hands, latching onto Abraxus’ arms. Patrick leaned back, pulling on them like the reins of a horse, catching the inquisitor’s blow before it landed. He held the staff in place, shouting as he fought against his strength.

      Hump reached for the rubble nearby, drawing it to him in an array of bronze light. “Rockshot.”

      The spell bombarded Abraxus, cracking his magical armour. A moment later, an arrow struck the inquisitor in the side of his head, deflecting off his shield spell, but shattering the cracked pieces, leaving a hole in the ward. Emilia appeared in a flash beside him, a boom of essence sounding at her speed, red light escaping her feet in a shockwave. She stabbed, so quick it was a mere red line that pierced straight through the gap of the reforming Armour of Essence. Her blade struck, and for a moment Hump felt like they’d caught him off guard.

      Abraxus jerked his head back, shouting in pain. He staggered, revealing a layer of stone-like scales at the point of contact. Blood welled from the wound, but it was hardly enough to slow him down. He snarled and shoved Emilia, a flash of yellow bursting from the point of contact. “Jolt!”

      She was thrown in a burst of lightning, screaming as she hit the ground, sparks rising from her body as she rolled, her weapon falling to the side.

      Corvin was on his feet again, charging forward at Bud’s side while Patrick hindered the inquisitor’s movements with shadows. Together, they pushed him back. Arrows rained in, taking away any chance he had to go on the offensive, preventing his Armour of Essence from fully reforming. Emilia struggled back to her feet, looking to re-engage.

      Hump was trying to find his opportunity too, but in the cramped hallway, their numbers meant little. His essence was ready, but there was nowhere he could strike without risking a hit to his own companions.

      Our goal is the tree, not Abraxus. Focus!

      This was becoming a distraction. If they kept fighting here, it was only a matter of time before more reinforcements arrived and then whatever slim chance of success they had vanished. Even if they could beat Abraxus, it wouldn’t matter.

      Hump turned his back on the fight, looking to where Dylan, Krenton, and Emery held the warlocks at bay. Dylan and Krenton were a wall of healing auras and defence that the warlocks had yet to pass. Wherever they slipped up, Emery met them with wind and fire. It was an effective trio, but the warlocks on the other side were powerful too. Hump could only make out three of them now—two in plate armour, and a third fighter with a sword and buckler. He seemed to be the leader.

      “Celaine, we need to break through,” Hump said. “There isn’t time to fight Abraxus. You see the man with the buckler? Can you take him out?”

      She followed his eye then nodded. “I can do it.”

      Hump approached their rear guard, coming to a stop beside Emery.

      “When the moment comes, we break out through the door,” Hump said.

      “What moment?” Emery asked.

      “It’ll be obvious.”

      The deadly intent of Celaine bore into him, causing an instinctual fear he couldn’t help. He squashed it ruthlessly and focused. A bowstring snapped, and the arrow shot forward in a dazzling display of silver edged with shadow. It struck true, piercing the warlock straight through his heart and coming out the other side. The man’s eyes went wide. He staggered back, dropping his sword and buckler. Beside him, the armoured fighters glanced his way and backed up a step. Hump glimpsed fear beneath their helmets.

      That was all Dylan needed.

      “Forward!” Dylan roared. The giant of a man charged out of the doors and into the hallway beyond, towering over the two remaining warlock knights, his Aspect of the Bear appearing over him. He battered the warlocks, his vines grabbing at them as they tried to retreat, hammering at one with his staff while Krenton buried his mace into the head of another.

      An arrow came from the left, catching Dylan in the side of his torso. He grunted.

      Hump followed its path to where two archers and what looked to be a wizard specialising in air stood by a set of twin doors, a panicked discussion taking place between them. One nocked another arrow.

      Before they could shoot again, Hump shouted, “Shield.”

      A wall of essence formed before him. The arrow struck it, falling away. From the strength of it, Hump put the archer somewhere around Rank 2. A practitioner—a warlock most likely—but not a true threat. The three retreated through the doors before he could retaliate.

      “You okay?” Hump asked Dylan.

      The druid yanked the arrow out of his side with a shout, the wound healing before Hump’s eyes as both Krenton’s and Dylan’s healing auras combined.

      “It’s nothing,” Dylan said.

      “Hump, take your party and go!” Corvin shouted. “Get to the main hall. We’ll hold him here.”

      “Hold me?” Abraxus laughed, the cloud of dust clearing. His cloak billowed, chains expanding from within, visible once more, moving like additional limbs. “Hold me how?”

      Hump aimed his staff, tendrils of bronze essence lashing out at the ground, burrowing deep. “Explode Earth.”

      The ground erupted at Abraxus’ feet. The inquisitor dodged, avoiding the attack, but not the cloud of dust that coated him.

      “Move!” Hump shouted at his party.

      Bud, Emilia, and Celaine joined them at the door, leaving Corvin and Patrick in the hallway with the inquisitor, Kesha supporting them from the doorway.

      “Go!” Corvin roared, an aura of light pouring from him and over Abraxus. The purifying light of Ordana.

      Hump saw no other choice. Every moment they wasted on Abraxus was too much. “Good luck.”

      “And you,” Corvin said. “Krenton! We don’t let him through this doorway!”

      The cleric came to stand beside him, the two men blocking the passage, Kesha and Emery at his back. Patrick somewhere beyond. Hump crossed his fingers it would be enough and turned back to their own objective.

      Celaine loosed another arrow as a warlock poked their head out of the door ahead, downing them before they could attack.

      “There’s two more,” Dylan said, already moving forward.

      Hump followed. “I don’t think they’re particularly strong. Either there’s more of them, or they don’t think the tree needs the guards.”

      He didn’t like that idea. Hump could feel the tree’s presence stronger now. In the air around him, in the ground beneath his feet, a constant, pulsing, ebbing flow. It poured in through the cliff, so rich in energy it made it hard to focus. The other Trees of Damnation had struggled to defend themselves, but they’d been a fraction of the size.

      They reached the doors unimpeded, and Dylan directed two of his vines to open the twin doors, revealing the main chamber of the House of Stone within. They were near the meeting room where they’d been made to wait when Countess Daston had come here demanding Vivienne’s release, and not two dozen paces ahead of them, the Tree of Damnation towered to the sky. The roof had collapsed around its thick trunk, filling the chamber with rubble. The bark was dark and wrinkled, its roots bulged around the base, erupting from the tiled floor like arteries. Through them, dungeon essence poured in, giving power to the great rift in its trunk—a dark void to wherever these warlocks and monsters had come from.

      It was both awe inspiring and terrifying at the same time. Staring up at it, Hump didn’t even know where to start. It’d seemed giant from outside but standing this close he felt like an ant. An ant with a phoenix feather. The thought didn’t fill him with confidence.

      No. Keep it together. Wood is wood—it’ll burn just the same.

      Dozens of the Temple Guard and workers of the House of Stone lay scattered at the base of the tree. Worm-like roots wrapped their bodies, pierced their skin, protruded from their flesh. Either the tree’s way of consuming them or turning them into its thralls.

      To the right, the entire wall of the House of Stone was in ruins, giving them a clear view of the battlefield and the extent of the destruction. The Sheercliff defenders still held their line, but fires had spread throughout the Upper City. With the containment field gone, there was nothing left to keep the invaders at bay.

      “Have courage,” Bud said, stepping into the chamber.

      Hump followed him, essence at the ready, searching for enemies—for the warlocks that had retreated, and whatever traps might lie in wait for him. Nothing stirred. The chamber was still.

      Hump glanced through the destroyed wall and over the decimated buildings, toward the Shrine of Osidium, sensing something in that direction. Something powerful. Something that made his blood run cold. Light erupted from the shrine in a giant bronze ring. For a moment, there was nothing. The world became overwhelmed by silence. A beacon of bronze shot to the sky from the shrine, a pillar of power even greater than the god pillar of Kelisia. The power of Osidium himself.

      Pressure descended like a great weight, and the ground shuddered. Hump braced against his staff, gritting his teeth as he tried to fight it but to no avail. He fell to his knees. The air roared with the sound of a hundred avalanches erupting at once. A deep, echoing crack vibrated through the ground, so loud, he screamed instinctually. He fully collapsed to the ground, pressing his hands to his ears.

      When the rumbling slackened, Hump stared toward the Shrine of Osidium once more. His mouth fell open as the shrine vanished into a gaping wound in the earth. That entire section of the cliff fell away as the chasm continued to expand. Houses collapsed, roads vanished. Sheercliff was split in two.

      Osidium’s own creation ravaged in less than a minute.
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      Hump couldn’t tear his gaze from the battlefield, or at least, what was left of it. Only the ruined buildings across the street impeded his view, and there was little that remained of them. The cliff continued to crumble away, white stone tumbling to the Lower City below. Buildings collapsed off the edge, bodies fell, and soon, half the temple district was just gone. Even seeing it, he struggled to believe what was happening. This was Sheercliff. A city older than the Kingdom of Alveron. A divine wonder created by Osidium himself.

      Hump fought to stand—he had to keep moving. He had to try to do something—but the pressure was too much. The bronze beam pierced the clouds, radiating a power that seemed beyond the mortal world, lighting them up as if the sun itself were shining through them. All Hump could do was stare, struck by a mixture of fear and awe, both body and soul suppressed by its might.

      He followed it to its source, his eyes fixing on Anthony. The warlock watched from atop a stone platform that he held suspended in the air. His eyes were on the great chasm that now carved through Sheercliff, basking in the ruins of his making, an aura of supreme confidence surrounding him. He held a crystal stone—the source of the light and this great power. Had he taken it from Osidium’s Shrine? Was this what he was after all along?

      Twelve other warlocks stood with him on the platform, along with Lord Ferrand, who was now on his knees, appearing dismayed as if this hadn’t been his plan.

      That just made Hump furious. It was too late for the traitor to have regrets now.

      “It’s gone,” Bud said, voice strained. He was on his hands and knees, held in place by the same force. “Gods help us.”

      Hopelessness gripped Bud’s voice. The tone was surreal. Of them all, Bud was the one that could never give up. The one that had to remain steadfast while the rest of them doubted themselves.

      “It’s not over,” Hump said through gritted teeth. “The power is getting to your soul, Bud. resist it.”

      A sudden boom shook the world. Hump’s gaze was drawn away from the battlefield, away from Anthony, and to the sky. Half a hundred metres above them, an explosion of blue light exploded against an invisible barrier. Essence pulsed like shockwaves in water, revealing a dome-shaped shield over the entire city. The boom came again, blue fire blazing like a star had descended on them. In it, Hump spotted three dark figures standing on the shield.

      Was this why reinforcements had not come to the city? How deep did the warlock plan go for such magic to be in place? Hump struggled to understand the scale of the magic he was seeing. A barrier across a city was far beyond any Rank 6 practitioner, which could only mean… had Anthony found a way to break through?

      “The gods have come,” Bud whispered.

      “Not the gods,” Celaine said, squinting up at them. “They look like… people.”

      “Chosen from Elenvine, perhaps?” Emilia said.

      Hump couldn’t guess at who they were, but Anthony knew. The warlock stared up at them in horror, the victory washed from his face.

      “You are too late,” Anthony roared, his voice like thunder exploding through the city, carried on a howling wind of essence.

      A reply came in the form of another boom, shockwaves spreading along the barrier. Across the city, essence rose from Trees of Damnation and streamed through the barrier, lending it their essence, turning it a pale pink as they fuelled the grand spell. Whoever they were, it would be of no help if they couldn’t get through.

      Anthony shouted orders at his men, organising them in a circle around him, frantic for the first time. He took the central position, and essence seeped from him in a mixture of bronze, red, and black. Slowly at first, but his power was building.

      A terrible feeling came over Hump as he realised there was still more to the warlock’s plan. This wasn’t the end.

      The bronze beam narrowed and flickered out, its power withdrawn. As Anthony drew upon more essence, a storm tore through the House of Stone, whipping out of the great Tree of Damnation before them. Its heartstone core blazed above the black rift. Red essence filled the room like a blazing fire. Powerful, but at least Hump could finally move once more.

      He forced himself to his feet. “He’s casting a spell. We need to move!”

      “Gods help us, there’s no end to this,” Emilia said.

      “Perhaps this is why we are here,” Bud said, a glimmer of light in the knight’s eyes. He stood, extending a hand to Emilia and hauling her to her feet. “This must be our true mission. The gods have brought us here so that we can stop this.”

      Mission or not, Hump wasn’t about to roll over and wait to find out. More importantly, it seemed there was something Anthony feared after all.

      “Our goal is unchanged,” Hump shouted over the storm. “We destroy the tree. Follow me!”

      He didn’t wait for their reply, pressing forward into the storm. Only the bodies of the Temple Guard and the tree’s bulging roots were before him. Anthony’s chant followed him. It rolled from his lips, dark, deep, and resonating throughout the city, as if carried in the trees.

      Keep going.

      Bit by bit, he edged closer, the air lashing at his face like needles. The essence continued to build. Anthony’s cloak billowed, his hair rose on its ends, he spoke faster, coming to a rolling crescendo.

      Hump didn’t recognise the magic, but he recognised the intent.

      Death.

      That was what it called to him. Not just his own death, but the death of everything. It radiated from Anthony. From the Tree of Damnation—a halo of hatred.

      The storm within the House of Stone picked up, and on instinct Hump raised a Shield. His spell completed just in time as a wave of power erupted from the tree, blasting him back, his boots sliding along the floor. Hump screamed as the air whipped at him around his shield, the vortex of essence growing stronger.

      Hump felt a hand on his back—Dylan holding him in place. Hump threw more essence into his spell, bracing against the force of the tree as a channel of essence shot out of its heartstone core. It pierced through the wall, sending bricks and stone tumbling to the ground, shooting all the way over to Anthony and the stone. A giant circle had formed around him in the sky, runes and channels of blood filling it, radiating devastating power. Thirteen distinct channels connected to it from across the city.

      A formation. One greater than any Hump had seen. It continued to grow, expanding until it seemed to cover half the city in lines of essence. Below, red pillars of dungeon essence flowed upward—every Tree of Damnation answering his call, each a piece of the formation. Essence flooded in through the thirteen channels, funnelling back to Anthony where he gathered it into the essence stone.

      He held the stone up in both hands. Red, black, and bronze mixed like boiling oil, the colours rolling over each other. The light stained the city in a red tint. Essence crawled over Hump’s skin, a feeling of wrongness coming with it. He wanted to curl up and hide, but he wouldn’t falter here. Not this close to the tree. Not while there was still a chance.

      Anthony barked a command, his voice harsh, like a crack in the earth. All but one of the channels shrunk. The one to the House of Stone suddenly expanded instead, all the power of the others seeping into it. It raced back toward the tree. Toward Hump and the others. It tore through the ruined buildings, along the stairs and floor of the main hall, tunnelling its way straight to the giant Tree of Damnation. The world howled. Hump raised an arm against the force of essence in the room, shielding himself as residual power struck him like a storm of needles. It was cold and hot all at once, clinging to him.

      The wind threw back his cloak and hair, threatening to blow him over. He leant into it, gripping his staff, half-dragging himself onward, half-pushed by Dylan. Essence poured up the great tree, the cracks in the bark illuminated like red lightning. Faces on the trunk started to move faster, their mouths opened in screams. The black portal started to widen, a void of nothingness.

      He saw it then—a hulking shadow through the rift, and it was moving closer. A beast of nightmares. One he recognised. The body of charcoal lines and a darkness that flickered at the edges, constantly shifting. There was no forgetting the pure white, empty eyes.

      This was the riftwalker. It had been in Bledsbury Dungeon, had answered Hump when he’d wielded the black stone, and now it was here.

      “The tree!” Hump shouted over the storm of essence. “The spell’s a summoning. That’s the riftwalker that took Kassius away. The warlocks are trying to summon it here!”

      “Are you sure?” Celaine asked. “You never mentioned it being this big.”

      “This must be its true form.”

      Not that it mattered. Even in its old form, they were no match for it. The situation was bad already, but if this thing got through… He remembered the feeling of helplessness last time, when time seemed to have frozen, and Prince Kassius was dragged back through the rift. The way the world turned grey, as if all life and sound had been drained from the world. The dominating, all-encompassing power that Hump knew they would be defenceless against.

      Sheercliff would not survive it.

      Hump’s hand went to his dragon egg. A streak of warmth from it seeped into him and pushed back the overwhelming dark thoughts. He felt the small box in his pouch beside it—the phoenix feather.

      They only had one chance. This was no longer about being noble. This wasn’t about doing what was right. If Anthony’s summoning was successful, they would never leave the House of Stone alive. The riftwalker had been beyond powerful even in its previous form, and if it made it through now, he could imagine what would happen.

      Their only chance was to destroy the tree.

      The storm of essence died down as the rift consumed its power, the black void swimming with shimmering essence, continuing to expand. Hump let his Shield fall, conserving his strength.

      They continued forward, but dungeon essence erupted from the ground, wiry, capillary-like roots snaking out of the tiled floor, grasping at his boots, slowing him and his companions down. Thicker roots lashed at him, but Bud carved them back with his Frostfire blade. Others pierced the bodies of the dead, burying themselves deep in their flesh. Limbs cracked and twisted. Flesh splayed open as the roots burrowed deeper. The bodies contorted inhumanly, rising like puppets on a string.

      The fallen Temple Guard were sluggish at first, limbs struggling to fully support themselves. In places, roots tore through their flesh, steadying them. Their eyes shone with the tree’s red essence—it was in command now.

      Dylan advanced to Hump’s side, imbued with his Aspect of the Ape, staff whirling. One of the fallen Temple Guard threw itself at him. Celaine was a moving shadow on his right, plunging her dagger at any that came close, keeping them back. Emilia dashed ahead, rapier a blur of red.

      “Keep moving!” Dylan shouted. “We’ll keep them off you. Go!”

      Hump didn’t slow, trusting his companions to keep him alive. He was almost there, hardly a dozen paces between him and it. He weaved between the undead, arrows and blades forging him a path. He scrambled over bulging roots, blasting back any of the undead that barred his path, essence pulsing beneath his feet.

      And then he was there. The tree was before him, a towering monolith of dungeon essence. The black void. And the dungeon core above it.

      Red mist welled around him, climbing over his waist. It called to him, power at his fingertips.

      Take me! Wield me to destroy!

      For a moment, Hump was lost to its overwhelming intent. Not just the dungeon essence or the tree, but Anthony’s mighty formation. Just standing before it was enough to make Hump feel weak, his soul shuddering beneath such power.

      Hump ignored it. He pulled the box from his pouch, carrying it as if it were the most precious thing in the world. In a way, it was. This was their lifeline. Either it worked, or they died.

      Shouts and cries came from behind him. An explosion of essence shook the room, blue light flaring brightly.

      “Hump, watch out!” Bud called.

      Hump turned in time to see Abraxus send Dylan flying, the inquisitor storming straight toward him. Bud was on the floor fighting bindings of pure essence as the dead encroached on him. Emilia stood over him, fighting them off as Bud poured Frostfire into the binding.

      Hump tried to piece together what had happened. Corvin was in the main hall, lying on his back. The Knight of Ordana struggling to stand. He was bloodied, his armour dented, a stab wound in his side. One leg moved stiffly, a long slice down it, as he tried to right himself. Farther ahead of him, Hump spotted Patrick the rogue, his stomach caved in. Blood spilt from inside his black leather armour, pooling on the floor around him. Dead.

      Abraxus swept aside an arrow, then thrust his staff upward, essence pouring into all the scrap stone around them in strange, wispy streams. “Fabricate.”

      Rubble flew to him—all the stone that had been torn up in the fighting—building a wall that surrounded them, blocking the rest of the battle from sight.

      “It’s just me and you now, warlock,” Abraxus sneered.

      Fury built in Hump. Surely Abraxus could see that they were not his enemy.

      “It’s not too late,” Hump said, suppressing his rage. Disrupting Anthony’s spell was what mattered. “We can still destroy the tree. Just step down. Vivienne said you were an arsehole, but she trusted you. You don’t have to do this.”

      “I will not fall for your tricks!”

      Hump frowned. “What?”

      “You will pay for what you did. Murderer! Warlock! Traitor.” Abraxus raised his staff.

      Hump noticed the clouded look in Abraxus’ eyes. It was as if he could not see the Tree of Damnation or ruined city—he was solely focused on Hump. Something in Hump’s mind clicked.

      Inquisitor Eliana wielded mind magic. She could have been behind all of it. The goblin attack, the falsified report of his master’s wounds. She’d been friends with both Vivienne and his master at the academy—if anyone might know about the book, it would be her.

      And she’d had years to corrupt Abraxus’ mind and twist him to her will, rendering him an enemy.

      You know what you must do, a voice whispered to him—Lucile’s voice.

      Hump did. Abraxus had to be defeated, and fast. It filled him with anger, but it was the only way to combat such a powerful foe. He returned the phoenix feather box to his pouch, then pressed his back against the trunk of the tree, resting his palm against it. He let the power he’d craved for so long flow into him. It roared through his body, in his mind—power beyond anything he’d ever felt.

      And he would control it.
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      It took everything Hump had to keep the dungeon essence from boiling out of his body. Without a formation to infuse it with intent, it was down to his own mind and will. It fought against him like steam trapped in a container too small, stretching his channels to their fullest. A single gap and it would all explode out. One slip up, one moment of weakness, and its intent would overwhelm him. Hump wouldn’t let it. This was his power, and it would obey him.

      His eyes were fixed on Abraxus, the two of them trapped within the inquisitor’s fabricated wall, cutting off Hump’s view of the battle beyond. The world turned red within, illuminated by the dungeon essence that seeped from Hump.

      “It will do you no good,” Abraxus said. His mind was so far gone now, Hump couldn’t even guess what he was seeing. “Your corrupt powers cannot make up for hard-earned strength.”

      The pressure of the inquisitor’s soul descended on him. Chains flickered into existence, manifesting from his body with a black-iron glow. They flew toward Hump from all directions, manacles on the ends open like crab claws to latch onto him.

      Hump slammed his staff into the ground. “Shield.”

      Essence expanded into a sphere around him, stained red by the tree’s power. A net of channels formed within the barrier, crisscrossing in bright red lines. Essence leaked off it in thick streams, the power within Hump’s body too much for him to efficiently control. It didn’t matter. There was no shortage of essence to fuel it.

      The chains wrapped around the Shield and squeezed tightly, grating against its surface. It screeched as the barrier compressed, essence leaking faster. Even through it, Hump felt the same tightness in his core as before, pain coming with it. Ice welled in his core, expanding through his body, making him gasp.

      For a mere second, he was distracted. That was all it took for essence to burst from him, exploding from the back of his shoulder in a red streak. He fought to close the gap and threw even more essence into his Shield. Reinforcing it and pressing it back out.

      He barely managed to control his breathing. The chains went taut, creaking under the pressure until the links shattered into glimmering shards of essence that dissipated into the air.

      The weight of Abraxus’ essence vanished. Hump dropped his Shield, aiming his staff straight at the inquisitor. What came next wasn’t a spell, it was raw intent given manifest. He envisioned the inquisitor gone, and with the strength of a dungeon behind his will, that was all he needed. Essence exploded from his staff in a red and blue wave.

      Abraxus crossed his arms over his chest, gripping his staff as he braced himself. He roared and his Armour of Essence shone brighter. He embedded himself in place, moulding stone around his feet and calves, and latching onto the earth with bronze tendrils of light.

      Hump’s magic struck him, his entire body lost beneath the concentrated jet of power. As it faded, Abraxus remained in place. His shield magic had dissipated into tiny scraps of essence. Stone flaked from his skin, leaving bloodied flesh beneath. He breathed heavily, staring at Hump, fury in his eyes. Behind him, his fabricated wall collapsed.

      End him, came a whisper in Hump’s ear. Now is your chance to take revenge. Kill him!

      Hump shook his head. He wouldn’t do it. Abraxus wasn’t himself—someone had infected his mind. He’d just wanted to keep the inquisitor from stopping his mission to destroy the tree.

      A staff bashed through what remained of the wall, and Dylan appeared. His vines grappled Abraxus and dragged him away from Hump, pinning him to the ground.

      “Don’t kill him!” Hump blurted. “He’s been enthralled.”

      Dylan didn’t answer, whirling as one of the plant-puppeted dead came at him from the side.

      Hump leant heavily against his staff, suddenly out of breath. Expending so much essence exhausted him. He could already feel it in his fingers and toes. Icy cold crawled up his arms and legs, inching toward his core, all the while the dungeon’s chaotic power raged through him.

      “Destroy it, Hump!” Bud shouted. “There isn’t time.”

      Hump nodded, trying to appear confident. In truth, he felt slow, his mind sluggish. The intent of dungeon essence confusing his own. There was no alternative though. Rallying against his exhaustion, he reached for more of it, willing it to push back the cold of essence overuse. It was a risk with his control already waning and essence overuse setting in, but he had a job to do.

      His vision blurred at the sudden rush of essence. It tugged at his mind, a chaotic and destructive intent filling him. He fought to remember who he was and what he was doing. The world was completely red now, and something stirred inside him. A tendril of familiar essence wormed its way into his soul—the gorger trying to take advantage of his weakened state to distract him. Reinvigorating power flowed through him, making Hump want to burst.

      Deadly power washed over him, so hard and fast the rest of his mind was lost to it. All he felt was the deep, unending desire for death, and the dark, resonating thrum of Anthony’s voice. Even the red of the world faded, replaced by darkness. Hump felt as if he’d fallen through a pool. On the other side, he slowed down until he was floating. Anthony’s voice grew distant, a dull murmur where the words were impossible to make out. Hump was a ball of light, just as he’d been when he fought the gorger, but he wasn’t alone. Thousands upon thousands of lights surrounded him, some brighter than others, but all of them so full of life.

      A web of red connected everything, with large spheres of power at their cores. It was the trees. They were spread throughout Sheercliff, their power seeping into every avenue of the city, encompassing it all. Beyond it, he saw something else—a concentration of blue energy exploded against one side, breaking upon the web of essence but unable to pierce. The people he’d seen atop the warlock barrier. At the centre of it all was Anthony, his thirteen channels of essence like beacons that led back to him. His soul was dark and twisted, a hundred fragments pressed and merged into one.

      That’s when it dawned on Hump what the lights were. Souls surrounded him like glimmering snowfall in the night. His heart twisted at what Anthony was doing.

      It wasn’t just his death the warlock wanted; it was all of them. Every soul in Sheercliff.

      Summonings usually required sacrifice—the more powerful the being, the greater the price. It seemed the price of a riftwalker might just be all of Sheercliff. Thousands upon thousands of souls trapped within the warlock web of roots and trees, they would all die if Anthony succeeded.

      Hump gritted his teeth, anger burning through him and bringing him back to his senses, driving back the gorger’s influence. He was Hump, and he would stop this. He would burn down the Tree of Damnation and this web of evil power. He fixed that thought in his mind until the intent of both the gorger and the dungeon faded, and he was himself once more.

      There was a familiar vibration at his hip, and he pulled his spellbook from his belt. It practically leapt into his hand, the pages flying open, essence pouring from them.

      
        
        SPELLBOOK

        Planar Calling

      

      

      
        
        Conjuration | Formation | Tier 8

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Conjure a portal to another plane, linking the two locations together and granting access to the target of the spell.

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        y.424 – Nithrand – I record this spell on the day the city of Lastrogath was lost and Uvdar’s shrine was desecrated. The first seal is broken.

      

      

      The sight of the formation left Hump cold. It radiated evil, and as Hump read the notes left behind by his predecessor, he understood why. Lastrogath, the Heaven City, and the heart of the Fallen Lands. It was the former home of Uvdar, the fallen thirteenth god, and where the Hell Pit first opened to begin the destruction of Alveron. Somehow, it was all connected.

      Fear welled in Hump. The warlocks may have stolen something far more devastating from Osidium’s Shrine than he’d first realised. Perhaps it was the essence stone that Anthony now wielded, and now it was being used to summon a beast that would turn Sheercliff into the next Lastrogath.

      As Hump was frozen in fear, he felt a sliver of warmth enter his core, bringing him back from darker thoughts. He sensed the worry of his unhatched dragon, along with the hope it carried. Its touch was enough to clear Hump’s mind. Wallowing in fear and self-pity would accomplish nothing. He had to act. Success or failure, at least he would have tried to do something.

      He turned toward the rift, stared up at the riftwalker. Its eyes were on him now. And him alone. He felt like an ant before a god. He was back in that dark place, facing the shadowy being. Fear laced his heart, but also resolve. So many souls were at stake, not to mention all the lives that would be lost afterward.

      Hump wouldn’t let it claim them. He wouldn’t let Anthony succeed.

      He laid the spellbook on the ground, keeping it open on the formation for Planar Calling. Then he reached for the containment box holding the phoenix feather and unlocked it. Even unopened, heat radiated from within, yet Hump knew it wouldn’t harm him.

      Hump took a moment to steady himself for what he was about to do. He extended his right arm, fist tight around his staff. In his left, he clutched the box to his chest. As powerful as this formation over Sheercliff was, he was willing to bet Anthony hadn’t accounted for phoenix fire. The thought of that made Hump smile.

      He started with the riskiest element of his plan—the dungeon essence that rampaged through his body. If he let it control him, everything would fall to pieces. It had to be his. He cycled it through his channels, envisioning the river through his body, connecting everything in a constant stream. He added it to his own essence, one stream of power that would do his bidding. This was the power that could both create and claim life, and it was connected to the tree. He fixed that fact in his mind, along with the web of trees throughout Sheercliff, and Anthony’s formation, then focused on his spellbook.

      The dungeon essence within him caved to his intent. It flowed smoother, a part of him rather than simply borrowed strength. With the waves calmed, he drew upon the strength of his soul, calling upon his desire to protect the people of this city. It rose within him like a fire, and a dragon’s roar echoing through him. This was his power, and it was ready.

      There was only one thing left to do.

      Hump flicked the lid of the box open, revealing the phoenix feather. The feather was red along the shaft and barbs, while the tips radiated gold light. A divine heat washed over Hump, searingly hot, yet it didn’t burn him. Instead, it smothered him, surrounding him in golden essence so thick it was all he could see. He felt protected within it, as if it would shield him from the world beyond.

      Tentatively, he reached for it. All it took was a sliver of intent, and it rushed to him, pouring in down his throat, piercing his skin, and throwing his river into chaos. His body felt like it would tear apart as the three energies tore through him, filling him with both cold and heat at once. He could hardly bring together a coherent thought. The world was nothing to him now. Whatever he wanted would be his. All would bend to him and his will.

      Control it, he told himself, willing it to join his river and flow with his intent. The phoenix essence came willingly, the only intent it held was an eagerness to obey him. Light radiated from him in waves of gold, white, and red. It roared off him in a flaming aura, throwing back the rubble and debris close to him.

      He stood there at the base of the tree and faced the beast beyond the rift one last time. It gazed back with a smouldering anger.

      Let it watch.

      Hump turned his gaze once more to his spellbook. Every shred of his will was directed toward his single intention.

      He directed all of it to the formation before him. Power exploded from his core, spreading through his body. The book rose before him, floating up until it was suspended chest high. The formation filled with his three essences, the whole book shining like a beacon. Light glimmered in the heart of his staff’s focus, budding slowly at first before becoming so bright the entirety of the House of Stone was illuminated in his power.

      Hump spread his arms toward the tree. It all had to burn—the formation, the web of essence and trees, Anthony’s summoning ritual. All of it must be destroyed.

      “White Flame!” he roared, bringing to bear all the strength he had…

      And then he let it loose.
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      Hump knew something was different about this spell. This level of power wasn’t meant for a wizard—it was beyond him, and that was both thrilling and terrifying.

      The pages of his spellbook turned entirely golden, trails of essence spiralling off it and filling the air. Power surged on waves of essence, carried through the rivers of his body, taking with it all his warmth and strength. The runes on his staff erupted in a golden glow and Hump smelt burning. It shuddered through the wood of his staff, the entire thing fighting to break free of his hand. He threw aside the now empty box and gripped his staff with both hands, holding on with all his might. The light in the focus shone brighter, fire bubbling within the crystal.

      Hump heard a crack as the crystal focus broke, and then a shrieking jet of gold and white fire exploded forward in a wave of all-consuming heat. A phoenix cry echoed loud in Hump’s ears. The air roared as fire leapt, and the mists of the dungeon essence surrounding Hump burned like flammable gas, trailing back toward the tree.

      A red barrier appeared around the trunk, shimmering along its surface. It lasted mere moments before the gold ranked strength of the phoenix feather, disintegrating before the overwhelming flame. After that, there was nothing to hold Hump’s spell back. It broke against the tree’s trunk, engulfing it. Where it struck, an eruption of gold and white flames burst, spreading around it. Black smoke erupted, flecks of embers and red essence shining within it and rising into the air.

      Hump screamed as the cold of essence overuse pierced him, yet the heat of his own magic seared at his face and hands as it continued to pour from his staff. With all the strength he had, he turned his staff upward, directing the fire upward so that it trailed the trunk of the tree. The flames climbed fast and furious, avoiding only the rift. Hump’s sights were set above it, at the bright red heartstone that shone over the black rift. The pain worsened in his hands as heat bore into his skin, but Hump ignored it, aiming higher until his fires reached the very core of the Tree of Damnation.

      Into his fire, he threw his will, the image of the network of trees throughout the city fixed in his mind. Channels of essence that were all connected. Paths that his power could follow. With his intent given, Hump let his magic get to work, believing with every shred of will he had that it would work. Failure wasn’t even an option.

      His flame was sucked into the tree, disappearing beneath the surface of the trunk. The pulsing red essence turned gold and white, the light racing down the trunk and into the roots, disappearing below ground, following the flames, where it would spread. All would burn. Without the trees, even if Anthony’s spell completed, there would be nothing left to connect it to the souls of those in Sheercliff. Instead, the cleansing fire phoenix would be felt throughout the city, purifying it of the warlock corruption.

      Hump caught his spellbook as it started to lower to the ground, essence fading from its pages. He turned his gaze up toward the riftwalker beyond the rift, meeting its white-eyed stare. Fire burned gloriously around it, spreading throughout the canopy. The gold and white flame filled the sky like a second sun.

      Hump collapsed to his knees, gripping his staff just to remain upright, panting for breath. His staff fractured under his weight, splitting in two at the centre and sending Hump tumbling. He caught himself on his hands and knees and stared at the remains of his staff in shock. The crystal focus was cracked and faded, the wood burnt and splintered. Despite the situation, for a moment, he couldn’t help but grieve the loss of such an heirloom. Hundreds of years of shared history, destroyed by his own hands.

      Hump recoiled as he felt a touch on his soul, drawing his attention back to the present. His eyes went to the rift, marvelling in the flames.

      The tree’s strength dwindled. The dungeon essence in the air started to fade, and the channels of Anthony’s formation narrowed and blinked out. Slowly, the rift began to lose its power. Despite his exhaustion, Hump didn’t take his eyes from the riftwalker. He wanted to watch as its doorway closed, sealing it back inside whatever realm held it. Yet something kept it open—the rift small and weak, but still there. Through it, Hump could sense the riftwalker’s seething anger. He relished in it.

      Then Hump sensed a change. That beguiling other power from beyond the web of Anthony’s formation now set his hair on end. He turned away from the tree, searching for the source. Anthony must have noticed it too, as he returned his gaze upward, his eyes widening.

      A deep, booming crack shook the city. Not from below, but above. Hump looked to the sky where, through the smoke and flames, it was as if the heavens themselves had cracked—the warlock barrier was breaking without the essence of the trees to fuel it. Blue light shone radiantly beyond, pressing against it, boring deeper. All at once, the dome over the city shattered with a thunderous explosion, filling the darkening sky with glittering essence that burned brighter than stars.

      A blue light streaked toward them like a falling star, three figures carried within it. They were through the barrier, and they were coming.

      “To the rift!” Anthony roared, his voice booming, empowered by essence. “With me! With me!”

      It dawned on Hump that the warlocks were fleeing. Their spell was shattered. The dungeon essence that filled the city was draining away leaving them with only their own power to rely on. Now they wished to return to whatever realm it was they came from.

      The battle was won. Yet that meant little for Hump and his party. They were still at the heart of warlock territory, and he had just ruined their plans.

      The gorger’s slivering fragment was almost indistinguishable from the cold of essence overuse, but Hump was familiar with its probing touch, like ice filled with wrongness. He pushed it back. So long as he remained steadfast, it could do nothing to him.

      More pressing were the encroaching, and likely very angry, warlocks.

      Hump forced himself to his feet. The falling star was getting closer, magnificent against the twilight sky. Had a seventh circle Chosen come to their aid?

      Nearby, the rest of his party came to stand around him, other than Celaine who remained on the balcony above. The plant-puppeted dead had fallen and no longer moved, the tree’s magic gone from them.

      “I think it worked,” Emilia said excitedly. “The essence is clearing. The warlock formation is broken!”

      Hump struggled to share in her cheer. Anthony and his warlocks drew closer, racing for the House of Stone and still burning rift. Fire surrounded the black void, licking at its edges, slowly eating away at it.

      “We need to get out of here,” Dylan said.

      “Take cover!” Celaine screamed from above.

      Hump felt essence building outside, a surge of magic erupting from Anthony as he ripped a path straight through the ruins of the temple district, his warlocks close behind him. Essence spiralled around him in a torrent. Magic roared, shining thickly in the air, his warlock allies sending their own spells at them, clearing a path to the burning rift. Clearing a path to Hump and the others.

      Hump tried to bring a spell to bear, but he had nothing left. No essence. No strength. No staff. All he could do was gaze into the encroaching magic. They’d saved the city from the warlock spell, but the warlocks and monsters would end them now.

      He’d accepted his fate, when a vine gripped him around the waist. It dragged him backward, tossing him to the ground behind a part of the fallen roof. He followed it back to Dylan who had sheltered behind the Tree of Damnation. To the right of Hump, Bud and Emilia made it into one of the meeting halls, Abraxus still bound in vines near them, safe. He couldn’t see Celaine on the balcony now, though he took that to mean she was somewhere safer than him.

      The room shook. Explosions of essence rained in. Fire, earth, and howling winds tore through the hall. Hump hunched behind the rubble, shielding his head with his arms. It was as if the end of the world had come. He tried to summon up some shred of essence to form into a Shield, but all he felt was pain.

      There was a surge of essence, and Hump spotted Anthony rushing across the ruined buildings, blood erupting around him. He vanished for a blink, reappearing across the street.

      “To me!” Anthony roared. “To the rift! Retreat!”

      It was too late. The falling star struck the ground at the base of the steps outside the House of Stone, right in front of the warlocks. Blue light exploded from the point of impact. Rocks and stone sprayed into the air, a wind of essence adding to the growing howl. As the light faded, three figures emerged.

      They appeared relaxed standing before thirteen warlocks—warlocks that had brought all of Sheercliff to its knees. Two of them—a man and a woman—wore thick plate armour, every inch of it coated in sophisticated runes. Essence rose from them in vibrant streams of blue, remnant essence from whatever spell had brought them here. They donned white tabards with a three-eyed sigil as its crest. The same three eyes Hump had seen in the ancient temple beneath the waters of Fishers Lake, and the ruins of the Remnant Realm.

      But it was the man in the centre that drew Hump’s gaze most. He appeared middle-aged, had brown hair and a beard speckled with grey, and wore grey wizard robes. In his hand he carried an intricately wound wooden staff with a large focus crystal at its top. The staff was an inch into the ground, a web of cracks formed in the stone-slab floor around it. From it, blue essence kindled within like fire. He’d been the one to cast the spell that brought them to the city.

      These were not Chosen, they were wizards.

      “The seal is destroyed, Starick!” Anthony called, coming to a stop across the street from them. “You have failed. Stand aside.”

      Starick scowled in disgust. “I never thought highly of you. Your greed denigrated our cause.” He looked toward the ruined city. “I’m glad to be proven right.”

      Anthony smiled tightly. “You’re still as arrogant as ever, even as you stare out over your failure.”

      A dozen, gleaming red blades manifested at his side. His cold expression was gone now, replaced with a furious contortion of a human face. He was losing control in his rage and putting a piece of the twisted soul Hump had seen on display for all.

      Starick turned back to Anthony. “Look at yourself. Look at what you’ve become. You’ve lost yourself to your greed, yet you speak of my failure. You disgust me. Is this the freedom you’re looking for?” He held up his hands, encompassing the city. “Do you think you’ve set these people free?”

      “A price had to be paid,” Anthony said. “Events are already in motion, and you know you cannot stop them. The time for change has come.”

      “It is not today,” Starick said. “The Three Eyes are already on their way. We are but the first. You risk it all with your actions here, and now we shall hunt you for it. We will not let you pass back into Baelkor’s realm. Your ritual has failed. The attack is over.”

      Hump couldn’t tell if the man was friend, foe, or something else. The warlocks had all but destroyed Sheercliff, yet Starick wanted to keep them here. Hump glanced at the rift—the portal gripped open by the claws of the beast beyond. The bark around it was charred black. It was closing, but too slowly. Why was it so important to prevent the warlocks from escaping back through it?

      Hump comprehended little of what they spoke of, but that sigil… The Three Eyes had to be wizards—remnants of those that built the temples he’d seen before. And it seemed they knew of Anthony and whatever these seals were.

      “You think you can keep me from my master?” Anthony snarled.

      “I do,” the man said calmly, as if he wasn’t standing between thirteen warlocks and their escape, not to mention the rest of Anthony’s army.

      There was something about the tone of his voice that made Hump feel afraid. That was no simple threat, yet Anthony’s face seemed to relax. His fury turned to a smile—the same cold smile he’d worn throughout the day.

      “Yes, I suppose you will try.”

      Anthony swung his sword, a dozen ruby red blades sweeping through the air toward the three figures.

      Starick flicked his staff at the incoming blades, force emanating from it. Hump didn’t even sense his essence until it erupted with the force of a hurricane. Hump had never seen a Chosen or practitioner with power like that. He effortlessly parried Anthony’s attack, destroying his blades of blood, and sending the dissipated shards of essence scattering into the air.

      And then the fight was on. Starick flourished his staff overhead, stars glimmering in the air along the focus’ path. Glimmering shards of densely packed essence floated forward, and this time Anthony was forced to defend, a barrier of blood rising around him. The shards hammered against it, the force shaking the House of Stone, and burning through the bloodied wall. Anthony charged out of it in a blur, appearing through the smoke left behind like a wraith, his own sword gleaming red. Around him, the other warlock practitioners charged, and the ranged fighters launched their attacks.

      Starick’s companions joined the fray, stepping to either side of him, bastions against the incoming attacks. Magic flared so strongly Hump could only duck back behind the rubble. Above, the roof was crumbling as the fire burning the Tree of Damnation spread. A slab hit the ground beside him, and despite his exhaustion, Hump had to move.

      He searched for a place to take shelter, spotting the small offices along the back wall, behind where the reception desk had been. The fifteen-foot distance felt much farther with such powerful magic flying around, the residual essence alone enough to be painful against his skin. He raised the hood of his cloak and raced across the room. An explosion of pain hit his back side, but he didn’t slow, throwing himself inside the closest room. He pressed himself against the interior wall, breathing heavily.

      When he turned to inspect the damage, he winced, the pain too much for him to get a proper look. Touching the area, his hand came away clean—no blood at least. His battle robe must have taken the worst of the impact.

      He ducked his head, shrinking as another blast sent the whole hall shuddering. He felt naked without his staff. Worse, he was completely out of strength. Opening his pouch, he searched inside for the essence elixir from the Daston vault, taking the small vial out and uncorking it. He downed the vibrant blue liquid, and it trickled like warm honey down his throat. Gasping, he enjoyed the moment of reprieve from the cold of essence overuse. It wasn’t much, but at least he felt a little essence in his channels once more.

      He peaked out at the fight. Anthony attacked in a desperate frenzy, gaining ground but unable to enter the House of Stone. His frustration was becoming more and more clear. He seemed stronger than the rest of his warlocks combined—stronger than Starick even—but not strong enough to break through as quickly as the rift was closing.

      Hump searched for his party members, spotting Bud, Emilia, and Corvin to the far right, still in the small meeting room near the doors where they’d entered the main hall. Dylan was still stuck behind the tree, a web of vines and rubble wrapped around him in a protective layer. He still couldn’t see Celaine.

      Hump pulled himself back inside his small office, trying to calm his racing heart. He placed the empty vial of essence elixir aside and checked on his egg. It felt warm to the touch—far warmer than he’d ever felt it.

      “We’ll make it through this,” he whispered. He almost jumped as he felt a thump inside the shell. It had never done that before. “No. You’re not going to hatch here, are you?”

      Then Hump heard a tap in the room with him. His heart skipped a beat as he looked around, checking the floor and ceiling for any monsters they might have missed, searching the shadows in horror. He called what little essence he’d recovered, the cold searing inside him. He saw nothing. The small room was empty but for overturned tables and chairs. Yet he’d heard something.

      Just shrapnel, he told himself, though his gut told him otherwise. Gods, he wished he had some strength left, and his staff. His master wouldn’t believe he’d managed to break it in only a year after it had lasted for hundreds.

      Just as Hump felt himself calming, there was a stir in the air, like a breath against his face. So slight, it was almost unnoticeable. Then there was a shimmer before him, and he felt hands on either side of his face.

      “Shhh,” came a soft voice. “It’s okay. I’m here now.”

      “Eliana—” Hump managed to say, eyes widening at the sight of the inquisitor.

      Essence pierced his mind like daggers. He opened his mouth in a scream but heard nothing. Her power flooded into him, and suddenly, he was back in the dark dungeon of the gorger, the beast of his nightmares before him.
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      The gorger grinned at Hump with an ivory smile, its mouth dark and hollow at the back. It peered at him through pitted bronze eyes, and Hump sensed the twisted pleasure even on its alien face. This was what it’d been waiting for—a chance. Chains pulled Hump up by his wrists until he could stand only on the ends of his toes. Walls surrounded them on all sides, dully illuminated by a red glow.

      Once, Hump would have been terrified. This was his nightmare—the same nightmare he’d suffered for months since his time in the Remnant Realm ended. However, as he stared up at the gorger, he was surprised to find he wasn’t afraid. He knew the creature for what it was: a fragment of its former self. And this was all in Hump’s mind.

      Inquisitor Eliana had done something to him. He’d seen her, he was sure of it, and she had pushed him into this state of subconsciousness. Now he just had to figure out how to break her spell.

      “I told you there was no escaping me,” the gorger said, its voice like gravel. “You have exhausted yourself, and now you will be mine.”

      “No.” Hump met the gorger’s gaze calmly. “You are nothing but a ghost that haunts me. I faced you when you were whole. I’m not afraid of some parasite that cannot survive alone.”

      “You should be.” It stepped closer, resting a cold, stone hand against Hump’s chest. “You are correct, I am but a piece of what I once was. You will change that, Wizard.”

      “Straight to the point then. No Lucile this time?”

      The gorger’s form shifted, melting like wax. A moment later, Lucile was before him, though she looked nothing like the adventurer Hump rescued from the gorger’s den. She had a sick smile, and her eyes held the same emptiness as the gorger.

      “We are one and the same,” the gorger said in her voice. “I know every intricate detail of her mind, just as I will yours.”

      Its hand brushed down Hump’s chest, nails scratching at him just enough to hurt. Its power erupted, piercing Hump like shards of ice. Hump grunted, recoiling from the pain, swinging back on the clanking chains.

      “I will ravage your soul, and then I shall claim what is left of it as my own. Your flesh, your mind, and your soul—it shall all be mine.”

      Hump pushed back against it with his will, slowing the gorger’s invasion to a crawl. It was difficult. In his current state, he didn’t have any strength to spare. He was exhausted, and the essence elixir hadn’t done much but push back the worst of the cold of essence use. He tried to think of a way out. Last time he’d been trapped in his mind, he’d burned his way out using White Flame. Right now, he didn’t have the strength.

      There was one spark of warmth—the dragon imprint that lurked at the edge of his core. He could sense it stronger than ever now, along with the well of power contained within. The power of a dragon. He tried to reach for it and was stopped by a boundary he could not cross. Power leaked in from the other side, lending him its aid.

      The icy tendrils snaked deeper, and Hump fought not to scream against the pain. He pressed back with his will, calling upon whatever essence he had left and threw it into a barrier around his soul. The gorger continued onward, finding cracks and wedging itself into Hump’s core, slowly stirring him up. If he let it, his nightmare would turn him into its puppet.

      And then an idea sparked. If the gorger could pierce his barrier, then why not give it an easier path. He guided it in, luring it along cracks in his barrier, giving it a taste of his core but never letting it go further. The gorger followed eagerly, Lucile’s face morphing until it was part gorger, a half-human, half-monster grin plastered on its face. It didn’t take long for it to find that spark of warmth. When the dragon’s roar echoed through the darkness, Hump smirked up at it.

      The gorger had touched something it shouldn’t have. It reared back, the pressure on Hump’s chest relinquishing immediately. Glorious fear filled the gorger’s face.

      A wave of heat rushed through Hump before he could fully process it. The gorger’s den faded, and he was back in the void he was accustomed to. The place within himself where his soul and the essence of the world mixed. There, in the darkness, the dragon stared at him with shining purple eyes. Hump felt the same warmth in them that he’d felt each time she’d leant him her power in the past. All this time, he’d feared her imprint, but seeing her here now he knew Bud had been right. She’d helped him before, and she was helping him now.

      An image appeared in his mind—the egg safe beneath her curled body in the dungeon, radiating her love and desire to protect. Desire powerful enough that it created a dungeon.

      Hump held onto that image tightly, and thought of his own experiences with its egg, envisioning it along their journey, safe in his pouch, or the glimpse of it through the shell that Sir Isaac had given him back at the academy. The thoughts the baby dragon had shared, and its excitement at the things Hump had shown it.

      “I’ll take good care of your hatchling,” Hump said.

      Essence rose from the dragon, filling the void with a storm of power, encasing them. She held his gaze, freely offering him her power. All he needed to do was take it. He didn’t know what would happen to him. How much of him would change once he took this step toward being a warlock? Would he become like Anthony, twisted by the many souls he’d absorbed for power? Did it matter? There was no other way. More than that, he trusted she would not try to harm his soul.

      Hump reached for it, and the storm leapt toward him. His core jolted, and heat coursed through him. He was back in the gorger’s den, the creature before him in its half-Lucile form.

      “N-No,” the gorger stammered, stepping back from the power building around Hump.

      “You did this. You hardened my soul with your will. Strengthened it. Moulded it into something that would not bend.”

      Hump felt the dragon’s power rise, an aura of purple essence.

      “No!” the gorger shouted. The walls shook, and the red light flickered, its eyes flared brightly, essence shining beneath its skin. It pressed another hand to Hump’s chest, its intent a storm against Hump’s will, smashing at his barrier of will with furious hate and corruption. Yet it could not pierce it.

      Hump found himself smiling as the creature raged. Its attacks started to slow, and a mixture of confusion and fear appeared on its face—it could not break him.

      “This is my soul,” Hump said. “And none of this is real.”
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      Bud couldn’t take his eyes from the raging battle outside the House of Stone. He and Emilia were sheltered in one of the meeting rooms, a struggling Abraxus bound in vines on the floor.

      Adrenaline rushed through him as he watched Anthony and his warlocks face off against the newly arrived Starick and his two companions. The air was exhilarating. Magic lingered, spreading between them so powerfully that even Bud could sense something was strange.

      “What do we do?” one of the warlocks asked Anthony.

      “Kill them,” Anthony hissed. “Kill them so we can be gone from this place.”

      It was a female warlock to the far left that dashed in first, charging straight at Starick. Her speed was impressive, but nothing Celaine or Emilia couldn’t match. Yet for her, this was borrowed power. It showed on her face—contorted with whatever monstrous force it was the warlocks called upon, her human features skewed to look like something else. The woman stabbed at Starick with her spear, but the wizard simply raised his staff. She crumbled to the ground like a scrap of paper, collapsing in a heap with an echoing crunch. An invisible force pressed her down with such strength that it compressed the paved road in a circle around her.

      The air shimmered like stars. Bud’s breathing lessened, a fear in his chest that he wasn’t used to. He’d seen men and monsters die. He’d seen Sir Roderick unleash his power against a mass of undead, and Countess Daston carve a troll to pieces with her moon-booned blade, yet the utter speed and power on display here shocked him. The warlock had been nothing before this wizard’s might.

      “Wait!” Anthony roared. “Starick is mine. Keep the others off me.”

      “You are a fool if you think so,” Starick said. “You shall face the full Order of Three Eyes this day. We won’t let you leave this realm again.”

      This was beyond Bud’s understanding. He had never heard of such an order of powerful practitioners, and he was certain Hump would have mentioned them if he had. Right now, all he could gather was that this Order of the Three Eyes was on the same side as him. That would have to be enough. He glanced at the rift, the shadowy creature beyond holding it open with flickering claws, the black void shuddering as golden fire licked at its edge. It would not last much longer. It couldn’t.

      Anthony’s warlocks formed up, staying close to him. There was doubt in their eyes at the effortless death of their comrade. They did not want to fight, and that left Bud with some hope. Though, could Starick’s trio really face thirteen warlocks? Bud frowned, eyes going to the body of the spear-woman.

      Twelve warlocks, he corrected himself.

      Blood-mist filled the area outside the House of Stone and Bud’s stomach twisted. A terrible force erupted in the air as Starick levelled his staff at Anthony. The backlash alone scratched at Bud’s skin even through his armour. All throughout the House of Stone, the air glimmered.

      “Get back!” Emilia barked behind him. “Quickly.”

      He followed her, retreating farther into shelter, taking cover in the doorway of the meeting room. With the walls almost destroyed, it was all that stood between them and the battle, the half-fallen wall hardly obscuring the fight beyond.

      “What do we do?” Bud said, scanning the hall. Corvin was in the room next to theirs, alive, but he was in no state to run. Hump had disappeared into one of the rooms over near reception, while Dylan was sheltering on the other side of the Tree of Damnation. He had no clue where Celaine was.

      “Nothing.” Emilia grabbed him by the shoulder, pulling him back. “Stay in cover before something takes your head off.”

      Her warning wasn’t a second too soon.

      One moment Anthony stood a dozen paces in front of Starick, the next he was beside the wizard, his body reforming from the droplets of blood that filled the air, emerging from the mist like a demon. The woman to Starick’s left came to his aid in an instant, intercepting Anthony’s attack before it could land. Her blade caught his with a boom like thunder. Magic gleamed, and the woman was thrown through the air until she hit the steps of the House of Stone. She screamed, falling onto her hands as she struggled to climb back to her feet. It was a blow that would have left Bud unable to move.

      Starick’s other ally was slower. He moved to help the wizard, but the warlocks at Anthony’s back bombarded him with their own magic, forcing him on his heel and leaving Starick unguarded.

      Yet those few seconds were enough. Starick’s spell came to completion with a flare of light before his staff, condensing into a ball of energy. It shot forward as a deep purple beam, specks of white shining within like stars through the sky. Anthony caught it with the edge of his blade, and the beam erupted. Hundreds of stars exploded from the point of impact, spreading around the warlock.

      Starick slammed the butt of his staff against the ground with a roar, resonating with pure power, cracking both stone and the earth beneath. All at once, the star field around Anthony homed in on the warlock, flying at him from all directions. Explosions echoed through the hall.

      Bud could only make out violet flames, so bright, he had to hold up a hand to shield his eyes, peering out through gauntleted fingers. Within, he caught the shadow of movement.

      Anthony danced with blades. His floating swords were a whirlwind around him, slicing and carving at every star that sought him. Smoke and blood filled the air, growing thicker by the second.

      It was too fast for Bud to follow. He considered himself a skilled student of the sword, but this was something else that didn’t even seem possible. The excess power alone almost knocked Bud from his feet. He stumbled back, calling upon his blessing to coat him in Armour of Ice. It lessened the impact of flying rubble tinging off his armour and magic blasting against him. He grunted as a blow struck him in the stomach, knocking the breath from him. Recovering, he leant into the storm, desperate to remain on his feet, his sword ready for if any of the warlocks decided they were easy pickings.

      Anthony wielded every one of his blades with intention, directing them around him to intercept… everything. When the stars ceased, Anthony stood at their centre, face splattered with blood that was not his own, his clothes smoking but hardly damaged. He breathed deeply, and his eyes gleamed the same red as his swords.

      Despite the numbers advantage, the three practitioners held their own, though Anthony seemed confident enough to face them all at once. He fought with such vicious savagery, that much of the temple district that remained crumbled around him. Blood filled the air like mist. It formed and reformed, cutting at Starick and his practitioners. His ally warlocks were far from his strength, other than a woman Bud took to be his second.

      The pressure on Bud lessened, and he had a few seconds to catch his breath.

      “Are you alright?” Emilia shouted over the noise from where she sheltered behind him.

      “I can hold,” Bud said. “Have you seen Celaine?”

      “She’s somewhere on the upper balcony. She’ll be fine. I’m more worried about Dylan. He’s caught behind the tree and the fire is getting fiercer.”

      Bud searched and found the druid still sheltering behind the burning Tree of Damnation, consumed by Hump’s gold and white flames. Dylan used his vines to shield himself from the worst of the heat. He had a long, bloody wound in his leg, but knowing the druid’s healing abilities Bud wasn’t too worried. And then he realised Dylan was pointing at something. He followed his finger to the room at the back where Hump was hiding. His eyes widened as he saw magic at work in there, and… Eliana? What was Abraxus’ partner doing here?

      And then he spotted Hump amidst the magic. Power rose around him so fierce Bud hardly recognised him. His heart thundered. For the first time staring at his friend, he felt fear.
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      Hump’s body felt strong from the dragon’s power. He yanked his arms down and the chains that bound him broke, the ceiling crumbling where they were joined above, spreading to the surrounding walls. The gorger screamed as its body disintegrated before Hump’s essence, vanishing entirely.

      Hump was moving once more. One moment he was in a field, the next a city, the next by a campfire. There was a strange familiarity to these places, and a vague sense that these were his memories. They roared past with too much speed for him to fully comprehend. Even if he’d had the time, he wasn’t sure it would have come to him anyway. His mind was focused, yet not entirely his own.

      The world came back to him, and he was in the House of Stone once more. Power coursed through him, burning hot, and unable to be contained in his body. It filled the air with that same purple essence. His breathing was heavy, and his heart pounded in his ears. He searched around him in a fury as the situation came back to him, his eyes finding Eliana. Her illusion had failed. She was on the ground and scrambling back, her eyes fixed on him and terrified. In her hands she held his spellbook.

      Hump didn’t think. He stepped toward her, his footsteps heavy. Fury and strength raged within him. He felt like he could smash walls, break bones. Every muscle was strained to its peak, bulging as essence fuelled them.

      “That is mine!” His voice came out as a snarl.

      “You’re a warlock,” Eliana said. “You… what happened to you?”

      She wasn’t staring directly at Hump. Instead, her eyes looked above him, at the power that manifested around him. The domineering aura of a dragon that filled every fibre of Hump’s being.

      Hump stepped closer and Eliana’s breathing quickened.

      “Vivienne called you her friend,” Hump said. “She said you were a good person. Why do this?”

      Eliana let out a nervous laugh. “You have no idea what this is, do you?” Eliana hugged the spellbook to her chest. “How precious it truly is.”

      “I know it’s mine and that you can’t have it.”

      “It is the key to unlocking the magic of legends,” Eliana said. “The magic wielded by ancient wizards.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “My master told me,” she snarled defiantly. “It was his dream to restore practitioners to what they once were, instead of the weak wielders of scrap magic that we are now.”

      Something clicked in Hump’s mind. “He was the one that tried to kill my master and steal the book when he was at Elenvine Academy. The one that damaged his soul.”

      “He didn’t try to steal it. He offered Seth a place in our ranks, and Seth killed him. Murdered him in cold blood. Like that half-wit could have killed my master any other way.”

      A growl escaped Hump—feral and against his will. “Lies.”

      Fury filled him that this woman dared to speak ill of his master. That she dared to challenge him. His power welled in his chest, and he had to force himself to calm down and control it, resisting the tug of the dragon imprint. He needed answers.

      “It’s true!” she shouted, her voice panicked.

      “Who was he?” Hump asked. “How did he know about the book? Are you with the warlocks?”

      She shook her head, disgust in her eyes. “I’m no warlock.”

      “Yet you hunted down my master anyway. You killed him.”

      She didn’t answer, but Hump didn’t need an answer. He had all he needed from the look in her eyes. She was guilty, and for that, he’d kill her too. The thought alone made the power in his chest swell, urging him on, filling his body with its strength. He wanted to pounce and swipe, to wield his hands like talons.

      Suddenly, Eliana moved, reaching into a pocket and pulling out a vial—the warlock powder. Hump rushed forward, trying to stop her from breathing it in, only…

      “Burst,” she whispered.

      The cantrip shattered the glass and sent a cloud of powder into Hump’s face. He blinked and coughed, stumbling back as the powder poured down his throat and filled his lungs. His eyes bulged, essence building in his head, in his chest, everywhere.

      Pain lanced through him, and he fell back, hunching over and clutching at his chest with both hands. He couldn’t stop the flow of essence. It rushed inside him, rampaging along his channels, tearing at his soul until he feared it might fade away. He felt the cold, hard touch of the floor. He rolled around, screaming in agony. It didn’t end. Time seemed to slow as his suffering reached its peak. Every inch of himself felt as if it would tear itself apart.

      He felt the gorger’s cold touch within him, the dragon’s mighty roar, the residual essence of the dungeon, phoenix, the essence elixir, and the warlock powder. It all fought against each other. Each with its own intent. He couldn’t contain it.

      Eliana tried to run while he was distracted, but Hump followed her with his eyes. A dragon roared in his head, and Hump was upon her. He felt a thrill—he was a predator chasing prey. He slammed a fist into Eliana’s face and her nose crunched beneath it, sending her screaming back to the ground. Strength rushed through him. Essence filled him, overwhelming him with power.

      He stood, staring down at a beaten Eliana victoriously, filled with a sense of bliss and undeniable strength.

      Perhaps the warlocks were on to something after all.
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      Bud turned to Emilia, gritting his teeth. He could barely stand amidst the storm kicked up by the nearby battle, Emilia would be swept away.

      Bud shook his head. “Stay here. I’ll go.”

      “I can make it,” Emilia argued. “You don’t need to go alone.”

      Another part of the wall collapsed, sending bricks flying through the air. Bud raised an arm as shards of stone whipped at him, clinging off his armour.

      “It’s too dangerous,” he said. “If I get hit, at least I might survive.”

      “I’m faster. I can cross the distance before I get hit.”

      “No time to argue. Only one of us needs to take the risk, and I won’t let it be you. Stay with Abraxus.”

      He didn’t give her a chance to change his mind, stepping out into the hall.

      Bud struggled across the room, racing between points of cover. Power erupted from Inquisitor Eliana’s hand, showering over Hump. He collapsed to the floor, screaming in agony. Eliana tried to run, but Hump was upon her, his movements inhuman. He hammered her face with fist after fist. This was not strength he should have. Something was very wrong.

      Hump stood, shoulders slouched, arms hanging at his sides, head tilted back. There was blood on his face, and he was smiling. An eerie laughter escaped his lips, and Bud’s blood ran cold. His face was contorted just like the other warlocks.

      That powder—it had done something. Changed him. The power coming from Hump now was different. Black streams poured from him, and the sensation twisted Bud’s heart. He was not as attuned to magic as his companions, but even he could sense the dreadfulness in that concoction. It was like life burning up. This was not meant for mortal men to wield. There was a wrongness to it.

      A blast came from outside and something smashed into Bud’s lower back, sending him rolling across the ground. He groaned from the impact and forced his arms up to shield his head. Magic flew over him, sweeping up stones, carrying the heat of the raging flames engulfing the tree. Bud’s heart raced, yet as the destruction quietened and he glanced up, Anthony was already moving. The man’s face was even more twisted than before.

      He sprang into the air, a red streak rising and spinning. For a moment, it was as if he floated in the bloody mist, his red sword held overhead, gleaming with essence. Then he descended toward Starick. A shield spell of some sort formed around the wizard, and Anthony landed on it, knees first. There was a deep crack, and the shield shattered, essence exploding from the broken spell like a gale.

      Bud dove behind an uplifted section of the floor, sheltering behind a mess of roots and crumbled stone as essence exploded overhead.

      Gods help me, I can’t do a thing.

      He peered around his makeshift shelter, breathing quickly. One stray attack and that would be his end.

      Anthony was doing his best to get past the wizard, but Starick was always there with a spell to keep him back. The warlock’s attacks became more and more desperate, and soon Bud realised why. The portal was closing.

      The wizard’s staff whirled, catching his blade, knocking it back, but more blades formed in the blood around Anthony, all of them coming for Starick at once. Shields erupted around Starick, his staff whirling into a blur. Miniature stars tore through the blood, and giant stones formed of rubble forced Anthony back in a hail of rock.

      Starick’s companions fought valiantly at his sides—martial practitioners that kept the rest of the warlocks at bay. Distantly, Sir Roderick was nearing now, not yet visible, but his golden halo shone over the ruined buildings. Bud heard panicked shouts in the distance—warlocks with no way out. Anthony stared at the Tree of Damnation as the rift finally closed completely. Their escape was lost.

      “It is over,” Starick said. “Hand over the Seal of Osidium. Do not drag out this farce.”

      Anthony shook his head, face twisting. Fury overwhelming him as he stared at the now vanished portal. “Never! You have stalled me, Starick, but that is all you can do. This realm cannot hold me, and it cannot keep my master out!”

      A mist of blood swept out, and Starick shielded himself.

      Beyond it, Anthony stretched out a hand toward a nearby warlock, and a giant bloody hand burst forward. It grabbed the warlock, dragging him to Anthony, the hand merging with his own so that he held the warlock by the throat. The man’s eyes bulged with fear and Anthony suddenly released him. Using both hands like claws, he stuck them into the warlock’s chest. Anthony let loose a savage, ruthless roar and pulled his underling apart, splitting open his torso from neck to waist. The man’s eyes remained wide open. He tried to scream, but he couldn’t.

      Bud stared in horror as the man’s innards were exposed, his heart still beating, eyes still moving. So very much alive. Anthony held him there, suspended by blood magic. He clutched the man’s heart and crushed. The man’s body twisted, and a portal formed from his flesh, appearing like a vertical pool of blood that stood a little taller than a person.

      Starick lowered his staff, the same pressure he’d used to crush the first warlock descending. Anthony raised a hand and a wall of blood formed above him.

      “Go!” Anthony roared.

      The other warlocks had the same horror in their eyes as Bud, until the woman repeated the command.

      “You heard him. Through the portal!”

      They raced through, Sir Roderick appearing over the rubble behind them, fighting off monsters, undead, and the black warriors that barred his path.

      Anthony sneered at Starick. “You have bought yourself days. The end will come.”

      “The full force of the Three Eyes shall come for you,” Starick growled. “We will hunt you to the ends of this realm if we have to.”

      And then Anthony stepped through, gone from the battlefield. Gone from Sheercliff.

      The relief was washed from Bud as he realised something. If Roderick or Starick saw Hump, they would know him for what he was—a warlock.

      Bud understood that if Hump kept going, there would be no turning back. This power would either kill or change him. He had to be stopped, before someone else stopped him by force.

      Bud pushed back the sickness inside of him and whispered a prayer. “Kelisia, guide me.”

      She was with him. He could feel it as power flowed through him. He directed it to his legs, channelling Frostfire Surge. He flew forward on an arch of flame, trusting in Kelisia to keep him from harm.
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      Hump stood over Eliana relishing in his newfound power. He could sense the ensuing battle taking place behind him, and finally understood why Anthony went so far. Why Kassius had craved the dragon soul as he had. This… was bliss. He was indomitable. Fearless. Powerful.

      “Look at yourself,” Eliana said between gasps, her eyes fixed on Hump. “You are weak and corrupted by dark forces. You do not deserve the book!”

      Hump tilted his head, wondering in what twisted world she believed he cared for what she thought. The murderer of his master. The woman that had enthralled Abraxus who tried to have Hump arrested. She called him weak, yet it was she that lay beaten on the ground. Her ambush had failed, her magic had failed, and now he would claim what was his. And he would have his answers.

      Hump squatted, relishing in the fear in her bruised eyes. Her nose was bleeding heavily, staining her mouth and chin. He reached for her with one arm, and she flinched. Hump smiled, then plucked his spellbook from her clenched hands.

      “It is mine,” Hump said again, his voice strange even to his own ears, his throat tight and grating. “Mine!”

      He no longer tried to contain the welling power as he spoke, carried on his rage. It flowed from him freely, radiating from his body and descending on Eliana with a crushing force, pressing her harder into the ground. This essence was his, and it had only one intent: suppress.

      Behind him, explosions of essence stormed through the House of Stone, but Hump didn’t care. He had who he was looking for. The inquisitor whimpered, writhing on the floor as she tried to fight it. She called upon her own essence, but Hump destroyed it before it could fully form. She lost control of her essence and screamed as it blasted back at her.

      “How did you do it?” Hump asked. “How did you kill my master?”

      “It wasn’t me,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out.

      “Liar!”

      He gripped her by the throat, his fingers crushing. As he came into contact, a jolt ran through him. He sensed something—her core, her very soul. As suddenly as he realised it, an overwhelming craving came over him. The battling intents within him urged him to claim her essence as his own. To feast on her soul. She screamed as he reached for it, his essence exploding from his hand in streams of purple, bronze, and black.

      “Please,” she said. “I was there. But it was not I that carried out the order.”

      Hump loosened his grip, his desire to find his master’s killer stronger even than his craving for her soul. Eliana collapsed backward, breathing heavily.

      “Who?” Hump asked. “Who ordered his death? What is your cult’s name?”

      She shook her head. “They’ll kill you. You cannot face them.”

      Hump sneered at her arrogance. “You have no idea what I can do.”

      He gripped her by the ankle, black and red flame emerging around his hand, searing her leg. Her screams were dreadful. Deep down, Hump knew that, but strangely he relished in them. It was like music.

      “Who?” Hump screamed.

      “The Silver Circle!” she screamed.

      “I need a name!” Hump roared.

      “Kestrel Tarkan. Please, that’s all I know.”

      Hump released his magic, and her breathing steadied. A charred handprint marked her calf, her trousers burned below the knee.

      “They’re the leader of your cult?”

      “We are disciples of Ivish, and the rightful heirs of that book. We are no cult!”

      Hump studied her curiously as more details fell into place. If she knew of Ivish, the third owner of his spellbook, then perhaps there was some truth to what she was saying. But there were also details missing. The way Eliana had manipulated Abraxus into coming after Seth’s apprentice. The fact that she was alone now, despite having found the book this ‘order’ was supposedly after.

      “They’re not here, are they?” Hump said.

      Fear gleamed in her eyes and Hump knew he was right.

      “But why frame Vivi if you have no support?” Hump asked. “You claim you are not a warlock, but were you working for them? Is that why you killed the prisoners?”

      “You’re wrong. The Silver Circle will come for you.”

      Hump laughed. “You wanted the book for yourself, didn’t you?”

      “You do not even know what it is you hold!” Eliana snapped. “But I could teach you. Together, we could discover the secrets of the ancient world. We could unlock magic that even gods fear!”

      “I don’t need you for that.”

      Hump reached for her throat once more and she shook her head, staring at it, terrified. Then her eyes flickered to something behind him.

      Hump felt an icy wind enter the room. He whirled around, swiping at his new enemy. A fist caught his arm, its grip strong as iron. He felt that same jolt at his touch, his soul bright and stronger than Eliana’s.

      “It’s me, Hump,” a voice came. “It’s Bud. Please, you need to stop this. You’re not yourself.”

      Hump shook him off. Snarling, he swung again, furious that anyone would dare to stand before him. His fist struck an icy helmet. Ice exploded over his hand, coating it and sending a wave of pain through him.

      “Argh!” The knight half-fell from the force of Hump’s strike. He raised a gauntleted hand to his cheek. “Gods, Hump. It’s me!”

      Hump stared at him, recognition coming over him. Bud stood before him, coated in his Armour of Ice.

      Bud smiled at Hump through the gap at the centre of his helmet, a knight of steel and ice. “When did you get so damned strong?”

      Hump took a step back, wincing against a stabbing pain in his head. The power around him became a storm of discontent.

      What am I doing?

      Behind Bud, Emilia, Dylan, and Celaine approached. They looked into the room with a mixture of fear and awe on their faces, unable to keep their eyes from the essence that surrounded him, and from Eliana.

      Hump turned to the woman, who lay on the floor, beaten, burnt about the leg, her neck bruised from his grip. Tortured.

      What have I done?

      This wasn’t him. This wasn’t who he wanted to be. The hunger rose in him anew and Hump pushed it back. From somewhere deep within, he found the will he needed. His will. His intent. The very essence of his soul and life was burning up around him. It would burn out if he did not feed it.

      He screamed, the pain growing as his thoughts turned to resistance. He collapsed, thrashing on the floor. His skin felt like it was peeling off. He clawed at his throat, gasping for air, a searing heat roaring up inside him. His eyes were wide and full of essence, staining his vision.

      Behind him, he heard the hammering of a staff. It beat the ground, coming closer. He managed to look up and see the Three Eyed wizard, Starick, approaching.

      Bud stepped before him, his steel-plated boots filling Hump’s gaze. “What do you want?” the knight asked.

      To either side of him, the rest of Hump’s party formed up, ready for a fight.

      The wizard looked at them, then his eyes fell on Hump. “Is this boy the one that released the flames?”

      “My question first,” Bud said, hand going to his hilt. “What do you—”

      The pain exploded in Hump again, and he couldn’t follow the conversation. His insides were on fire. He forced himself to control his breathing, taking deep, slow breaths, controlling the pain.

      When it subsided, Starick’s hard gaze was on him. More specifically, he was looking at the spellbook that had fallen to the floor beside Hump. The man extended an arm toward it, and it flew to his hand. He flicked it open. “Interesting.”

      “Give that back!” Hump snarled.

      Starick snapped the book shut. “So you can still speak.” He looked at Bud. “If you want your friend to have a chance, I suggest you stand aside. He does not have long.”

      “You’ll help him?” Bud asked.

      Darkness shadowed the edge of Hump’s vision. He felt his previous strength failing, yet the storm of essence around him only grew. He clawed at the ground, nails scraping stone and tearing up dust.

      “A little. He did, after all, save this city. But the world does not need more warlocks. Either the boy master’s it now, or I kill him.”

      His tone was matter of fact, which only made the statement worse. And Hump knew the man had the strength to back it up. His head was already on the chopping block, yet still Bud came to his defence.

      “You will not lay—”

      The wizard extended a hand, freezing him in place. Strange, gurgled gasps escaped Bud.

      “Release him!” Celaine snapped. An arrow was on her bow immediately, Dylan’s vines sprouted around him, Emilia’s rapier gleamed with red essence.

      “None shall interfere,” Starick commanded, hammering his staff against the ground. The world responded, a wind blasting everyone back. “Fena, Torrin, if another person moves, remove them all.”

      The two armoured practitioners gave their affirmations. Hump’s party reluctantly returned to their feet, collecting their weapons. They watched the wizard cautiously as he stepped past Bud.

      Kneeling, he placed Hump’s spellbook beside him. Hump gritted his teeth, furious that he would dare touch it. At the way he loomed over him. The man placed the fingers of his empty left hand on Hump’s forehead, and a surge of warmth poured in.

      “Be at peace.”

      Hump let out a shaky breath, the pain diminishing, his anger receding. His muscles relaxed and the storm inside his channels settled, the burning of his soul slowing. For a moment, he felt like himself again.

      He looked up at Starick, utterly exhausted. This close, he could see the pale blue of his eyes. They were old—ancient even. When Hump had looked into Countess Daston’s eyes he saw wisdom, but in this man, he saw tiredness.

      “What do you want me to do?” Hump rasped.

      “You have more than one monster living in you, boy, and they want control. You either defeat them now, or I must put you down.”

      Hump detected no anger in his tone. This was a simple truth. Either he overcame the warlock side of himself, or he fell to it. He’d heard tales of the fate of many fallen wizards. Hump did not want to become one. He didn’t want to lose himself to his essence—to the rage he’d just experienced—and he certainly didn’t want to be executed by this wizard.

      “How?”

      “You already have the technique,” the man said. “A river, not a flood. Control the flow of power within you. You must be the master, or it shall consume you. They are yours, and now you must claim them.”

      He was speaking of the River and Waves technique.

      A river, not a flood, Hump reiterated in his mind, envisioning the many channels in his body, and the rampaging waves that threatened to tear them open. Essence continued to leak from him, piercing his channels in places, bursting out of his body. The dragon roared in his veins. The gorger’s icy tendrils delved deeper. He was being pulled apart, yet he was supposed to control this?

      He could sense them like leeches on his soul. It reminded him of Anthony’s core when he’d seen its essence form amongst the web of trees—a black mass of corrupted souls. The warlock had consumed so many, Hump couldn’t even recognise his soul as human. He would not be like that. He would not be a slave to other powers or lose his mind and humanity.

      Their power poured through him so fast it was only a matter of time before there were no channels left to contain them. His soul would be corrupted, twisted, and there would be no turning back.

      There was only one thing he could think to do. He breathed deeply and began to cycle his power, a little bit at a time. If he couldn’t control the entire flood, then he would start small. The waves fought against him, raging in all directions. Their intents fought him but with every shred of will he had, he forced them to conform. Bit by bit, he added essence to his cycle. The dragon imprint made it easier, coming to him willingly, aiding him with its strength. In contrast, Hump felt the gorger’s terrified scream as Hump siphoned its power, finally giving it a chance to experience the horror it had inflicted on others.

      The essence in the air responded as the cycle grew strong. The storm steadied, a flow forming in the room until essence spiralled around him in its multi-coloured pattern—the power of a dragon, gorger, phoenix, dungeon, and himself slowly integrating into one. He drew it into him, adding it to his channels. It started to feel like his own power, the intent of the essence weakening. The effect was exponential; the more he absorbed, the stronger his intent. And eventually, the tide flowed in a single direction. The waves ceased, and now there was simply a river of essence through his body.

      There was just one step left. Even if he controlled them, they were still imprints on his soul. It was only a matter of time before they corrupted each other.

      They are yours, and now you must claim them.

      The imprints had to go. The gorger had once forged his soul in its magic, now he would do so again. Either he would absorb their magic and rein it in with his intent, or he would lose himself to them.

      There was no point in thinking about it any further. The longer Hump mulled it over, the more time he had to convince himself he couldn’t do it. There was no room for doubt. This was life and death, and he didn’t plan to give up his soul easily. The fragments would be his, and he would be whole once more.

      He took the plunge. All it took was a thought. The river of power rushing through his body changed course, merging with his soul through a single channel. The essence moved eagerly, seeking any space to expand.

      Heat was the first thing Hump felt. It wasn’t unpleasant at first, but pressure was building. It tugged at him. The core of himself loosened, his own essence and will diluted by these foreign powers; the fabric of his soul frayed and distorted. If he gave it a chance, it would destroy him. This was the first part of his battle, and there was no turning back.

      Just keeping himself together took every shred of will he possessed. The cycle was the only thing on his mind. The energies drew on his soul, growing in strength. They bounced around within the walls of his souls, trying to breach. Trying to escape and flood back into the rest of his body. It was much like his training with Vivienne, only now, Hump was trying to compress the essences within him rather than project a barrier.

      Hump gritted his teeth, controlling the flow. Over and over, around and around, the single goal in his life was to maintain the cycles. Time faded from thought, there was only the magic. The need to keep the river moving and the waves steady. If he failed, he died, it was as simple as that.

      At times, Hump caught a glimpse of the entities within him. It was subtle, particularly for the dungeon and phoenix essences. They were so weak now, their intent almost lost amidst the power of the dragon and gorger. The gorger was more brutish. Its power gave up on trying to escape and instead delved deeper. Finally, it had access to Hump’s soul, and it seemed it was going to try and make use of it.

      Cold lanced through him. Alone, Hump would have had no chance, but the dragon did not fight him. Something about it had changed though. While it did not resist him, there was a wildness to it that wasn’t there before. Likely a result of the powder Eliana had dosed him with, twisting all the essences inside, activating everything to their fullest. Despite that, the pain subsided.

      They were his. He would not let them escape, and the cycles would not break. As hard as they fought him, their intents were fading, and he was taking over. The waves calmed to still waters, and his soul returned to some semblance of normality.

      Hump knew he was changing though. A human soul was not meant to contain the essence of other beings. To do so, it had to grow and reform into something strong enough to hold them.

      An image flashed in Hump’s mind—a sensation of warmth, safety, love, and goodbye. The dragon’s thought—her final thought. Hump felt an urge to hold on. Her intent slipped from his grasp, and then the storm was no more. The foreign essences were no more.

      There was only him. His essence expanded around him, the world pulsing with power in response, just waiting for him to call upon it. The essence of the world was so vivid, as if he could reach out and touch it. He could sense how easy it would be for him to claim it.

      He’d succeeded. Not just that, but instinctively Hump knew what he’d just accomplished. He hadn’t just changed his soul…

      He’d manifested it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            NINETY

          

          

      

    

    







            A DRAGON’S GAZE

          

        

      

    

    
      Winds of magic stormed through the hall, and Celaine’s heart was in her throat as she watched.

      Owalyn’s mercy, spare him. Please.

      Essence leaked from his body in sickly swirls, adding to the storm around him. It made her feel sick. Shivers ran across her skin as she glared at him. The idiot had gotten himself in a mess again.

      All at once, she felt bad even thinking it. Hump was deathly pale. Even at the best of times he was frail, but right now she feared he might just fade away. Not that looks were everything. She’d seen him smash Bud’s head, and it had been a good smash at that. Though that strength had clearly come at a price. Every bit of fat on his body was gone. He was a starved animal, his face gaunt, eyes sunken, hair thin, and skin pale. Even his bone structure was changed, his cheeks protruding while his brow and nose were scrunched together, contorted like the warlocks who’d fallen to their bestial side.

      It was a bad look. One that made her skin itch. Even his presence was different. Usually, she felt at ease around him. Except he wasn’t himself. His essence was in chaos, filled with other powers, each of them fighting.

      Behind him, Eliana moved. Celaine nocked an arrow in a heartbeat, startling the old wizard’s comrades, but she didn’t care.

      “Don’t you move,” Celaine growled. She was aiming at Eliana’s stomach. She’d heard what Eliana had said to Hump, and she wouldn’t give her a quick death for it.

      “I’ll hold her,” Dylan said, moving to her side, and Emilia going with him to assist.

      “Please,” Eliana whispered. “We’re friends, aren’t we? Let me go.”

      Dylan’s eyes were hard as he summoned vines around her, binding her arms and legs. “We could have been.”

      Strange as it all was, Celaine didn’t let it consume her attention. Eliana was dealt with, now onto the dragon in the room.

      Nobody else in the party could be trusted to pay attention to things when it mattered. They were all mud-headed. All distracted by what Hump was doing. So, she kept an eye on the wizard, Starick, at all times. He couldn’t be trusted. He was no Chosen of these southern gods, and he was too powerful to be a normal wizard. Most of all, he watched Hump with curious interest. This man would have no qualms about killing him, so she made sure the feeling was reciprocated. A wizard was a wizard after all, he’d die to an arrow just the same.

      All the attention was off her too though. She slipped to the side and picked up Hump’s pouch, shouldering it. She peeked inside—the egg was still there, undamaged, the scaley shell glowing golden between the cracks. A glimmer of excitement flared in her, but she didn’t let it show.

      She glared at Hump again. The egg will hatch soon, so that idiot had better make it through this!

      Slowly, the essence of the world started to calm. It was gentler on her skin, and the intense rage radiating from it faded. Instead, she started to sense Hump’s presence once again. Though it wasn’t alone. His presence built, cloaking him in a pale purple aura, barely visible, except that Celaine was looking for it. She could hardly believe it when she felt a dragon before her, somehow crammed into that small wizard body. There was no mistaking it. She’d grown up around dragons, but even she felt awed at the sight.

      “What’s happening?” Bud asked, a tinge of nervousness to his voice. “Starick! Please, what’s going on?”

      “Your friend has a dragon in him,” the wizard said with disbelief. “Few have ever mastered such a powerful intent, but it seems he has overcome it.”

      “Then what’s wrong with him?” Bud asked.

      “Nothing. It’s quite the opposite. His soul is manifesting.”

      Relief rushed through Celaine, along with excitement. Hump’s aura grew thicker, the purple light deeper. His intent poured from it—curious, kind-of-heart, protective, dominating. Streaks of white, bronze, and red flared within like flames. His face reverted back to its normal form, unmarked by whatever had caused the transformation.

      When Hump finally opened his eyes, there was a purple hue to them now, and the same flakes of essence glimmered inside. They reminded her of Vindari’s eyes before she’d died and risen again in Bledsbury. She liked that. It was nice to know that at least a little part of her had survived in him.

      As his eyes met hers, her soul shuddered. Fear, anticipation, tension, it passed through her at once. There was no resisting it, even for her. Human instinct took over, for that was the gaze of a dragon.
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      Hump stared at Starick, strangely confident. He wondered if that was an effect of his Soul Manifestation.

      There was a purple sheen to the world, and he felt stronger, faster, and more durable than ever, both physically and magically. As if all the essence of the world were his, and that it would bow to his will, obeying his every command. He noticed the nervousness in his party’s eyes as he looked over them, and realised he was projecting his soul, much as Vivienne had done during their training. He withdrew it, and it was as if everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

      Weakness came over Hump, his vision blurring as he wobbled to the side, catching himself on a hand. He was ice cold and ready to pass out. Yet he could still see the dragon’s final image. He tried to stand, and Bud hurried forward to help him up.

      “Easy there,” Bud said.

      “You’ve expended too much essence,” Dylan said. “You need rest, Hump.”

      Hump looked around for his pouch—for his egg—when Celaine came to his side.

      “Here.” She helped him to fit it over his shoulder. She leant down and picked up his spellbook. “You’ll need this too. It’s all there.”

      It shuddered when Hump touched it, essence shooting through him in a way it hadn’t done before. He supposed it considered Soul Manifestation significant, though he’d need to wait for some time alone to find out why.

      “Thank you,” Hump said, fitting it to his belt.

      Only then did he face Starick again. The man studied him curiously. His two companions stood beside him now, their eyes filled with doubt.

      “So,” Hump said. “I succeeded. I take it execution is off the table.”

      “Are you sure that was a dragon?” the woman beside him asked. “He doesn’t look like much. How can a boy that hasn’t even manifested his soul do such a thing?”

      “Could he still be a warlock?” Starick’s other companion asked.

      Starick shook his head. “He’s in the clear. This isn’t something he could hide. It’s not often I’m impressed, though it’s not often I see a young wizard burn down one of Baelkor’s trees and conquer the will of a dragon.”

      “I don’t intend to make a habit of it.”

      Starick smiled, and Hump got the sense of a warrior in his gaze. He wasn’t some scholarly wizard that hid away at an academy to study, he was a fighter, and perhaps the strongest one Hump had ever seen other than Anthony. Which begged the question, why had he never heard of him? And more importantly, how did he become so powerful?

      “Who are you?” Hump asked. “And who is Baelkor?”

      “I believe you’ve met Baelkor,” Starick answered. “He was the shadow beyond the rift. These trees are a part of his magic, and part of Anthony’s task was to summon him. You prevented that, and because of you, we could keep him from returning to Baelkor’s realm, at least for now.”

      “I’m glad it was worth the effort,” Hump said. “Will you catch him?”

      Starick shrugged. “Perhaps, but he is powerful. It won’t take him long to find a way to return to his master.”

      “You’ve still told us nothing about who he is,” Emilia said. “Does he lead the warlocks?”

      Hump glanced over his shoulder to see her standing over a bound Eliana. He stared at the woman on the ground for a few moments, his anger rising in him, but he was too tired to let it show.

      “He is much more than that,” Starick said. “He is the first servant of Uvdar, and a titan from an age best left forgotten.”

      Hump swallowed. He’d met the eyes of the Fallen God, Uvdar’s servant, while the rift into their world burned. That… was not something he was going to get over very quickly.

      “And what do you people do?” Bud asked. “Are you fighting him?”

      “No. We are keepers of history, and some things are best left in the past. Anthony betrayed that cause, which brought him here. He is stranded in our realm now, at least for a time, in a large part thanks to your friend here.” He nodded toward Hump. “My order will do what we can to pursue him.”

      Starick looked over his shoulder as voices reached them. Sir Roderick was climbing the steps to enter the building, a whole host of men and women with him. The Tree of Damnation blazed in the main hall, illuminating them in the evening dark. Even at a glance, Hump could see the tiredness of the army. They were bloodied and exhausted, and yet Roderick marched them closer as if the battle had not yet ended. His eyes set on Starick.

      “Our time here is up.” Starick looked back at Hump. “What is your name, Wizard?”

      “Humphrey Woodrow.”

      “Tend to that book well, Wizard Humphrey, for there is nothing else like it.”

      With that, he walked toward Sir Roderick and his army. Three practitioners against a host of Chosen. Amongst them, Hump spotted very few familiar faces. Sir Isaac of the academy was there, and a few other adventurers that he couldn’t remember the names of, but none of his friends.

      “Who of the Three Eyes am I speaking to?” Roderick asked.

      “Wizard Starick. And you are Sir Roderick, Destroyer of Blackwood. I’ve heard of you.”

      “Yet I have never heard of you,” Roderick said. “I believe you acted in support of Sheercliff today, and for that I thank you. But we need answers.”

      Starick held up a finger. “It is best we speak once all have arrived.”

      A look of confusion passed through the crowd, then a portal opened close to Sir Roderick. From it, Natalie stepped through, followed by Vivienne, Marcela, Len, and a half dozen other Chosen. Last was Countess Daston—she was carried through in the arms of one of her knights. She was alive, her wound seemingly healed though her armour was still caked in blood, only… it seemed she could not walk.

      Starick nodded his head toward her. “Lady Daston.”

      “It’s rare that even I do not know what is going on,” she said. “I take it you are the three that fell from the sky?”

      “Indeed, we are.”

      “What is your affiliation to the warlock, Anthony?” Roderick asked. “I have reports that you were familiar with each other.”

      “His full name is Anthony Lochhart,” Starick said. “He was a member of our order before he went rogue.”

      “And what interest does a rogue member of the Three Eyes have in our city?” Roderick growled.

      Starick turned to Countess Daston. “I believe your countess may have the answer to that.”

      She pressed her lips tightly together. There was no denial in her eyes.

      “He was here for Osidium’s Seal,” she declared. “And it was broken.”

      “Stolen, would be a more apt description,” Starick said. “It is the second seal to fall, but it will not be the last.”

      “Can we stop it?” she asked.

      “I am not at liberty to say,” Starick said.

      “You will answer her questions, Wizard,” Roderick said. “I do not wish to make an enemy of you, but our city is in ruins. Our people were murdered by the thousands, by one of your own order no less. Someone must answer for that.”

      “I truly hope they do,” Starick said. “But it shall not be this day.”

      Starick tapped his staff against the ground and essence flared. A formation activated around him, forming a twelve-pointed star. The three of them stood at the centre as blue essence streamed from it, rising around them in a mist, so thick only their outlines were visible.

      “The next great war is coming, Countess. I wish you luck in surviving it.”

      With that, the wizards were gone. All stared as the mist dissipated, revealing nothing but empty air where they had stood.

      “What does that mean?” Bud asked.

      Hump already knew. There was only one thing Starick’s warning could refer to.

      “The War of the Firmament,” Hump said. “A war where even gods died.”
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      The echo of Starick’s warning left a chill in Hump. He’d had enough of war, yet today’s battle was far from over. The crackle of flames still filled the House of Stone as the Tree of Damnation burned. The light glimmered in the fading mist of Starick’s spell, until nothing of the three practitioners remained. They were gone, just as Anthony and his warlocks were gone, yet the damage they wrought remained.

      In their wake, they left a city ravaged by monsters and magic. Distantly, Hump could make out the cries and screams of its citizens, filling the air with a symphony of despair.

      You’re alive though, Hump told himself. He looked over his party members. Bud was bleeding beneath his armour, his gambeson stained brown around his right shoulder. Celaine stood with a limp, Dylan was burned down his left arm, and Emilia had a deep purple bruise forming up her neck and on the side of her face. They’d been bashed around, but they were all whole. Hump supposed that was the best he could have asked for.

      He looked across the hall to Countess Daston, Sir Roderick, and the host of Chosen and adventurers that arrived. Silence hung over them like a cloud.

      Sir Roderick rushed forward, armoured feet hammering the ground. He swiped a hand through the fading mist and let out a furious shout.

      “Gods give me strength! The nerve of that cursed wizard. We’ll have him locked up for this, Justine, whoever he is.”

      “It is too late for that now,” Countess Daston said from the arms of her knight. “We will dwell on him later, we have a city to attend to. The day is won, now we must sweep the city free of all that plagues it, warlocks and monsters alike.”

      It didn’t feel won. Hump felt like he was a half-step from dead, and he considered that a good result. He watched Roderick as he took a deep breath, and a change came over him. He seemed to collect himself, his fury faded. Something else took its place as he turned back to his army. The light of Lady Light shone from him, a halo that illuminated all around them despite the darkening evening. In that light, Hump felt just a little of the tiredness leave him.

      “You heard the countess!” He raised his sceptre overhead, the metal end gleaming brightly. “The warlocks have fled, defeated and banished, back to wherever they came from. Now we must slay the monsters that still ravage our city, and then victory shall truly be ours.”

      A victorious cheer swelled from the crowd. One blew a war horn, and then more joined the noise, the sound booming through the hall. Across the city, more trumpeting could be heard from the Upper City, and then the Lower, until it boomed from all across Sheercliff. Despite his exhaustion, Hump felt a shiver run through him at that sound. While victory had come at a price, it was almost over. They’d saved Sheercliff.

      Sir Roderick shouted over the excited crowd, forming men and women into squads, and issuing orders. Hump spotted Jacob amongst them—the lightning wielding bronze ranker they’d met in Stonebark Forest. Roderick called upon the Chosen of Vesta, along with any others possessing the power of long-distance communication, Natalie amongst them. They would provide orders to the rest of the city and help to organise their counterattack. The crowd of defenders quickly reformed and moved out across the ruined temple district, a mass of Chosen and practitioners that would hunt down any monsters and warlocks that remained.

      “I almost want to join them, don’t you?” Bud said wistfully.

      Hump raised an eyebrow as he looked at his friend, trying to resist the urge to call him an idiot. “We’ve done the hard part. Let them pick up some of the slack.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Bud,” Celaine snapped.

      Hump snorted. He could always count on Celaine to be blunt. He leant against the wall of the small room, catching his breath. His eyes returned to Eliana, and once more he thought of killing her. Perhaps he’d succeed before someone stopped him. Yet she was their prisoner, and a valuable one at that. Countess Daston would want answers for all that had happened, and perhaps she might hold some.

      He looked back to the parting crowd and spotted Vivienne hurrying over to them. Her robes were torn, and a long line of blood ran down one leg. She caught Dylan in a hug and let out a deep sigh. It lasted only a moment before she pushed him back and glared at him angrily.

      “What in the name of the gods are you all doing here?” she snapped. She glanced at Eliana on the ground behind them. “Gods mercy, Eliana. Are you alright?”

      She tried to step toward her, but Dylan held her back.

      “What’s going on?” Vivienne asked.

      “Before you go over there you should know that she’d used mind magic to enthral Abraxus,” Hump said. “We can speak more on this privately, but the brief is that she was the one to assassinate the imprisoned warlocks, and she was after this.” Hump tapped his spellbook. “She knows how my master died.”

      Vivenne’s eyes widened. “Tell me everything.” Then she truly looked at Hump, concern filling her eyes. “You look awful. What happened to you?”

      Hump nodded toward the now approaching Countess Daston, carried over by her knight. “It will have to wait, Vivi, but I’m fine.”

      Around twenty people remained with her in the House of Stone, including Vivienne, Sir Roderick, Marcela, and Len amongst them. The others were a mix of fighters, nobles, and priests, a few of which Hump recognised from previous council meetings.

      Sir Roderick frowned as he recognised them. “You are Robert of Blackthorne, are you not? What are you doing here? I ordered you to protect Marcela.”

      Bud’s mouth fell open. “I—”

      “He was here on my instruction,” Marcela said. “It was I that disobeyed your order and forced them to come with me.”

      Anger came over Roderick once again. “Then why are they here?”

      “I suspect I can answer that,” Countess Daston said. “The Three Eyes arrived after the Tree of Damnation was set aflame.” Hump noticed the countess’ eyes settle on him. “Someone had to burn it down.”

      Vivienne turned to him. “Hump, what did you do?”

      “I set it ablaze,” Hump said.

      Roderick was awash with disbelief. “The wizard? Impossible! That was phoenix fire, Justine. I heard the cry of its power myself—such power could not have come from that boy.”

      “Yet it did,” Countess Daston said. “There was a feather in our treasury.”

      “I gave it to him,” Marcela said, smiling broadly. “Still, I can’t believe you actually succeeded.”

      “How?” Vivienne asked. “There were trees all over the city.”

      “They were all connected,” Hump said. “Anthony—the warlock behind all of this—was using them to create a giant formation to sacrifice the souls of Sheercliff and summon that thing from beyond the rift. Starick called him Baelkor.”

      One of the nearby priests gasped—an old man with a long flowing beard.

      “You’ve heard of him?” Roderick asked.

      “The first servant of Uvdar,” the man said. “These days, we know him as Uvdar’s Shadow.”

      “It couldn’t be,” another said. “Uvdar’s Shadow is said to be dead.”

      “You’ll need to take that up with Starick,” Hump said. “He was short on the details.”

      They burst into more questions, but Countess Daston brought them to a halt.

      “This can wait,” she said. “Focus on the present, and then we can figure out what all this means. We must see to the wounded and give Wizard Humphrey and his party a chance to rest. They are, after all, the heroes of Sheercliff.”

      “We could not do this alone,” Bud said. “Corvin and his party were the reason we made it this far.”

      “Where is Corvin?” Marcela asked.

      “I left him to guard Abraxus,” Emilia said.

      A bad feeling came over Hump. “You did what?”

      “What’s wrong?” Bud asked.

      Hump was already walking, stumbling to the end of the room.

      Vivienne caught him. “Slow down, Hump. You need rest. What’s wrong?”

      “Abraxus may have been enthralled, but I think he killed all of Corvin’s party.”

      “Shit,” Celaine said.

      “Where is he?” Roderick asked.

      “Emilia?” Bud pressed.

      Emilia was pale, a hand held over her mouth as she pointed. “I left him in that meeting room.”

      Roderick took a couple of his men with him and crossed the distance. A few moments later, they helped a limping Corvin from the room. The Knight of Ordana was battered and bloodied, but he was alive.

      “Inquisitor Abraxus?” Countess Daston asked.

      Roderick looked at her and shook his head. “Slain.”

      “Gods, I was such an idiot,” Emilia said. “I shouldn’t have left him.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Bud said. “You were trying to help us.”

      She just clenched her jaw furiously.

      Corvin looked at them with sad, hollow eyes. The sorrow in them brought Hump back to the reality of the situation. They’d won the battle, but there were no true winners in war. Sheercliff was devastated, and while buildings could be repaired, there was no bringing back the dead. His eyes went to the broken body of Patrick over by the doors toward the custodian hall.

      “Where’s the rest of his party?” Marcela asked. “Quickly!”

      “This way,” Dylan said, already moving.

      “Adira, go with them,” Countess Daston said. A woman beside her nodded—a cleric or priestess of some kind. The three of them rushed off to the hall on the right.

      Roderick and his men brought Corvin over to them. He sat on the ground, tears streaming down his cheeks.

      “Corvin, why?” Bud asked.

      “He killed them,” Corvin said.

      “He was enthralled!”

      Corvin shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. He still did it. They died at his hands.”

      “We were ambushed by Inquisitor Abraxus and Eliana,” Hump said. “Eliana had used mind magic to enthral Abraxus, and Corvin’s party worked to stall him while the rest of us went ahead for the tree.” Hump gestured toward the room behind him. “Eliana is in there.”

      She glared at Hump, and he held her gaze. A part of him wished he’d killed her while he had the chance, fearing what answers she might give. Would she speak of his spellbook? Would this Order of the Silver Circle she’d mentioned get word of him and seek him out? Perhaps they had already, though he didn’t think so. If he was correct, she’d come after him alone, which meant that at least for now his secret was safe.

      “Arrest her,” Roderick said. Two of his Chosen rushed into the room and pulled her from the ground.

      “He’s lying!” she screamed. “He’s a warlock! They’re traitors.”

      “Inquisitor Abraxus accused Hump of the same thing,” Countess Daston said. “He was already cleared.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know how, but he tricked the test. Test him again or use a full ritual. I promise you he’s lying. I saw it myself.”

      “Enough of this,” Countess Daston said. “Roderick, I am fine to attend matters here. See to the rest of the city.”

      Sir Roderick gave her a guilty look, his eyes hovering on her unmoving legs. “You should rest, my lady.”

      She shook her head. “I may not be able to walk, but I am healed. I can handle the situation here. The city needs a leader.”

      He hesitated, then nodded. “I shall do what I can.”

      He ordered his own party, and another dozen or so of the nearby Chosen to go with him.

      “What do we do now?” Hump asked.

      “For now, you should retire,” Countess Daston said. “You have done more than enough for the city today, and you look ready to collapse. I knew you had a role to play, Wizard Humphrey, but never did I dream it was so large. I’m pleased to see it was for our side.”

      Hump smiled weakly. “Please tell me that’s the end of it. I’m not sure I could handle another warlock invasion.”

      Countess Daston gave him a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I do not know what the future will bring for you, but at least for today, you are finished.”

      The doors to the right burst open and Marcela stood within them. “Kesha is alive!” she shouted. “She’s going to live.”

      Hump took in a deep breath, elated that one of Corvin’s party survived. He glanced at the Knight of Ordana, who was staring at her with wide eyes.

      “Come on, brother,” Bud said. “Let’s go see her.”

      Hump looked to Countess Daston.

      “Go,” she said. “We shall speak more when you have recovered. If you need lodgings, go to my estate.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said.

      She shook her head. “There is no need for thanks. Not from you. The city will never forget the debt it owes you this day.”
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            MESSAGE FROM THE GRAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hump made it to the side passage of the House of Stone before the cold of essence overuse caught up with him. This wasn’t just a chill. It was flesh burning, bone freezing agony. He collapsed, curling into a ball as pain tore through every inch of him.

      “Hump!” Celaine shouted.

      All he could do was groan. He’d experienced essence overuse before, but never like this. Not even after using White Flame in Stonebark Forest.

      “Dylan, we need you!” Bud called.

      Hump opened his eyes to glimpse the blurry druid racing over from the custodian hall nearby, passing two bodies along the way. He knelt beside Hump, his Nature’s Spring blessing already active, pouring the healing essence of Krioc into Hump, but even that could not push back the burning cold.

      “What’s going on?” Bud asked.

      “He’s used too much essence,” Dylan said.

      A warm hand pressed against his head and he gazed up at Emilia, who studied his face with worry. “Gods, this might be the worst case of essence overuse I’ve ever seen. We need to get him somewhere warm.”

      “Take him to our estate.” It was Marcela’s voice. “We’ll be alright here. I’ll take care of Corvin.”

      Bud stepped closer, armoured boots banging near Hump’s head. “I’ll carry him.”

      “Let me.” Dylan took Hump under his chest and easily hauled him onto his shoulder. “You’ve got too much armour on, and this way I can keep my blessings going.”

      Absently, Hump felt himself swaying as they moved, bumping along. A breeze caressed his face as they stepped outside, and he briefly opened his eyes. Light gleamed from the tower of Ordana, the priests of the temple illuminating the dark city as the fighting continued all around them.

      The journey passed in a blur. It started to rain at some point, but it was the cries of pain that momentarily brought Hump out of his stupor, only for him to realise they were his own. The world spun again, and Hump’s whole body tensed. The cold was too much. Desperate for an escape, he delved inward, cycling his essence through the icy river of his body.

      He did not sleep. He writhed in feverish darkness, his existence a constant agony, the River and Waves the only relief. Yet slowly, that agony faded to a throb, and then finally he could rest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Hump opened his eyes, he was in a bed that was far too large for any single person. Above him, the roof was eggshell white and lined with gold. Thick, heavy blankets buried him, and a raging fire cloaked the room in warmth. Large paintings of people he didn’t recognise filled the walls, and a lavish rug the floor.

      There were a few bleary moments of confusion as he tried to figure out what was going on, and then the memories of the battle returned to him. He was alone, and he must have made it to the Daston Estate after all.

      For a long time, he stared at the ceiling, too tired to do anything else. Even wrapped in blankets as he was, he was cold to the bone. It was inescapable. A burning itch beneath his skin. But as unpleasant as it was, it was a damn sight better than he’d been previously.

      He wondered how the others were doing, whether Kesha had made it, and what became of Corvin after killing Abraxus. Some time had surely passed, but whether that was a few hours or a few days, he could not tell. His mind went to Eliana, and what she may have already said about him. Or perhaps the battle was ongoing, and the streets were still filled with warlocks and monsters.

      Eventually, his curiosity won out. He couldn’t keep lying there.

      He let out a deep sigh, then tentatively, he stood and limped to a curtained window. He pulled back the thick red drapes and peered out into the night. It was nearing night before, so either he’d hardly slept, or he’d slept far too long. Judging by his condition, he was leaning toward the latter.

      There were no signs of an ongoing battle. The city was still illuminated by the tower of Ordana’s temple, shining its light upon the ruins. Smoke still filled the sky in places, but it wasn’t as bad as Hump remembered.

      He turned back to his room, wondering if he should leave and try to find someone who could explain the situation, or wait here and rest. Spotting his pouch and spellbook on the nightstand beside his bed, he remembered the shudder he’d felt after the battle. After he’d manifested his soul.

      Getting back beneath the covers, he took his dragon egg out first, marvelling at the light that shone between cracks in the scales. He ran a finger over them, a wave of emotion seeping out as the dragon became excited.

      “You’re glowing,” Hump said. “That’s new.”

      The dragon responded with happiness. It was far stronger than previous interactions. Hump wondered if that was because of his own growth or the dragon’s. Perhaps it was both. He placed the egg under the blankets with him and immediately felt warmer for it, then he took the spellbook and placed it in his lap.

      Even in his exhausted state, Hump could hardly hold back his anticipation. Vivienne had told him it was when his master manifested his soul that he started acting strange. He’d refused to discuss it, but she suspected he’d uncovered something too dangerous to speak of.

      That chat with her in the lighthouse of Fishers Lake felt so long ago to Hump. At the time, he’d been a warlock, still afraid of what the dragon imprint might have done to him. Now, he wasn’t quite sure what he was, but he wasn’t afraid. His soul was his own again. There was no imprint on him, no mark of the gorger, no foreign powers craving his core.

      He smiled at that. For the first time in ages, he felt calm inside. Whole.

      A glimmer seeped out from the pages of his spellbook, urging him to look inside. He opened it to swirling ink, and a familiar image took form on the page. Familiar, yet there was more to it now.

      The Book Of Infinite Pages:

      
        
        THE BOOK OF INFINITE PAGES

        Spirit Well

      

      

      
        
        Enhancement | Internal Essence | Tier 4 | Range: Self

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Perfect mastery of the River and Waves technique results in the creation of a Spirit Well. This technique is a method of essence control that condenses essence within the soul and expands the volume that the core can contain. By incorporating it into the River and Waves circulation method, it will provide enhanced benefits to focus, essence control, and reduction to the effects of essence overuse.

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        The River and Waves

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        y.402 – Nithrand – This technique is a testament to my master’s ingenuity and knowledge of essence, and demonstrates the power and potential magic has when wielded by those that possess the knowledge and discipline to fully harness it.

      

      

      As fascinating as the technique was, what struck Hump most was just how much his master had prepared him over the years. The old man’s teachings had at times confused him, particularly why he’d never mentioned what the spellbook truly was. Right now though, there was no doubt in his mind that the old man intended for the book to be his. All this time practicing the meditative technique had been building his foundation. The foundation upon which his Soul Manifestation was built on.

      It was uplifting to think about. He wished he could speak with his master and know what he’d been thinking. To go all those years with a wounded soul when he had all this knowledge at his fingertips must have been hard. Harder still to teach someone else how to wield it. More than anything, Hump just wanted to tell him thanks.

      He let out a sigh, turning his gaze on the drawing beneath the Spirit Well description. The lines of essence took the shape of the human body, showing the channels of essence that ran through the figure. They flowed from its core, identically to the page for River and Waves, but now there was a bright, gleaming light at the heart of it. The Spirit Well. An advanced form of River and Waves.

      If he understood the description correctly, this was only one step of many. He would need to experiment with the technique before he knew for sure, but it sounded like his Spirit Well was something that would continue to advance. Perhaps this was what his master was killed for—a technique that wizards could use to manifest their soul.

      Seemed unlikely. As of yet, Hump had encountered nobody that demonstrated the ability to read the book other than when he allowed it.

      Deep down, he wondered if it went a step further than that. The strength possessed by Starick and Anthony was far beyond any Rank 6 wizard. It was the first time he’d truly contemplated that revelation. There was no doubt about it, both of them must have broken through the barrier. That meant it was possible, and it made Hump wonder if perhaps this was a method to go beyond it too. A method to breach the seventh rank. He supposed he would find out eventually, or die somewhere along the way.

      He turned to the next page, the paper gleaming with blue essence, gathering along the edge faintly like an ethereal mist.

      
        
        THE BOOK OF INFINITE PAGES

        Compact Formations 2

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Spell formations can now directly be cast from this book up to Tier 3.

      

      

      Hump let out a breath. Tier 1 spells to Tier 3 was a big jump. He supposed that was due to his Soul Manifestation. It was a useful upgrade and would allow him to use the formations in his book to cast some of his most powerful spells. It seemed that as he advanced in his abilities as a wizard, the Compact Formations ability would develop too, enabling him to cast more complex spells with it. Combined with his increased soul strength, he wondered if it would be enough to make his lava magic viable in combat.

      Across from it, another entry took form. An entirely new one.

      
        
        THE BOOK OF INFINITE PAGES

        Spell Storage

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Prepare a spell in advance of its use by storing essence within the spell formation. This can be used for spells up to Tier 5 with a current limit of one spell.

      

      

      
        
        Notes

        y.254 – Nithrand – I always remember the day my master raised his hand to the sky and manifested a flaming stone the size of a city in moments.

      

      

      Nithrand’s note at the end left Hump in awe. The description alone sounded incredibly powerful, but he couldn’t imagine magic on that scale. He couldn’t even imagine how it might function. Anthony’s formation had encompassed much of Sheercliff, but it relied on a web of trees across the city and a huge amount of dungeon essence. This, however, relied only on the formation and essence stored within the book. Essence someone must have given it.

      The world was feeling so much larger. He’d witnessed a battle between a wizard and martial that should have been impossible, and now he was reading of a spell that seemed beyond anyone other than a god.

      Even the ability to cast a Tier 5 spell so quickly was invaluable, and superior even to a spellstone. Vivienne may have been correct in how the old man had got them out of the goblin ambush. If he’d stored a Tier 5 illusionary spell, it could have hidden their escape.

      He wondered how one’s own capabilities impacted the spell in question. Could he store the Magma Pit spell and wield it successfully, or would he run the risk of it backfiring on him even with the help of the book? He’d need to test it out, likely with some lower tier spells first, and perhaps only spells that didn’t come with a risk of setting him on fire.

      He flicked to the last of the glowing pages.

      
        
        THE BOOK OF INFINITE PAGES

        Soul Manifestation

      

      

      
        
        Description

        The first step for any practitioner, whether wizard or martial, is learning to manipulate the essence of the world with one’s will. Soul Manifestation is the act of imposing one’s being on the world itself, changing it, and bending it to one’s command.

      

      

      
        
        Effects

        Gain a dragon’s presence, instilling fear in any that look upon you, and granting you better control over spells and essence. While active, your stamina, speed, and strength, both magically and physically, are increased.

      

        

      
        Communicate with people you are familiar with through wolf dragon telepathy. Requires full manifestation and intense concentration with non-wolf dragon entities.

      

      

      He grinned at the sight of that. There was something special about seeing it inside the spellbook. It made it more real. He was a Rank 4 wizard, and reading through the effects of his Soul Manifestation, he felt like a powerful one at that. He’d experienced a part of that power after Eliana forced him to breathe in the warlock powder, but seeing it written out helped to quantify that feeling.

      The last point, however, was entirely new to him. Even basic telepathy was a rare and powerful ability. It sounded limited, at least in terms of communicating with other people, but he wondered if he could contact his party members from where he was. Before he could think on it further, however, another note appeared on the page beside it. Letters scrawling along from left to right, as if he were watching someone write it.

      As he read the first few words, Hump’s stomach twisted into a knot. His heart sank. His breathing quickened.

      
        
        My Dear Hump,

      

        

      
        I know my passing must have come as a great shock to you, but it was a fate I saw coming long ago. If you are reading this, you must have achieved Soul Manifestation. I wish I could have left something for you sooner, but this was the only way I could be sure it would not fall into the wrong hands. You have come so far since I found you with a hand in my pocket all those years ago. You have been my source of pride, and I have no doubt that you will turn into a fine wizard.

      

        

      
        By now, you will have discovered some of the functions of the Book of Infinite Pages. I wish I had the answers I know you must seek, but this was as far as I ever made it on the search for its secrets. What I have is a warning: the book is alive, and as it grows with you, those that hunt it can see it more clearly. You must learn to guard your soul well or they shall come for it.

      

        

      
        You possess a rare talent, and I have no doubt that you will master the mysteries contained in these pages. Trust in your abilities, trust in your judgement, and remember your shaping exercises (I know how much you hate them).

      

        

      
        Farewell, my dear boy. Live well.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Sethril

      

      

      Tears were running down Hump’s cheeks by the time he reached the end, dripping off his chin onto the blankets. He read the letter again, hearing the old man’s voice. He wondered what he would think of Hump now, and how far he’d come. He snorted. Knowing the old man, he’d get a smack over the head for being idiot enough to put himself in so much danger. Hump laughed at that.

      He wiped his eyes. It was stupid to be sad. This was a good thing—a final goodbye. The very thing he’d wanted. He took a deep breath and closed the Book of Infinite Pages.

      There was only one thing to do now that made sense. He needed answers, and he was famished. Slowly, he attempted to manifest his soul. The cold worsened slightly, but he was careful not to expend his essence. If anything, it was a pleasant sensation. The essence of the world rushed in, and he absorbed it, feeling warmer. He focused, envisioning Bud somewhere out in the city. His blond hair, unfairly handsome face, and annoyingly righteous personality. For a long time, he didn’t think it was working. Minutes passed, and he was nearing the point of giving up, when finally, he felt a spark of connection.

      “Bud of Blackthorne,” he said in his deepest voice. “You must go to Wizard Humphrey’s chambers at once. Bring food.”
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            THE WHITE FLAME

          

        

      

    

    
      “How are you feeling, Hump?” Emilia asked from the foot of his bed.

      It hadn’t taken long for his party to arrive, Vivienne with them. They were clean, out of their battle gear, and their wounds appeared healed for the most part. There was no escaping the exhaustion they carried. They looked as though they hadn’t slept in days.

      “Quite well, actually,” Hump said. “How long was I out for?”

      “One day,” Vivienne said. “I didn’t think you would be up for a while yet, not in the state you were in.”

      Hump frowned at that. “Only a day? That… No, I wouldn’t expect to be up by now either.”

      “It’s a miracle,” Bud said, coming to stand beside him. “The healers were not even sure you would survive.”

      “They were certain you wouldn’t keep any of your fingers,” Celaine added. She was sat by the window on one of the plump, velvety red chairs set around a small table.

      “They were black as charcoal by the time we reached the estate,” Dylan said. “You looked awful.”

      “I felt awful.” Hump idly studied his hands, though he saw no signs of frostbite now.

      “We’ve seen some bad cases of essence overuse in our family,” Emilia said. “It’s unavoidable when so many students pass through our halls. I’ve never seen essence overuse go that far though, nor anyone recover from it so quickly.”

      “Yeah,” Hump said. “It’s weird.”

      “It’s beyond weird,” Vivienne said. “Essence overuse isn’t something one can so swiftly recover from.”

      “We saw you change,” Dylan said. “Honestly, you looked like a warlock.”

      “I was one,” Hump said. “I think I almost lost myself entirely. The gorger remnant took advantage of my weakness after setting fire to the Tree of Damnation. I only lasted as long as I did because the dragon imprint helped me, but then Eliana made me breathe in that warlock powder. After that… everything’s a bit of a blur. I remember Starick telling me to claim the souls as my own, and I think that act forced me to grow strong enough to hold them.”

      “You punched Bud,” Celaine said. “That was quite impressive.”

      Hump winced, looking at the knight. “Sorry about that.”

      Bud grinned. “Like you could hit me hard enough to be a bother.”

      Hump snorted.

      “You said you were a warlock,” Emilia said. “Past tense. Are you saying you overcame it? Is that even possible?”

      “I absorbed the soul fragments imprinted on me,” Hump said. “They’re a part of me now, but their intent was wiped out by my own. Basically, I should be me again.”

      Bud laughed, clapping him on the back, and Hump fell forward, grunting from the force of it. “Now that is good news! Congratulations, my friend.”

      “That doesn’t explain the change you underwent,” Vivienne said. “Many wizards have manifested their soul, but I know of none that could recover this quickly.”

      “I have an idea about that.” He explained the powers he’d gained from his Soul Manifestation, and the advancement to the River and Waves technique. “It seems this Spirit Well has improved my recovery capabilities substantially.”

      From the look in Vivienne’s eyes, she’d just realised what it meant now that Hump had manifested his soul. He knew the question on her mind even before she asked it.

      “I don’t think that’s why Master Sethril was killed,” Hump said. “But I did receive some answers. He left a note for me that revealed itself, warning me that the book grows more powerful as I do, and that as it does, the people that hunt it are able to see it more clearly.”

      “So, the moment he manifested his soul and the spellbook advanced, it could have alerted anyone nearby to his presence.” Vivienne sighed. “But how is Eliana related to all of this?”

      “The wizard that vanished on the same night, what was his name?”

      Vivienne frowned. “Orlin Kith.”

      Hump nodded. “He was her master. She claims that he was killed in cold blood by Master Sethril, after offering him a place in a group known as the Silver Circle. Apparently, they are successors of one of the former owners of my book, and they want it back.”

      “Wizard Orlin was a Rank 6 wizard. There is no way Seth would have picked a fight with him by choice. I’ve not heard of the Silver Circle before, though before yesterday I’d not heard of the Three Eyes either. It seems there are many unknown yet powerful practitioners out there.”

      “Has Eliana said anything yet?” Hump asked.

      “Nothing,” Vivienne said. “Well, she’s said a lot, but only in regard to you being a warlock. The countess doesn’t believe a word she’s said.”

      “She told me the Silver Circle are the ones that killed my master. I don’t know the full details, but they somehow orchestrated the ambush. Eliana was with them, though she denies killing him.”

      “That bitch,” Vivienne spat and began pacing the room. “That rotten, conniving bitch! How did I not see this?”

      “It seems not even Abraxus saw it in time if she was able to enthral him,” Hump said.

      “They will know Hump is here now, then,” Emilia said. “They will come for you.”

      “Perhaps, though I think Eliana was working alone,” Hump explained. “She wanted the book for herself, so she worked with the warlocks. I think her plan was to keep Vivienne away from me so that she could take the book for herself. In theory, they don’t know about me yet.”

      “But they may have noticed you now,” Emilia said with a sigh. “They will be looking for you, along with gods only know who else. You cannot stay in Sheercliff.”

      Hump nodded and sat back. “I know. Seems like a shame though after we just saved the city and all. I kind of like it here.”

      “On the contrary, I think this may be the safest place for you,” Vivienne said. “With the Daston family’s protection, few could reach you.”

      Hump decided not to bring up that they’d already reached the countess. He didn’t want to think about all the people that were dead or injured. Not yet. Not until he had to.

      “I don’t want to stay locked inside a manor for the rest of my life, scared of my own shadow. I’m a hedge wizard. The road is my home.”

      “Then throw that book into the ocean and be rid of it,” Vivienne said. “Whatever secrets it holds are not worth dying for.”

      Hump thought on that. His master had held onto it for all these years, preparing him for when it would finally be his. He could not give that up. He’d seen the potential the spellbook offered.

      “I’d be a terrible wizard if I ran away from magical secrets,” Hump said. “Whatever the future holds for me, this is the path my master had in mind for me. I intend to stick to it.”

      A solemn silence came over them. Hump knew they’d been dodging around the topic of the battle, but he had to know.

      “How is everyone?” he asked finally. “What’s the situation in the city?”

      “The fighting has stopped for the most part,” Emilia said quietly. “There’s been a few monster attacks across the city today, and the warlocks are in hiding. The situation is not good though. Much of the city is in ruins, and thousands of lives have been lost.”

      “Varris and Nina didn’t make it,” Bud said. “Teff is in a bad state, but he’ll live. Len and Marcela are fine for the most part. Corvin… well, physically he’ll be alright, but I’m not sure he’ll ever fully recover.”

      “Kesha?” Hump asked.

      “She lost an arm, but the cleric was able to reattach it. She’s lost a lot of blood but is awake. There was no hope for Patrick, Krenton, or Emery.”

      Hump sighed. He felt terrible for Corvin and his party. They’d stayed behind to buy the rest of them time, and they’d paid the heaviest price for it.

      “I wish the list ended there,” Vivienne said. “Sir Ricard is dead, and Countess Daston has lost the use of her legs.”

      “On a brighter note, I saw Luna today,” Dylan said. “The academy courtyard has been turned into a medical station and she’s at work there. She asked after you.”

      “Good. I’m glad. What of your cousin and fellow knights?” Hump asked Bud.

      Bud shook his head, sadness coming over him. “They—” He choked back the words.

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “It is the price of war.” Bud let out a long sigh. “To think there was a time I aspired to be like a knight from the tales. There truly is no glamour to war. Still, I’m glad Arthur and I had a chance to speak. He died fighting in Kelisia’s honour. There are far worse ways to go.”

      At first, Hump thought that was ridiculous, but ignoring the part where he died for his god, Arthur died to protect Sheercliff and its people. That Hump could understand.
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      By the following day, Hump was doing much better. He’d slept reasonably, and he no longer felt a constant need to shiver. He hardly noticed the cold at all. One of the healers had been by in the morning to check on him and instructed him to remain in bed for another week even if he did feel better. There was no chance of that, however.

      Hump and his party were in the gardens having lunch when Marcela found them.

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked. She seemed tired, but there was a bounce to her step. Something had her riled up. “The healers told me you were on bed rest.”

      “I’m fine, Marcela,” Hump said. “He’s an old man that’s far too cautious.”

      “He’s been my family healer since before I was born. You should listen.”

      Hump scrunched his nose. “Just a short trip outside won’t hurt, will it?”

      “Well… it is good to see you up and about.”

      “And you.” Hump smiled. “How are you?”

      They talked briefly. He gave his condolences for her fallen party members, and she gave him a sad smile. It was a look Hump was growing used to. Mass funerals would be held over the following weeks, honouring the brave men and women that died defending the city. Apparently with her mother incapacitated, Marcela’s duties in the city had increased. She was the presence the people needed to show that the nobility of Sheercliff cared and that the gods were present. A fate Hump did not envy.

      “As much as I’d like to continue catching up with you,” she said, “I’m here on business.”

      “Tell me it’s good news,” Hump said.

      “Quite. My father sent word that he will arrive in Sheercliff tomorrow. He and my mother have requested the presence of you all tomorrow afternoon.” She handed him a letter. “The details are inside.”

      “Why has he chosen now to return?” Bud asked.

      “Neither he nor my mother would say, though I suspect it must have something to do with what that wizard said. Rumour has it King Henry is preparing to act.”

      She didn’t stay long, rushing off to her other duties. Hump wasn’t surprised to have received the letter. He was confident the summons would come, though he hadn’t considered that Count Daston might return. He’d grown used to Countess Daston leading the city alone.

      “I’d best be off too,” Dylan said. “I’ve volunteered to help the healers in the academy. If I see Luna, I’ll let her know you said hello.”

      Hump smiled. “Thanks.”

      The others also spent their time helping throughout the city. Emilia’s brother, Edmund, had lost many members of their house in the battle, so she and Celaine had gone to visit him in the Lower City. Bud on the other hand just didn’t seem capable of sitting still. He put himself to work wherever he could, helping with repairs and other labour that was required. With so much time to himself, Hump kept busy by practicing Spirit Well, enjoying the sensation of his recovering strength.
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      Dylan had done far more than simply passing on Hump’s greetings. He’d returned that evening with a letter from Luna. She’d invited him to meet her by the carriageway the next day, where the fissure through Sheercliff had left its mark. Dylan, in all his great wisdom, had already agreed for him.

      The following morning, Hump’s clothing had been confiscated for washing and repairs, so he was forced to pick his clothes from a selection left in his room, all of it far too soft and colourful. Still, one of the maids had told him it suited him. He supposed that counted for something.

      He was most of the way back to his usual strength, so he took an hour to explore the Upper City and take stock of the damage before meeting with Luna. Even walking through the ruined streets was difficult. People had lost their homes and family members, and with every turn of his head, there was a gut-wrenching reminder. The Tree of Damnation might no longer be burning, but it still stood high in the sky, a charred remnant of the days gone past.

      He crossed one of the temporary bridges erected across the chasm that now divided the Upper City. The city would never be the same again. The cliff was shattered; Osidium’s divine wonder forever scarred. Just one more sign of how little the gods cared.

      At its centre, he stared down through the fissure at the Lower City. The sky was clear and the sun out, making the smoke that still rose from the streets below all the more visible. It was faint now, but that was only because the fires had almost burned themselves out. The damage was done.

      There seemed to be no end to the wounded and dead, pulled from the ruins of buildings, or from the many smaller battlefields that had formed across the city. Temple Guard were everywhere, armed with as many warlock detection artifacts as possible in the hunt for any of the traitors that remained.

      “Good morning,” a familiar voice said.

      He turned to see Luna approaching from the other side of the bridge. Hump smiled at her. She was in her priestess attire, her robes dirtied and stained with blood. She looked fatigued, but her blue eyes gleamed in the morning sun.

      “Morning,” Hump said.

      “I hope you don’t mind me joining you.” She came to stand beside him. “I spotted you on my way here so thought I’d come over.”

      “Not at all. I was just on my way to the meeting point and became distracted. It’s good to see you.”

      She leaned on the guardrail of the bridge and peered down. “As horrible as it all is, it’s kind of inspiring, don’t you think?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look at them. People from all over the city are coming together to help rebuild and ensure everyone is fed. Chosen and practitioners are working together to repair homes and create new ones. Neighbouring cities are sending whatever supplies they can spare. It’s during the darkest times that the light of humanity truly shines.”

      Hump frowned at her. “That sounds like a quote from Lady Light.”

      Luna smiled sweetly. “Surely that’s to be expected of one of her Chosen? And it’s something I have seen time and time again on my travels.”

      “Can’t argue with that. It’s amazing how everyone comes together in times of need.” He’d seen it in Stonebark Forest too, and Fishers Lake. When troubles came, people stood beside each other. Unfortunately, it was often too late by that point. He wondered if this could have been prevented if the nobility of Sheercliff had worked together from the start.

      They spoke briefly of the battle. Luna mentioned that Miranda, her chaperone for their date, had perished. She and the other healers had done what they could to save lives on the battlefield, but many were lost in the process. And then they moved onto lighter topics. Eventually, there was a silence between them, and they stared tiredly down at the city below.

      Hump hadn’t discussed it with his party yet, but he’d already made up his mind. It was time for him to get back on the road. With the Silver Circle after him, it was only a matter of time before they discovered Eliana’s imprisonment, on top of what information she may yet leak about him. Before then, he needed to be gone, just as his master had disappeared. That was how he would survive.

      “I’m leaving Sheercliff,” Hump blurted out. “It will be another week or so I expect. I’m still recovering, but I’m leaving, and I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      Luna held his gaze, a mixture of emotions swirling in her eyes. “Where are you going?”

      “Wherever the road takes me. I just know that I can’t stay here.”

      She shuffled closer to him, until they were standing shoulder to shoulder, their arms propped on a stone balustrade that ran along the edge of the cliff. “You’re the one that burned down the tree, aren’t you?”

      Hump looked at her, baffled. “How did you know?”

      “There is rumour of a wizard that faced down a demon,” she said. “They called him the White Flame. I suspected he might be you.”

      Hump snorted. “That’s not a lot to go on.”

      “Well, they also said he was short.”

      Hump’s mouth dropped open and she laughed.

      “Not really. It just seemed like something you would do.”

      They were close now. Face to face. Hump felt himself go red as he stared into Luna’s eyes, noticing her cheeks were also flush.

      “I guess this means we won’t get our second date,” she said softly.

      “I suppose not. At least, not anytime soon.”

      Before he could react, she leant forward and pecked him on the lips. It lasted only a heartbeat, and was over far too quickly. She stepped back, her hair swaying in the gentle wind. “I do hope we meet again, my dragon slayer.”

      Hump watched her go, his mouth slightly agape. His first kiss, and his first kiss goodbye.

      “I hope so too,” he called after her, then cursed himself for using the ‘H’ word.

      That was just bad luck.
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      It was bittersweet watching Luna depart, yet Hump couldn’t help but smile. His stay in Sheercliff was relatively brief, but it was the longest he’d ever spent in one place. There was no denying that he’d come to like it.

      So much had happened, some terrible, though most had been full of experiences he’d always dreamed about. Hump had tasted the highlife, quite literally. He’d dined with nobles, trained in the pristine grounds of Chosen, and been part of something that mattered. Sure, there were plenty of pompous prats amongst them, and the way they stared down upon the Lower City over tea was a bit snobby—admittedly, it was a view to be admired.

      Yet it had to come to an end eventually.

      He returned to the Daston Estate where he met with his party and Vivienne for lunch, where they awaited their appointment with the count and countess. It wasn’t a long wait, and Hump was surprised to find he didn’t feel nervous. He’d faced down warlocks and stared into the eyes of Uvdar’s servant. Meeting some nobles just didn’t have the same impact it had in the past.

      “Good luck,” Vivienne said as they were leaving. “I’ll be out for most of the afternoon, but I’ll come find you later.”

      “Where are you going?” Dylan asked.

      “I’m going to have another discussion with Eliana,” Vivienne said. “This time, I intend to get some answers.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Hump asked.

      “She was my friend for a long time. Despite being mixed up in all this, I want to believe she’s still in there somewhere.”

      Hump found that hard to believe, but he wished her luck anyway.

      They were led to the same tearoom Hump had previously met Countess Daston in. He’d been impressed with the durability of the estate. Even the glass windows of this room were intact following the battle. Other than the damage to the grounds, the buildings themselves were untarnished. Whatever magic protected them, it was a marvel, and no doubt incredibly valuable.

      Countess Daston and Marcela sat together on the far side of a long table, with a man that Hump took to be the count. He was tall like his wife and daughter, though where they were lean, he was built like a mountain. Hump would put him in the category of knight at a guess, though his lessons with his master told him otherwise. Count Benedict Daston was a Chosen of Avaroth, the god of protection and homes. He fought with his fists, warding off enemies and their attacks with only his body for a weapon.

      The count pushed his chair back and approached them enthusiastically. “Good afternoon, all of you. Thank you so much for being here.” He extended a hand toward Hump first. “Wizard Humphrey, I cannot express how pleased I am to meet you. Truly.”

      Hump shook it. “And you, my lord.”

      “I’ve heard much of your feats in Sheercliff and understand I have much to thank you for. You’ve impressed me, lad. More than impressed me. Not only did you save my daughter’s life in Stonebark Forest, but you and your party also saved our city. I’m not sure I have ever been so indebted.”

      “I’m just glad I could help,” Hump said, trying his best to sound normal. “Countess Daston, I’m so sorry to hear about your injuries.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, Humphrey. It’s going to take some getting used to, but it’s a small price to pay compared to the fate of many others.”

      “She’s alive,” the count said. “That’s what matters… Right, please, all of you have a seat. You must join us.” He gestured toward the table. He greeted each of them by name, shaking their hands.

      The conversation was surprisingly casual after that. He asked them about themselves and their backgrounds, taking particular interest in Hump’s time as a hedge wizard and their adventure in Bledsbury. So much so, Hump felt strangely awkward.

      “Apologies for the interrogation,” Marcela said, side-eyeing her father. “He’s been looking forward to this all day. I’ve told him of our quest to Stonebark Forest.”

      “The dryad was truly an interesting case,” he said. “It’s rare that a dungeon corrupts such a powerful being. You did well to destroy it.”

      “What will happen to the dungeons now?” Bud asked.

      “It will take some time, but we will clear them,” Countess Daston said. “Initial reconnaissance has revealed that they are significantly weakened since the attack on Sheercliff. We believe the Trees of Damnation in the city were drawing their power from the dungeons in the region.”

      “I’ve returned with many of my own men,” the count continued. “We have many tough weeks ahead, but I believe the worst is behind us.”

      “For now, that is,” Countess Daston added. “The storm Sheercliff faced has passed, though new clouds linger in the distance.”

      “You believe Starick’s warning then?” Hump asked.

      She nodded. “Believe it, and I can sense them approaching, though it’s impossible for me to say how far off they are. All I know is that we have not seen the last of Anthony and his warlocks.”

      “What of Lord Ferrand?” Hump asked.

      “A bounty has been placed on his head throughout the kingdom,” Countess Daston said.

      “How could he betray us?” Bud asked. “How’s it even possible for a Chosen to fall to the warlocks yet keep his blessings?”

      “I believe he did what he thought was right in his own twisted way. Whether that will be enough, I do not know.”

      “And Randall? Was he involved too?” Dylan asked.

      “No,” Marcela said quickly. “Definitely not. He fought alongside me in the final battle. I saw the moment of his father’s betrayal on his face. Such anguish could not be faked.”

      “It would have been different if I’d been here sooner,” the count said, his jaw clenched. “Gods, what kind of man is not there to defend his own home. His own family!”

      Countess Daston gripped his hand and smiled at him. “It is not your fault.” She turned to the rest of them. “This information has not yet been made public, but Barrowhill Fortress was overrun.”

      Silence gripped them until Bud said, “Gods help us.”

      Hump picked at his thumbnail, a nervousness building in his stomach that he was growing used to. There truly was no end to the calamity.

      “What is that?” Celaine asked.

      “Barrowhill Fortress is Alveron’s first stronghold against the Fallen Lands,” Countess Daston said. “It is one of three that stand between it and the rest of the kingdom.”

      “The attack seems to have been in coordination with the one here in Sheercliff,” the count said. “Suffice it to say, all forces were required to remain until the situation stabilised.”

      “What of the other strongholds?” Bud asked.

      “They are well-manned and in good standing. For now, at least, they will hold. The details surrounding the situation are not yet fully understood, but the king has ordered all Chosen to return to their holds. There will be a general call-to-arms.”

      “We’re to be sent to the Fallen Lands?” Dylan asked.

      His voice was steady, though Hump knew what the druid was thinking. It was the same thing as the rest of them. The Fallen Lands was a place even the most experienced adventurers perished. A place Chosen feared, and where not even the gods had managed to reclaim.

      “It is likely,” Countess Daston said. “Though there are many roles the Chosen must play. You could be defending one of the strongholds, or you could be patrolling regions for monsters.”

      “I see,” Dylan said.

      “This leads onto the next matter I wish to speak to you all on,” Count Daston said. “I would like to offer your party a permanent place in our service. That would of course include a full salary and armaments. You would be well taken care of, I assure you.”

      His expression was eager, but Hump couldn’t help feel apprehensive at the offer. In fact, the whole thing left a bad taste in his mouth. While they’d grown stronger, they would be nothing but fodder in the Fallen Lands.

      “That’s a generous offer,” Hump said. “May we have some time to discuss this. It’s not a decision we can make lightly.”

      The count hid his disappointment well, though Hump noticed a slight shift in his demeanour. “Of course. Take as long as you need. You are under no pressure, I assure you.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said.

      “It is a most generous offer,” Bud said. “Your prestigious reputation proceeds you, Count Daston. I’ve heard many good things.”

      At that, the count’s smile returned. “I shall leave the matter in your hands. For now, I believe my wife has some things for you.”

      “A few gifts I hope you will accept,” she said. “The debt Sheercliff owes you is incalculable, and this is merely a way in showing our gratitude. I took great care in choosing items I think you will find useful, and each has a card to explain their functions.”

      She opened a large strongbox beside her seat, and lifted out a perfectly silver buckler, placing it on the table.

      “For Emilia, I have the Thunderclap Buckler.”

      The rounded centre was enchanted with a single large rune, and six small, circular formations surrounded it. She slid it over the table toward Emilia, who ran her hand over its surface.

      “It’s truly stunning,” Emilia said. “My deepest thanks, my lady. I shall be sure to let my father know of your generosity.”

      “Generosity has nothing to do with it. Please pass on my thanks to your brother. I know many lives were saved due to the efforts of he and his men.”

      Emilia bowed her head. “I shall let him know.”

      Next, she took out a small wooden box. “Dylan, I have a piece of my own for you.” She removed a small, white stone set in a silver broach. It glittered between her fingers, white light gleaming within. “This is a Moon Catcher. The stone was mined from Sheercliff, and through the work of my own blessings and a little help from Sir Isaac of the academy, it has the power to absorb the essence of the moon. It will illuminate even the darkest of places and be a store of strength for you in your time of need. Its power is replenished in moonlight and can be a source of nature for you wherever you are.”

      Dylan took it, holding it up to admire. “It’s beautiful.” He pinned the broach to his chest piece. “I shall treasure it.”

      She smiled and moved on to Celaine. “I had some difficulty choosing for you, Celaine. I sense great power from your bow, your cloak is well made, and your dagger is quite intriguing to say the least. There was only one item of silver tier quality that I thought might interest you.” She took out a belt and placed it on the table. It was studded with essence stones, though other than that nothing stood out to Hump to give him a sense of what it was. “This is a Belt of Storage. Each stone can store an item and needs only a thought to be withdrawn. I hope it serves you well.”

      Celaine took the belt, running her hand along the fine leather and laying it out over the table. “My thanks, Countess Daston.”

      It was Hump’s first time seeing a silver tier Belt of Storage. Even the bronze ones were worth a fortune and incredibly difficult to make, the enchantments requiring expertise in both space and dimensional magic.

      Countess Daston smiled brightly when her eyes fell on Bud. “I see so much of Rochelle in you, Robert. You are a giant of a man, but you have her smile and her golden locks.”

      Hump smirked as Bud’s face reddened.

      “To you, I give the Singing Sheath, to keep your blade razor sharp and unbreaking.” The sheath was blue, with pale icy details embroidered on the leather that glimmered like crystal. “Few things will be able to resist the sharpness of your blade, and its edge shall never dull.”

      Bud took it and bowed his head. “Thank you, Justine.”

      “Whether you join our service or not, you must stay in touch,” she said.

      Her gaze finally fell on Hump. “I bring you three gifts this time, Wizard Humphrey.” She took out a gold card and placed it on the table. Words were etched on its surface. “First, this card will grant you access to our private library. You are free to peruse our selection of spellbooks as much as you like, along with anything else that may catch your interest.”

      Hump stared at the card, processing what she’d just said. Then he looked up at her. “What, all of it?”

      She nodded, her smile widening. “And that’s just the first of three.”

      “This one was my idea,” Marcela said, giving him a wink.

      Before he could answer, Countess Daston placed a key on the table.

      Hump tilted his head, unable to imagine what sort of power a simple key would hold. “What’s this for?”

      “You may be a hedge wizard, but I would like to see to it that you are never without a home again. This is a key to your manor.”

      Hump blinked. “Manor?”

      “I’ll have Marcela show it to you later. It’s a beautiful home, and largely undamaged from the battle. I will ensure the repairs are taken care of once we have resources to spare, but I believe you will be quite satisfied already.”

      Hump didn’t know what to say. Even many nobles couldn’t afford a house in the Upper City, let alone a manor. For him to have this… It wasn’t exactly a castle, but he’d take it. “Thank you, Countess. It’s truly a dream come true.”

      “I’m glad you like it. Finally, we come to the matter of your staff. Vivienne tells me it was broken, and the focus shattered. So, to you, Wizard Humphrey, I give this.”

      She placed a staff of dark grey wood on the table, with a clear heartstone for its focus. No, not just a heartstone.

      “That’s the core of the Tree of Damnation,” Hump said.

      “It is. Functionally, it’s an essence stone, and a powerful one at that. It will make for an excellent focus. The staff itself is made of Etherash, enchanted by Sir Isaac himself. He has graded it a gold tier artifact. I hope it serves you well.”

      Hump didn’t dare guess at its value. He was nervous even to hold it. “My lady, this is… this is all too much.”

      “Nonsense. The core of the tree was yours to claim already and is the true prize of the artifact. Sir Isaac was more than happy to help with its creation. It’s a staff fit for the White Flame.” She smirked as she said the title. “I am sure your name shall spread far. If there is ever anything else, anything at all, you must seek me out.”

      Once more Hump was lost for words, until a little of his street urchin side snuck up on him. He hesitated—even for him it felt wrong to ask—but it was something he was very curious about.

      “There is one thing, if I’m not being too presumptuous.”

      “Name it,” she said.

      “When I was in your vault, I saw what looked to be an enchanting set.”

      She rubbed her chin. “I believe I know the item you’re referring to. It’s been unused since before even I was born, so I would be glad to find a home for it.”

      “I didn’t know you were an enchanter too,” the count said.

      Hump shook his head. “Not yet, but I’m practicing.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Countess Daston said. “I shall have it sent to you. Now, unless there’s anything else you’d like to discuss, Marcela, do you want to show him to his new home?”

      Marcela grinned. “I’d love to.”

      They said their goodbyes and stepped into the hallway.

      “I can’t believe you got a house,” Celaine hissed in his ear.

      Hump smiled tightly, unable to hide his excitement. She rolled her eyes.

      “That much I can believe,” Bud said. “The fact he had the nerve to ask for another item after that though, now that was shocking.”

      “You better watch yourself,” Hump said. “If you’re not nice to me I won’t let you stay in it.”

      They all laughed at that.
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      “What do you think?” Marcela asked.

      Hump honestly didn’t know what to think. The manor was along the south side of the cliff, facing away from the city. It was a quiet, relaxing spot, with a garden that had a clear view of the lands below. The house itself was large for a property in the Upper City, the walls made of white stone and intricately patterned, it came with its own gate, and fancy designs engraved in the bricks to give it that rich flare. It was the kind of place Hump had always viewed as entirely out of reach, yet this right here was supposedly his. There was some damage here and there. One of the left walls had crumbled from an impact, and the front garden was muddied and ruined, but other than that it was perfect.

      “It’s big,” Hump said. “It’s… giant.”

      She snorted. “You like it then?”

      “I can hardly believe it’s mine, even seeing it in front of me.”

      She held out the key for him, and he gladly accepted it.

      “You’re a wealthy man now, Hump. Why don’t you get settled and I’ll come by to speak with you again soon. Give you all a chance to discuss my father’s offer.”

      “Thank you, Marcela,” Hump said. “And for the library access too.”

      She smiled at him and waved, heading back out onto the streets.

      Hump led the way through the gate and up to the front door. The key turned with a satisfying click, and he stepped inside. It opened into a hallway with a staircase ahead of him. To the right was what looked to be a dining hall, and to the left, the living quarters. He headed into the left room first.

      Setting his dragon egg pouch on a table near the door, he gazed around. His party explored the house together. It was three stories tall, with five bedrooms, and more space than Hump ever expected to have in a home he owned. Let alone one with such a prestigious location. Having had their fill, they returned to the living room and settled down.

      There was one more thing he was even more excited about. He’d read the card Countess Daston provided regarding his staff, but he wanted to see the details in his book. He almost felt guilty for it. While the pieces of his staff had been recovered, it was undeniably broken. There was no repairing it. He’d lost his heirloom staff, though he was sure his predecessors would not fault him.

      He studied the runes of the new staff, running his hand along the shaft, marvelling at the glossy finish and perfect characters. It was created by a Chosen of Loften, which meant they weren’t runes he was familiar with. That wouldn’t limit their effectiveness though. Each etching was perfectly made, the focus clear and glimmering. When his spellbook shook, he pulled it from his belt and opened it, watching as ink took form on the page.

      
        
        ITEM INDEX

        Staff of Damnation

      

      

      
        
        Artifact | Universal | Gold Rank

      

      

      
        
        Description

        Crafted from the wood of an Etherash tree that was aged in pure essence for ten years, this magical staff has an almost perfect essence conductivity. The focus is cut from the heartstone of a Tree of Damnation and has a large capacity for essence.

      

      

      
        
        Origin

        Crafted by Sir Isaac, Headmaster of Sheercliff Academy and Chosen of Loften.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities

        Arcane Amplification: Enhance the power of spells cast through this staff, increasing their essence efficiency and effectiveness.

      

        

      
        Essence Channelling: Enhanced focus and control when channelling essence through this staff.

      

        

      
        Essence Store: Condense and contain essence in the focus that can be used to empower spellcasting.

      

        

      
        Sphere of Protection: Using the stored energy in the staff, cast Sphere of Protection in an area around you, manifesting a powerful impenetrable barrier for five seconds. This effect requires recharging between uses.

      

      

      It was interesting to see the effects listed out so clearly—he supposed that was a result of his spellbook’s advancement. To possess four such powerful effects, it was no wonder the staff was classed as gold tier. The first two effects seemed like improved versions of his old staff, but the latter two were active effects. There was no understating the value of having an essence reserve, even after his own advancements. Sphere of Protection, however, seemed even more valuable. It was the perfect emergency tool.

      This would indeed serve him well, that much he was certain of.

      “What is it?” Emilia asked.

      Hump turned the book over so that she could see.

      Emilia read it and then just laughed. “I can’t say I’m not jealous.”

      “The White Flame Wizard, huh?” Bud said. “Fancy name.”

      “Fancy name for a fancy wizard, what can I say?” Hump grinned.

      “I heard talk of you at the academy today too,” Dylan said. “Rumour is already spreading about how you faced down a demon from another realm and burned all the trees across Sheercliff.”

      “You’re joking!” Hump said.

      Dylan shook his head, a helpless smile on his lips. “You’re famous.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much,” Celaine said. “In the versions I’ve heard, you’re as handsome as a knight. Nobody will ever recognise you.”

      Hump narrowed his eyes. “You’re hilarious.”

      Now it was her turn to grin.

      “So, they’re calling the Baelkor a demon, huh?” Hump said. “That’s an interesting direction to take it.”

      “Better than causing mass panic, I suppose,” Bud said. “The whole kingdom would be fearing the end of worlds if they learned Uvdar’s servant has returned.”

      “And they thought I faced him down?” Hump chuckled at that. He’d always known to not trust tales, but it was another thing entirely to be a part of one.

      “Oh, here we go.” Celaine scrunched her nose. “Just look at that smugness. I miss the days where you called yourself ‘just a hedge wizard.’”

      “I’m not being smug!”

      “Uh-huh.” She looked to Emilia. “What do you think?”

      She smirked. “Smug as a peacock.”

      Hump waved her away.

      “The gods do play funny games,” Bud said. “To think, a wizard would save Sheercliff. I told you Kelisia had a path for us.”

      “That you did,” Hump said. “It’s a bloody shit path though. Maybe the next one can be somewhere with sunshine and warm fires.” Hump frowned. “Scratch that, that sounds like hell.”

      Bud smiled. “You say that, but you didn’t have to do what you did. You walked straight into hell and burned it all down. You may talk badly about the gods, but you’re doing their work.”

      Hump slouched into his chair. “You’re giving me too much credit now. We succeeded together. I may have cast the final spell, but it was all of us, and Corvin’s party.”

      “That’s very true. I’m proud to have fought alongside every single one of you.”

      The cheer in the room calmed at that. Hump caught the underlying message.

      “Why do you say it like that?” Hump asked.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. There’s an air of finality to you.”

      “You heard what the count said,” Bud explained. “The king is ordering all Chosen to return to their holds. That includes me. Unless you intend to accept Count Daston’s job offer.”

      Hump frowned at that. “I intended to leave Sheercliff sooner rather than later. I fear who might come looking for me if I remain here.”

      “I too do not intend to remain in the count’s service,” Bud said. “It’s about time I faced my father. It’s been more than a year since I left home, and I would also like to be there for Arthur’s funeral.”

      “That’s alright,” Hump said. “We can accompany you there.”

      “Hump,” Celaine interrupted. “Your egg will hatch any day now. You’ve manifested your soul—it’s the perfect time for you to face the Dragon Keeper Trials. Drakarlyn is far from here, and it is protected by Owalyn herself. You will be safe from whoever hunts you there.”

      “Perhaps,” Hump said. “Though you said it yourself, your people might just as easily kill me for being an outsider.”

      “Before, maybe. They might have killed you and tried to find a new bond for your dragon. But it’s far too late. Once it hatches, there is nothing they can do but accept that you are bound to each other. It has already been more than a year. The Dragon Keepers may already be looking for you. Better you go to them first.”

      Hump didn’t like these choices. “We can’t go without Bud. Especially not if he will be sent to war in the Fallen Lands.”

      Yes, it was foolishness, but even saying the words was enough to drive a wedge of fear through Hump. There was no place in the kingdom more dangerous. He didn’t have a family. This was it. His friends. His party. The people he could trust with his life. He didn’t want to lose that.

      “It’s not just Bud,” Dylan said. “I’m a Chosen of Krioc. I owe my allegiance to Alveron too.”

      “And I may not be a Chosen, but my family will be expected to answer the call just the same,” Emilia said.

      Hump looked between his party members, seeing the same apprehension in their eyes. They’d fought alongside each other, protected each other, it didn’t feel right to end it now. Yet at the same time, he got the sense that Celaine was correct. When he’d arrived back in Sheercliff, he’d made a decision not to run away. Not to veer from his path. That had changed now, and so had he. He was stronger. He had to face his trials, and the rest of them had their own trials to combat.

      “If you insist on staying, I won’t argue with you,” Celaine said. “But I think you’re making a mistake. The Dragon Keepers will come for you either way, it really will be better if you go to them.”

      His heart was racing now, his stomach twisting. He thought on the River and Waves to calm himself and think clearly. The right decision was clear, he just didn’t want to admit it. But it was time for a change, and for new responsibility.

      Hump let out a long sigh. He’d been holding onto some vague hope that there would be a way they could stay together, except that was all it was. Hope. He knew he’d jinxed himself when he’d said it earlier that day, and once again the Wizard’s Law proved true.

      “So, this is it, huh?” Hump said. “Feels like the end of an era.”

      “Not the end,” Bud said. “Just a pause. We will reunite, I know it.”

      Hump nodded. “Once the trials are done, I’ll come find you.”

      The decision put a damper on their discussions. Bud, Dylan, and Emilia would return to House Blackthorne together and await the king’s orders, while Hump and Celaine would go north to Drakalyn. To the Fallen Lands.
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        * * *

      

      There was a knock at the door a few hours later—Vivienne had arrived. There was a sadness in her eyes that made her look very old. Hump showed her inside and sat her down, fetching her a drink from the stores in the kitchen.

      “How did it go then?” Hump asked.

      “She spoke, though she had little to say. Our tests revealed that she is not technically a warlock, though the dark magic she wielded to enthral Abraxus has branded her as such. Sir Roderick was present, and it seems she adamantly claims her innocence, framing Hump as the villain.”

      “How could she do that?” Dylan asked. “Surely she doesn’t believe anyone is stupid enough to believe it.”

      “She’s desperate and clinging on to the only hope she has.”

      “Did you ask her about the Silver Circle?” Celaine asked.

      Vivienne shook her head. “Eliana didn’t mention it, and with Chosen present, it seemed better to keep it secret. At the very least, I do not believe she will mention it to the authorities here. She may be even more afraid of her own order than the people of Sheercliff.”

      They told her of the meeting with the count and countess, along with their decision to split up and leave Sheercliff. She asked them to elaborate in places, but in the end, she came to the same conclusion. It was time for them to part ways.

      “You’ve made your decision too?” she asked Dylan.

      “I want to go with Bud and Emilia. I think it’s time for me to find my own adventure.”

      “You’ll grow quickly at his side. It will be strange without you though.”

      “What will you do?” Hump asked.

      “Justine has asked me to remain in her service,” Vivienne said. “I intend to do so. It will be good for me to remain here. I can keep an eye on Eliana, and with an ear close to the countess, it will be a simple matter for me to learn of any developments. If anything turns up, I’ll try to contact you through the Temple of Vesta.”

      “Thank you,” Hump said. He went to his pouch and retrieved some parchments, handing them to her. “While you’re here, I wanted to give you this.”

      Vivienne read over the papers and then looked up at Hump with a shocked expression.

      “It’s a copy of the River and Waves and Spirit Well techniques,” he said. “You said your goal is to breach the seventh rank, and if I’m right, I believe this might be one method to do so. I’m not sure if it will be completely suitable for you to train, but perhaps you can incorporate some knowledge from it.”

      She smiled at him softly. “Thank you, Hump.”

      “No need to thank me,” Hump said. “Just let me know if you figure it out.”

      As Hump moved to sit back down, he felt a strange tug on his soul. The bond with his dragon suddenly drew essence from him. Only a little, but it was enough for him to turn and watch his pouch on the table nearby. Something shifted within, and Hump rushed over.

      “Hump?” Celaine asked.

      He didn’t answer. His hands trembled with excitement as he unravelled the pouch to reveal the egg within. A brilliant gold light pulsed through the cracks in the egg’s scales, growing brighter with each passing moment. It rocked on the table, the scales shaking. A crack formed along the longest edge. One of the scales came loose, and a black snout pressed out, breaching the shell. A head emerged next, and it gasped. Pale pink liquid ran over it and down the shell.

      The crack widened, a foot pressing out behind it. The hatchling squirmed, squeaked, and grunted as it fought its way free. A spindly tail uncurled, throwing pieces of the shell away from it. It twisted its head from side to side, the shell slowly giving way, until it finally crawled out onto the leather pouch. Hump’s heart thundered. He leant forward, using his hands to keep it steady.

      “Hi!” he sputtered, excitement racing through him.

      It looked up at him with rich, shining violet eyes. The connection was instantaneous, and his bond flared with happiness. Reaching out a finger, he petted its head. The baby dragon leant into him, a quiet grunt escaping it, like a new-born piglet.

      Hump laughed. It was no bigger than his forearm from head to tail. Most of it was black, and golden scales flaked along its body, highlighting its spike and the edges of its head. Joy washed through him, and in that moment, he knew everything would be alright. He had what he needed here. Never again would he be alone, and he felt that feeling reciprocated.

      “That may just be the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen,” Emilia stated.

      “It’s amazing,” Dylan said, holding a hand over his mouth.

      “What will you name it?” Celaine asked.

      Hump already knew. It was a name that came easily to him. One he’d been thinking on for a while.

      “It’s a she,” Hump said, sensing it. “And her name is Nishari, the Night Storm.”
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        * * *

      

      Hump stepped onto the balcony of his manor and took a seat, carefully placing Nishari on his lap. She snuggled up against him tiredly, her body hot, and the bond between them pulsing with a warmth that wiped out whatever cold of essence overuse remained. He stroked her idly as he looked out at the plains. He wondered if the Silver Circle were already hunting for him, and who else might be out there in the night having sensed his spellbook.

      His master had told him that it was alive and would grow with him. Thing is, how could a book be alive? He’d flicked through every page he could in search of an answer, but all he’d found were empty pages and far too many words. Even from him, the book was hiding its secrets.

      Or I’m looking in the wrong place.

      Careful not to wake Nisha, Hump pulled the book from his belt. He’d never learned much by simply browsing its pages. It didn’t let him flick through lists of spells. The Book of Infinite Pages showed him what he needed to know. What he wanted to see.

      If it was alive…

      “Show me your heart,” Hump whispered.

      For a moment, nothing happened, and then blue light glimmered along the inside of the spine of the book, where the pages were bound. It shone between the pages, wisps of essence beginning to rise. The leather shifted beneath his fingers, bending inward. Essence poured through the cover, illuminating the grain of the leather like cracks of lightning, until the entire book was riddled with blue light.

      It gathered toward the centre, an empty circle forming there. A place the essence didn’t touch. A speck of blue rose from the core, piercing the leather like a piece of ice. The light expanded, growing outward and widening at once. In moments a perfectly cut spherical essence stone the size of Hump’s hand filled the once empty space.

      Pressure descended on Hump’s soul, weighing down on him as if a great power had appeared before him. Beyond Starick and Anthony, beyond even the phoenix. It was as if he were in the presence of a god. The many facets shone with a deep, radiant blue, but at its centre it was darker, like peering into the infinite depths of the ocean. The simple leather cover was no more, becoming somehow richer in colour, a silver pattern emerging to reveal the feathered face of an owl.

      The size and clarity were beyond any essence stone he’d seen, but it was the runes inscribed upon it that shocked him most. So small, he had to lean in and squint to read them. Each facet appeared to hold a formation, with the most detailed of them being at the centre, joined together by minute strands of essence. Hump didn’t recognise the runes, and the formations were beyond complicated. Beyond any formation he’d seen even on a grander scale.

      Hump heard voices approaching, and the heartstone sunk back into the leather. The presence vanished. The silver owl disappeared. The rich tone faded to old, worn leather. Once more, it was his old spellbook, yet the memory of what he’d just felt remained with him.

      He’d been afraid of who might come for it before, but now he was truly terrified.

      

      
        
        The Hedge Wizard will continue in book 4!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING THE HEDGE WIZARD 3

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Hedge Wizard 3 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Also in Series:

        Book One

        Book Two

        Book Three
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        * * *

      

      Join me on discord for updates, and to discuss the series with me and other readers. You can join the discord here: https://discord.gg/8nqQ9SfRyf
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        * * *

      

      Want to discuss Aethon books with other readers and even the authors like Alex Maher, Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

      Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Looking for more great books?
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        Alone. Surrounded by Monsters. Armed only with his Fists... Time to fight.

      

        

      
        Jack Rust was a disillusioned biologist with a PhD—almost. When an extraterrestrial AI calling itself the System invaded Earth and thrusts it into a world of aliens and violence, the least Jack hoped for was gaining access to magic.

      

        

      
        Nope.

      

        

      
        GET ROAD TO MASTERY NOW!
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        Stay Stealthy, Grind, and Survive...

      

        

      
        Choosing a college when your family is struggling can be difficult, but it isn’t supposed to be world ending. And the falling meteor is seriously limiting Matt’s options.

        Now in the aftermath, his home city is locked down by a mysterious dome, corporations are looking to monopolize a wealth of new untapped resources, and people are suddenly developing powers via a System that seems to have borderline sinister intentions.

      

        

      
        In the chaos, Matt decides to stick to what he knows: use his stealth class to adapt and survive.

      

        

      
        Watch as Matt is dragged into a LITRPG apocalypse set in the real world, where the price of failure is death, and the prize for winning is beyond his wildest dreams. Perfect if you enjoy stories with morally gray characters, high stakes, stealth mechanics, System integration, a smart protagonist with weak-to-strong progression, and more!

      

        

      
        Get Double Blind Now!
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        * * *
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        Stack your Deck. Climb the Gaia Tower. Defeat its Guardians.

      

        

      
        Almost half a century has passed since prison ships en route to Australia discovered the mysterious Tower rising out of the Indian Ocean, known as Gaia. Monarchies, republics, and trading giants came together to build a city around it, and contain the monsters spilling out of the rune-covered structure.

      

        

      
        The few that dared enter and climb it learned the magic of Gaia's runic cards.

      

        

      
        Now, most people enter the tower seeking fame, fortune, or power. Not Diya Sen. He climbs hoping to find clues about his missing brother and to solve Gaia's mysteries. However, the warring noble houses stand in his way.

      

        

      
        His mission won't be easy. Many sources of power are outside his reach as an ordinary man. But if the direct approach doesn't help Diya achieve his goals, perhaps the talents of a Spell Thief will.

      

        

      
        Don't miss the start of the TOWER OF CARDS series from bestseller J Pal. This is Progression Fantasy utilizing a runic card-based magic system with tons of customization. Perfect for fans of All the Skills and Towers of Heaven, as well as games such as Slay the Spire, Hearthstone, and Gwent.

      

      

      
        
        GET SPELL THIEF NOW!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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            GROUPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for LitRPG Books and GameLit Society

      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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