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Recap

 

Marcus Aurelius Cavanaugh was home from college for the summer when the System arrived. When the first notification of it occurred, he wondered about his sanity, but decided that even if he was crazy the preparations he was going to make wouldn't hurt anything.

As a result, when the System began converting the world, he and his friends: Rob, Felicia, and Jeff had been training for a bit and had a tiny edge going into things.

Equipping themselves with his father's Roman armor and weapons, which had been display pieces, they took to the streets trying to find, or create, a safe place to stay for them and others.

Converting the local high school into a Safe Zone provided the safe place they were looking for. Now they started stocking up and looking for other survivors to invite into the Safe Zone where they wouldn't be in danger from creatures spawning right atop them.

Marc began expanding the Safe Zone as quickly as he could, both for the benefits that the buildings would provide and so there was more room for other survivors. Between scavenging and purchases from the System shop, they got themselves into a tenable position.

 

* * *

 

His parents had been away when all this happened, so when they returned, along with a scad of people who mostly had classes based on the old Roman legions, he was overjoyed. He was also very glad to turn over some of the responsibilities of the Safe Zone to them. His mother was a natural to administer the Safe Zone, her prior responsibilities making her a good fit for the position. His father, who'd received the class of Roman Centurion, was just as good a fit for leading the defenses of the Safe Zone.

With the discovery that land could be Captured by surrounding it through Safe Zone expansion, or surrounding it with multiple Safe Zones, Marc began to claim as much as he could. He wanted to have enough area that he could provide a safer option for as many people as they could find.

With more resources coming in, Marc then tried to open discourse with the intelligent, magic-using race they discovered to the south. They looked like a wilder version of elves, and their skills and spells seemed to suggest that as well. Once in contact with the race, he waited to meet one of that settlement's elders so they could discuss things and each discover the other's intentions.

 

* * *

 

Negotiations with the elves led to what Marc believes will be a split in the elves, and he's supporting those who want to leave by providing them a new area to live in.

The System gave Marc a quest. One of the satellites that provides the System's nanites, the ones it uses for everything from creating spawns to giving classes and powers to people, was stolen from orbit and forced into a controlled crash. Marc and his group recovered the satellite, but when the System told him that the satellite could not be reintegrated into the System's network, they brought it back to their main Safe Zone, Any Port.

Marc and his group focused their efforts on researching the new Industrial age technologies, primarily the railroad and lighter than air tech chains. Now he and his group are off to find more Safe Zones and survivors. Their first trip in a zeppelin brings them back to the city that his father had been trapped in when the System arrived and they've found one large, and several small, Safe Zones there, along with a pair of dungeons.

 

* * *

 

With the zeppelin concept proven, Marc and his group begin to make contact with a number of Safe Zones in the area. His concept of building trade routes is coming together, although what people will trade is still to be determined. In the process of contacting the other Safe Zones they also clear a dungeon and, when starting in on a second one, discover that not all dungeons are hostile.

While Marc and his friends are contacting Safe Zones, Reggie stays at Any Port, working to free up the satellite they recovered. When he discovers a little help left by the System, his endeavors speed up dramatically. With Marc's help, Reggie finally learns the Mana Manipulation skill and also discovers that the skill is the key to the most efficient programming of the System and its satellites.

 

* * *

 

Marc and his group had decided that, with the acclimatization year they have before others can settle Earth nearly half gone, they needed to become more powerful if possible. In their search for stronger opponents that will give them more experience, they discover another Safe Zone with hundreds of surviving inhabitants. They help the Safe Zone, sharing the things they've learned, and find one of the inhabitants of it willing to lead them into the Black Hills where there are significantly stronger spawns that they can use to level and strengthen themselves.

Upon their return to their own Safe Zone, Marc finds out that some powerful off-world people have taken an interest in them and will be traveling to their Safe Zone once certain conditions have been met. Any Port managed to satisfy those conditions and the people Marc thinks of alternately as gods or level capped adventurers arrive. They immediately set to giving Marc and his group tasks that work towards both Marc's and their goals. The latest task the group received has them in the deserts of Egypt, attempting to recover something that their visitors claim will help strengthen Earth before the end of the acclimatization year given them by the System on its arrival.

 

* * *

 

In the deserts of Egypt, Marc and his party complete the quest that Hera sent them on, recovering a stash of non-System nanites that the 'gods' can use to recover their suppressed levels. Once they've done that, Marc is made aware of a plot by Bastet to kidnap Beggar and take him away to Africa when Bastet leaves. He foils the plot, with some help, but causes trouble among the 'gods' by doing so.

Marc is very happy to finally get the 'gods' out of Any Port, assisting Zeus in constructing his Safe Zone of Olympus. Once they've gotten that underway, Zeus comes through on a promise he made to help Marc level up so he's better able to protect his Safe Zones and people at the end of the System's  acclimatization year. Marc and his group are in the middle of a quest for Zeus, having just discovered a dual dungeon made up of the Minotaur's Labyrinth and a System version of the city of Knossos.

 

* * *

 

With Zeus' promise to Marc about power leveling him via quests bearing fruit, Marc finds himself at level twenty-two with around two months to go on the acclimatization year. Most of his party is right behind him at level twenty-one. With the Labyrinth, the Aegean Sea, and the Medusa quests completed, Zeus has promised them two more quests. Marc is sure those will get him close to his goal of level twenty-five, the maximum level any of the inhabitants of Earth can reach within the first year.

Marc and his father, Sean, had a plan to expand their Safe Zone network to something massive, allowing a degree of safety for at least the three years that the System disallows attacking Safe Zones and networks. Somehow their plans led to Marc establishing contact with a settlement of Dwarfs, adding the original Elvish grove to the south into his network, and then creating the first System Kingdom on Earth after he added the twenty-sixth Safe Zone into their network.

 

* * *

 


Chapter One

 

 

Marcus Aurelius Cavanaugh forced himself to stop re-reading the last message the System had sent him, looking through it one more time before taking a deep breath.

System Message:

You have claimed a Twenty-Sixth Safe Zone. This is an action of note and you will receive bonuses for this act.

You have been awarded: Rare System Token

You have gained Renown: +25, for claiming a Twenty-Sixth Safe Zone.

Your Safe Zone network has been upgraded to Kingdom status. (25 Safe Zones connected)

Yours is the first network on planet, Earth, to achieve Kingdom status.  

Your Kingdom Capitol is gifted one level at no cost in resources, save for special buildings, choose your upgrades from the builder's pedestal in, Any Port.

See help for Kingdoms in your Safe Zone interface.

Please enter a name for your Kingdom:

 

His mind was currently blank, utterly failing to come up with an appropriate name for a Kingdom.

“Guys?” he said, hoping that he’d be able to converse with his party without accidentally filling in the name slot.

“What is it, Marc?” Felicia asked.

“We’ve got a problem here, I need a name.”

“I thought you said this was going to be Windy Point, won’t it take that for some reason?” Rob said.

“No, not that, not for the Safe Zone. Here, look,” Marc said, sharing the message that was still showing in his vision with the rest of the group.

“Oh,” Felicia said faintly.

The only other response Marc heard was Jeff cursing quietly and saying something about ‘of course he gets a kingdom’ under his breath.

“That’s what I need help naming, the Kingdom thing. I know the elders from Home Grove mentioned something about one, but I didn’t expect to see it any time soon,” Marc said. “Maybe go on the optimistic side? something like Nirvana?”

This time it was Ella who cursed.

“You are not naming a kingdom after a cruddy nineties rock band,” she said, firmly.

“Technically they were an eighties band, but I wasn’t talking about the band, I was talking about Nirvana, you know, a state of peace of mind?” Marc replied.

“Why not name it for what it is now, if you’re going to do something like that,” Jeff said. “Call it Dystopia.”

Marc wasn’t able to watch his group, the majority of his vision was taken up by the screen that obscured it and wouldn’t go away until he filled in the name. Even with that he recognized the 'Thud' of Ella's elbow striking Jeff's ribs.

Why won’t the System give us any time for names? It always wants them straight off before it lets us do anything else, Marc thought, listening to his group discussing options for a name. 

“Why not stick with a good thing?” Rob asked. “Maybe call it the U.S.A.”

“I don't think that's the best idea,” Felicia interjected, “I can see people in the Kingdom being offended at the name being given to a kingdom instead of a democratic republic and I can see people from other places being pissed that we claimed the name.”

“Oh,” Rob said, “Yeah, I can see that. How about using it as a template though, like the U.S.Z. maybe? The United Safe Zones?”

“Maybe something like that,” Marc said. “I like the idea at least, but it probably needs some work. Unfortunately, I can’t ditch this screen until I fill out the name, so we need to work quickly. It’s the Z I don’t like, maybe something like U.S.C. for United Safe Zones and Captured Lands?”

“Sounds like a college, man,” Jeff said.

“Get rid of the U?” Ella suggested. “Maybe NSC for Networked Safe Zones and Captured Lands.”

“Nope, reminds me of the NSA,” Jeff said. “Never had any dealings with them and don't want them on my mind now. Imagine how they're freaking out if any of them are still alive? How about we name it after my giant chickens, instead?”

Crap, Jeff's losing interest already and he'll distract us from this if he can. I better think of something fast, Marc thought. 

“How about we just rearrange Ella's idea?” Marc said. “Go with SCN for Safe Zone and Captured Land Network?”

“That would work for me. It's descriptive and sounds pretty good as an acronym,” Felicia said.

“Sure,” Rob added.

“Close enough for me,” Ella said.

Jeff grunted.

“It's settled then,” Marc replied, filling out the name slot with the extended version of the name.

Huh, if only I had more of Dad's mindset. If it was his option to name it he wouldn’t have had a problem and we'd now all be living in Rome, or some variant of it to suggest that we’re in the Mark II version.

 

* * *

 

“So what are we going to do now?” Beggar asked.

He and Matilda hadn't given any input on the name for the Kingdom and Marc assumed that was because they hadn't spent years in named cities, towns, and the like.

“Well, sorry bud, it doesn't look like we'll be doing anything interesting very soon,” Marc said. “I think the first thing we need to do is go back to Any Port and let my dad know what just happened.”

“That won't be an issue,” Felicia said, “He knows.”

“What, you believe that he actually has some sort of prophecy skill?” Marc asked. “I still don't believe him myself, I think it's just part of a long running joke.”

“No, it's not that. I got a notification of the formation of the Kingdom of SCN just as soon as you put the name in and confirmed it. It said the notification was going to all inhabitants of the Kingdom,” Felicia said.

“Oh, I didn't get that,” Marc said.

“Why would you? You got the longer one,” Ella said. “I got it too and I'm guessing everyone else here did as well.”

An assortment of nodding heads, including the two raccoons, greeted that statement.

“Well, I still think we ought to head back there and talk with him about it. Also, they claimed there were help files on Kingdoms and I'm pretty sure I want to go through all of those before I do anything with it,” Marc said.

“Probably a good plan,” Rob said. “Your dad is going to be pissed, wondering if you knew that was going to happen or not.”

“He knows I'd tell him about something like this, assuming I was aware of it myself. As a matter of fact...”

Marc pulled out his mock cell phone. His dad was one of the numbers he'd gotten from his mom, so now he dialed it.

The phone was answered after a single ring.

“Marc?” Sean said.

“Hey dad, surprise?”

“I'll say. I'm guessing you knew nothing about this?”

“Well, the elders from Home Grove said something about us being on our way to becoming a Kingdom, but I didn't expect it quite this soon.”

Marc knew that his father was probably shaking his head on the other end of the connection.

“That wasn't something you'd mentioned.”

“I didn't think it was going to happen any time soon and you were in a rush for me to get these Safe Zones done,” Marc replied. “We're heading back and we'll talk. Kingdoms, at least, apparently have help files. I don't know how much good they'll be, but I'll start looking at them on the way back to Any Port. Then we can all get together and I'll share the help files with everyone as I go through them.”

“It will take me a little bit to get back there. I'm out at a prospective Safe Zone helping the encampment mature faster.”

“Did you need a ride? We're still at Windy Point, but about to leave. We can pick you up on the way if you like.”

“Yes, please. The encampment I'm at is almost six miles to the northeast of Windy Point. Just get Jeff to fly you this way and I'm sure you won't miss it.”

“On our way. Bye,” Marc said, then disconnected the call. Like him, his father was always ready to get off of a phone call and didn't go for any niceties, including long winded good-byes.

“Okay, we need to head back to Any Port, but with a detour,” Marc said. “My dad is at the encampment about six miles northeast of here. We need to pick him up, then head back. Once we're there, anyone who wants to be involved in any of this Kingdom stuff is welcome to join us. We'll probably meet at the meeting room in the Town Hall.”

“Okay, let's get moving then. Once we're back, I can go take a nap,” Jeff said. “Or maybe Ethan is ready for his next lesson and I can do that.”

Marc was confused for a moment, remembering Ethan as the apprentice in the Tannery. Then he realized that the name wasn't that uncommon and they just happened to have two Ethans, at least, among the population of Any Port.

“How is he doing, did he get an offer on the Alchemist class yet?” Marc asked.

“I got him all set up with a small group and they went to the Gremlin lair. He got a level and his class with a single run through. He also managed to get some of the others to stick with the group idea, too. A couple left, couldn't take it in the lair and decided that the adventuring life wasn't for them. Ethan, surprisingly, took to it well. Especially after he got his class and one of the first recipes he got was for a small area of effect Flame Burst potion, so he's got a missile attack if he does his Alchemy before heading out.”

“Well, let's get my dad and head back,” Marc said. “You can go check on Ethan once we're back if you want.”

“I might, or I might just want a say in the Kingdom stuff. Most Kingdoms have a Master of Secrets or some other Chief Spy position, right?” Jeff said, grinning.

Marc settled into a chair on the bridge of the spaceship, his hand covering his eyes as he shook his head while trying to picture Jeff as some sort of master spy.

 

* * *

 

Marc held off on pulling up the help files immediately. He knew his father would want to see them as well, and rather than go through them a second time he decided to just wait. It wasn't long before the spaceship settled outside the encampment and several minutes later his father boarded and took a seat on the bench.

“Alright, Jeff, let's head back to Any Port,” Marc said. “Who wants to see these help files? I'll share them as I pull them up for whoever wants some input.”

Sean, Felicia, and Ella all spoke up right away and Marc was about to start when Jeff interrupted.

“I wasn't kidding. I want to see these things also, so wait until we're back. I need to see to fly this thing and all the shared help files popping up would make that hard.”

Marc puffed his cheeks out and sighed. Instead of the help files, he pulled up his interface since the message had referenced the help being there. Once he had it up, he noticed an additional tab. It used to have his own stats in a tab, Any Port and the other Safe Zones along with network information in a second one, titles and their effects in a third, and a fourth one for quests. Now there was a fifth one as well, just labeled Kingdom (SCN).

When he flipped into that it went into a sub-menu that contained several additional tabs. Safe Zones, Networked Safe Zones, Captured Lands, Defenses, Education, Production, Supplies, and many more tabs greeted him as he skimmed the information. Rather than continue his search he simply closed the interface, deciding to wait until he was ready to read the actual help files before he continued with his search.

They were back in Any Port in no time at all. Ten minutes after they got there, Marc, Sean, Michelle and the members of his group who were interested were sitting in the meeting room in the top of the Town Hall. They were just waiting on Conner, who Sean had called on the way back.

When Conner arrived, he was given a quick rundown. He, along with everyone else in the newly formed Kingdom, had been notified at its inception.

Now, finally, I can find out what this really means and what we can do with it, Marc thought. 

“Alright, hold any questions for now. I'm going to start going into the tabs and help files on this. I'll share those screens with everyone in the room, but wait until I stop to ask any questions, okay?” he said.

As he opened the Kingdom tab, he followed up with the Safe Zones, which was just simple list of the Safe Zones in the Kingdom. When he focused on one of those though it popped up more information: population, imports, exports, condition of defenses, jobs filled, etc...

Marc shook his head. His mom would love this information, but he didn't really have anything he wanted to do with most of it. It was nice to have, and would make administration a lot easier, but that was only if he could find a way to share that information with his mom.

The second tab was nearly identical to the first, just missing the Salvage Safe Zone which they'd yet to get connected to the rest. There were, however, a few other options that hadn't existed with the first list. Any of the Safe Zones that already had a rail connection also had a 'regular trade' function. The others had an 'irregular trade' option and when Marc checked on that, it showed that regular trade routes could be run on the train schedule, the irregular ones would require either a zeppelin or some form of ground transport.

Are there benefits to intra Kingdom trade? I don't know why else that would be shown. I'll have to check in that in the regular Kingdom help files to see if it's mentioned.

He paused to make a note in his interface notepad, then opened the Captured Lands tab.

This one opened a map which showed the general outline of the Safe Zone network, and the terrain in the Captured Lands surrounded by the Safe Zones. He quickly noticed five pink dots and two red ones that stood out. With a moment of thought he identified two of the pink spots as the Gremlin Lair and the Kobold Lair they'd set up for training.

Are those other three pink spots more lairs where we claimed all the surrounding territory without knowing they were there? What are the red dots, if pink is lairs, then would the red be dungeons? Could we actually have missed dungeons in the areas we were claiming?

Marc vocalized his thoughts and his dad looked a little sheepish.

“Once we started pushing for more Safe Zones as quickly as we could get them, we got sloppy on trying to clean out the areas we'd be capturing. See how all of those you're guessing at are farther to the east? Yeah, that's all area we didn't do more than a very rough clear on,” Sean said.

Marc mentally tapped one of the red dots and was surprised when he got a readout.

Dungeon – Level 10-20. Defeat dungeon to convert to training dungeon.

 

Wait, what? Marc thought, help training dungeon.

Training Dungeon:

At a certain point of development a network or Kingdom can begin to claim dungeons to use for training dungeons. Training dungeons lose some of their potency. As a result, their recommended levels drop, their experience awarded drops, and the loot given by the dungeon is of lower value. In trade, the dungeon becomes less lethal and more suitable for training adventurers. Training Dungeons may be claimed if a dungeon within a network or Kingdom is defeated and the core converted. Dungeons outside of a Kingdom or Network with these capabilities may be defeated, their core retrieved, and then seeded within these areas to form a training dungeon.

 

Marc immediately shared both the readout from tapping on the map and the help file he'd just accessed.

“Woohoo, I knew there was a reason I needed to be here,” Jeff said. “We're going to go convert that dungeon, right?”

Then he started laughing out loud.

“Can't you just see it?” he asked. “We'll just roll up to that dungeon, knock on the door and say: Excuse me sir, do you have a moment to talk about our lord and savior Cthulhu?”

He snorted.

“I'm sure that'll get them converted right quick, don't you think?”

Marc facepalmed in reply.

 

* * *

 

They spent several hours going through the tabs and help files, making plans. Marc was becoming more and more overwhelmed with each new discovery, until he made one that alleviated how he was feeling.

“Aha!” Marc said, looking at his father.

Marc had been pulling up a help file, sharing it, then reading it. This one had dealt with delegation and recommended that the leader of the Kingdom, who didn't necessarily have to be titled King, appoint a Seneschal to assist in running the Kingdom.

Sean's gaze snapped up.

“Oh no, no you—” he started to say, but it was too late. Marc had already pulled up the appropriate screen and appointed his father as Seneschal.

“Hey, I didn't agree to that,” Sean said.

“Yes you did, dad. It's what you've already been doing. Now it's just more official, and you'll have more authority to back it up,” Marc replied.

Not that he needs the authority when he's already in charge of the Legion, Marc thought. I don't know how rulers used to deal with knowing that someone else was in charge of the troops. If he weren't my dad, I'd worry about him using the troops to take over. Not that that would be the worst thing, I suppose, then I could adventure in peace without having to intersperse administration, settlement building, and now apparently kingdom building with it.

“I suppose you're right,” Sean said. “Ask a guy next time though, would you?”

“Are you telling me it just assigned it without asking you if you wanted or would accept the position?” Marc said.

Sean's face went blank, then he tried to look nonchalant.

“That's what I thought,” Marc said.

He'd also found an area to give his mom access to some of the administrative sections he thought she'd like earlier on. He was sure that between his mom and dad they'd be able to handle things for the next couple of months.

And right after the acclimatization year, we'll probably just hunker down for a bit and I can do some of the duties I've been foisting off on them if they want, he thought. 

Jeff crowed victoriously when Marc shared out the Diplomacy tab. In addition to Envoys, it also had an area for covert operations.

“See, I told you there'd be spies. Are you gonna put me in charge of all of them?” he asked.

Marc stared at Jeff for a moment before shaking his head.

“Nope,” Ella said. “You aren't gallivanting off like some pseudo-medieval Double O Seven and leaving me here.”

“I figured he'd put you in charge of Diplomacy and I just accompany you as your arm candy. Then while you hash out treaties and the like I can skulk through the building and find out what we really want to know about them,” Jeff said.

“Oh, hell no!” Ella said. “It's bad enough trying to talk people down off all the ledges they find nowadays. I am not going to make nice and play diplomat.”

Well, there goes that idea for the Diplomatic Corp, Marc thought. 

They didn't even cover everything that afternoon. The stipulation about questions fell by the wayside fairly quickly and there was more time spent discussing things than there was actually looking at the pertinent information.

What was forming in Marc's mind was the idea that the Kingdom could get down to a truly granular level of information on everything and everyone in it.

Meaning it's even more of an invasion of privacy than the normal Safe Zone interface stuff. I know mom and dad probably wouldn't use it that way, but I have to see if I can put lockouts on some of this stuff because I'm sure they'll both want assistants to help with their respective duties and those people I may not know, he thought. 

“Okay, okay,” Marc said. “I think we've put in enough time on this stuff. Unless we find another rabbit hole of linked help files to fall down later, we're probably about halfway through with this mess. Should we meet again tomorrow after lunch and finish going through it?”

He got a bunch of nods in reply as they broke apart. Marc headed to the cafeteria for food, although he didn't intend to stay there for very long, just long enough to eat. He was about peopled out after spending the afternoon wading through help files with a bunch of other people, even if they were people he liked. Just the fact that he'd had to share every Kingdom help screen with them was trying. None of the others had been able to pull them up, not until he gave his father the official Seneschal position, then Sean had been able to do it as well, although he'd left Marc in charge of working through them and sharing them with everyone else in the room.

Felicia seemed to know what he was thinking. She also knew that she wasn't included in that, so she was staying close and in contact with him.

Is she trying to manage me? Marc thought. Well, I suppose I won't complain if she is, so long as it keeps her nice and close.

Jeff and Ella had been following along with them as they made their way to the cafeteria. Before they reached it, they stumbled across a familiar group of teenage boys.

Aren't these the idiots who misused Daedalus and Icarus trying to insult me before? Marc thought. 

“Oh look, like flying wasn't enough for him, now he's a king,” one of the boys said.

Marc groaned and just glared at the boy. Ella, on the other hand, seemed to be in a bad mood.

“Hey Marc, isn't this where you say 'Off with his head!' or something like that?” she asked. “I mean, that's what royalty does, right? The Red Queen did at least.”

The boy who'd commented looked at her in shock.

“Ella, that's not exactly the appropriate response here,” Marc said. “Even if it might reflect my inner feelings at the moment.”

He kept his glare on the boy as he spoke and watched the boy's face pale.

“Get out of here, and stop being an asshole,” Jeff said. “I can tell you're all of level four, and a non-combat class at that. What the hell makes you think it's smart to wise off to the highest level modern human on the planet? Repeatedly? Damn, even I wasn't that dumb at your age.”

The boy's eyes flicked from Marc, to Jeff, then back to Marc, who just made a shooing motion when the kid's eyes got back to him. In a flash the three boys were out of sight.

“Cretins! I cannot believe they didn't get that,” Ella said.

“Get what?” Jeff asked.

“I got it, I just didn't think it was appropriate,” Marc said. “Those kids probably never read a book for pleasure before the System and they certainly aren't going to now. I think Alice is a bit beyond their limited horizons.”

Ella had turned to Jeff, glaring at him.

“Cretins, no appreciation for classical entertainment. Plus no idea of when to take no for an answer,” she said.

“I told you I'd drop the diplomacy thing after the first time you threatened to cut me off,” Jeff said.

“Yes, but then you had to go and reveal that you never read Alice in Wonderland. You didn't even watch the movies, did you?”

Jeff shrugged.

“Hey, that's an idea,” Marc said. “I don't think we have any of those in the Safe Zone library. I'll pick up the two newer ones and if they haven't decided what to play tonight, request the first of those.”

Ella smiled at him.

“And Jeff will be there to watch it,” she said. “I'll make sure of it.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Two

 

Almost the entire next day was spent with Marc, the council, and those portions of his group that were interested working their way through the rest of the Kingdom data they could currently track down.

Marc was sure there were some related help files they hadn't found yet, but was at a loss as to how to find them at the moment.

Most likely unexpected things will rear their heads, we'll see if there's help on those things, and then we'll find the help files. We've got enough to get going on for the moment though, he thought. 

With Ella's outright refusal to be appointed the head of Diplomacy for the infant Kingdom, Marc let Sean have his way on that. His father had claimed he had several people in mind that might be able to take care of the position. When asked, he even confirmed that at least one of them would have no problem with the more shady portion of its responsibilities.

“Just don't introduce Jeff to whoever you pick,” Marc said. “It'll be bad enough when he figures out who got it, we don't want him pestering them even before they get comfortable with the position.”

Sean had just smirked.

“At least one of the people I've got in mind would take it in stride. They'd probably say they were testing Jeff and send him off to find a snipe in order to even be considered for a position.”

“Seriously? You know people who'd actually send him on a snipe hunt? I thought most of the people you knew were professors or otherwise academically inclined.”

Sean's eyebrows lifted.

“That matters, how? I was academically inclined too, do you think I wouldn't so something like that to Jeff?”

Marc shook his head.

“Sorry, I'm used to the image most professors used in their classes. They were very staid and stodgy, you know?”

“Well, sure, when you're talking about the mathematics and English professors, although some of them might've surprised you given the chance. The one I'm thinking of was like me, history, very specific time frames that overlap quite a bit with when diplomacy was used a lot more than in modern times. You know us history professors were always a little out there.”

“No, I didn't know that. Not until you told me after the System,” Marc said.

“Sorry, Marc. I needed that persona to keep my job. More specifically, I'm sorry that I ended up leading you to believe I was like that. Trust me when I tell you, most of the professors I ended up saving and bringing with me were rather... eccentric, I think would be the most accurate description.”

“I trust you on this, dad. Even if I do have doubts that you know someone perfect for the job.”

“They aren't perfect right now, but they could be with a little work,” Sean replied.

With that Marc dropped the subject, just telling his dad to use his best judgment and, like always, Marc would reserve his veto option for if he disagreed strenuously.

There weren't actually a large number of other positions to assign. Since Sean was going to work as the Seneschal, he promoted his highest officer to the position of network defense chief that he'd previously occupied. Marc had dealt with the Optio several times before and thought that he'd manage it well.

“Plus, I'm still Centurion, so if there's a problem I can step in to solve it,” Sean said. “Not that I anticipate that being an issue, but still, it's nice to know that I still have that authority.”

“You'll let him take care of other promotions to replace himself? How's that work, anyhow. If they got a class as a specific officer, can they take another officer position?”

“Officers in the Legion can promote other Legionaries of any type into any other officer with a rank of at least one lower than theirs,” Sean said. “There's a process for it.”

“Ooh, you know what means?” Marc said. “It's much more likely there is a way to change class like Sam was asking about. We just need to find it. Unless this is more like evolving a class, but even if there's a way to do that, we might find a way to evolve people into a class that's closer to what they'd prefer now that we have a lot of different classes available.”

“Well, I've had Sam looking into that while he skims the data in the school,” Sean said. “He's seen some references to both changing classes and evolving them, like you mentioned, but no specifics yet. We may need to look in the shop for that information.”

Marc grimaced, knowing just how much something like that would cost from the shop.

Unless much like the spell Felicia found, we can find an individual selling the information for cheaper than the System does.

 

* * *

 

By the time they were done for the day Marc wanted nothing else to do with admin for a bit. His mother had been bumped up from doing admin for Any Port to doing it for the whole Kingdom, to fill the slot that had been available.

Not that it's any different than what she was doing. She was already doing a lot of the administration for the entire Safe Zone Network, Marc thought. Now she's got the titles and more tools so she can do it a little easier is all. Plus, she's really happy because she doesn't think dad will get called out of the Safe Zone as much. I hate to tell her that, but I think she's wrong on that count. Dad likes to be involved in things since he's a hands on type. I think he'll be out just as much, if not more, now.

Pushing all of that to the side of his mind where he didn't have to think about it,  Marc and Felicia headed out. They had a couple of hours until dinner and he'd considered the spa, until Felicia pointed out how crowded it was liable to be at this time of day. Instead, they headed down to the Menagerie. Marc wanted to say hi to Octavius II and even if the Menagerie was crowded, it was outdoors so it wouldn't seem as crowded.

He was surprised to find another enclosure occupied now. Evidently someone had found something that looked like a unicorn. The big difference was that the base creature seemed to be a deer instead of a horse. Whoever had found them must have found a whole herd though since there were three does, with a single horn in the center of their forehead and a buck who had a trio of horns, spaced like those on a triceratops, two on the top of its head while the third was placed partially down its snout, Marc was rather enamored of the creatures, until the first one opened its mouth and he saw that their teeth resembled shark teeth more than the herbivorous deer teeth he was familiar with from before the System.

“I sure hope whoever brought these in got paid well. I know we had a bounty out for new creatures to exhibit and I'm pretty sure that they earned it,” he said, pointing out the teeth to Felicia.

She nodded in agreement.

“Come over here, those chickens have been growing,” she said.

Felicia dragged him in front of the chicken enclosure. Marc saw the two giant chickens they'd caught sitting on their nests, but their chicks had been growing quickly.

“I wonder how big the chicks are going to get?” Marc said.

A new voice interrupted him and he spun to see that Katie had snuck up behind them.

“We think that the chicks will get to about two-thirds the size of the giant chickens,” she said. “We might well be able to breed them back up a little larger if we don't run into problems with inbreeding.”

Marc shook his head, looking at Katie again. She was young, he knew, but obviously was taking her job seriously if she was worried about inbreeding in the chickens.

“So, we need to find some more huge wild ones?” Marc asked.

Katie shrugged.

“I don't know if there will be any. I'm guessing domesticated chickens won't have survived having their coops decay on them very well. I guess you could go look at Jungle Fowl in your ship, see if any of those mutated larger, but I don't know that they'd be able to interbreed. We're better off trying to breed our domesticated ones up for size to mate with the giant ones. Even if we end up with a breed that's only half the size of the giant ones that's a lot more meat and egg if we harvest them, and we'll have to if we breed a lot that size. Either that, or get a new pasture just for them.”

“Wow, you've really been doing your research on this, haven't you?” Felicia asked.

“Oh, yeah, there were some complaints that I was in charge of the Menagerie instead of some of the adults. They didn't want to actually do the job, they just thought it would easier than what they were currently doing. So I just made sure I knew everything I could about the exhibits here, then challenged them to an independently administered test.”

She grinned.

“I wiped the floor with them and that shut them up. I told them that they could at least have bothered to study for a job they wanted to take before saying they could do it better, and I think that might've pissed them off a little.”

“I hate that we still have people like that here,” Marc said. “If you want to do a job, great, but wanting to do it without knowing anything about it? Not so great. It's hard to trust those people when you find out who they are. I, at least, always wonder if they're doing the job they already have right or just half-assing it.”

“Katie, do me a favor?” Felicia asked.

“Sure, what do you need?”

“Don't tell us who it was. If you do, I'm sure Marc's going to go and check up on them. Then he'll hate himself for doing it later, even if he finds that whoever it was isn't performing up to standards where they are now. If they aren't doing their job right, whoever is in charge of their area should know and if they report it, it'll be official and we'll have to act. Just don't tell us so Marc can't go on a private crusade before then, okay?”

Marc glared at her.

“You know you would, Marc. I also know that you still feel bad about kicking the Sternns out, even with as useless as they were. So let's just avoid it, okay?”

His glare softened.

“Okay, I know you're right, but I hate having people who just drag everyone else down. I don't get why they can't just pull their own weight. Especially now, when there's a larger selection of jobs than there were originally.”

“I won't say a word, sorry I brought it up,” Katie said. “Did you say hi to Octavius yet?”

“I waved as we walked by, but there were lots of people in front of the tank. I'm hoping it clears out some so I can spend some time with him,” Marc said, glad to change the subject.

 

* * *

 

There was one more meeting among everyone regarding the Kingdom information and assignments. Conner had asked for some time when Marc had offered him the Chief of Internal Security position for the Kingdom. After some time to recover from the information overload they'd already gotten on the Kingdom the group met again.

“So, Conner, did you think it over?”

“Yes, I did. It's just that my class isn't focused on something that large. I'm the Guardian of a Safe Zone, but you want me to take a position that covers an entire Kingdom. Maybe if we had more Guardians, but I haven't found anyone else with the class.”

Marc grinned.

“Tell you what, if I can tell you how to get more Guardians, will you take the position?” he asked.

“Sure, as long as it isn't sending people out to shoot their attackers like happened with us.”

Marc shook his head.

“No, it's a lot easier than that.”

“Okay, I'll take it. I reserve the right to resign though if it somehow conflicts with my class,” Conner said.

“In that case, we've got a school that should open soon. It teaches some basic information like reading, writing, and math, but it also teaches classes. It has information on how to obtain just about any class that currently exists in the Safe Zone, we think in the entire network, or Kingdom now, but definitely the Safe Zone. Find people with no class, either older people who haven't gotten one yet or younger ones just turning fourteen, and they can train on the Guardian class in the school to get it.”

“No way to have people change their class?” Conner asked. “Because I've got at least one deputy that would like to change to Guardian if they can.”

“Natalie?” Marc asked.

Conner nodded.

“Well, it's possible from what we've read, but we have no idea what the procedure is as of yet,” Marc said. “We've got people looking.”

Conner nodded again.

Marc went in and assigned Conner to the Chief of Internal Security position for the Kingdom and watched as Conner's eyes went vacant for a moment. Then a smile broke out on the ex-policeman's face.

“Well now, look at that. Evidently my class does play well with this new position. My class used to read as Guardian (Any Port), but now it reads Guardian (Kingdom of SCN).”

“Good, I'm glad. Like I said, as soon as the school opens, we can start training more Guardians if you have non-classed people in mind. As for switching classes? If we find out how, I'm sure it'll be all over the Kingdom in a heartbeat. I'll let you know though.”

“Sounds good, Marc. Crap, this is going to mean even more paperwork though, isn't it?”

Marc shrugged.

“Probably? It depends on how you handle it, I guess.”

Conner shook his head.

“I'd complain, but it's not like it's the end of the world, as far as I'm concerned that already happened and this is a new world all its own.”

You can say that again, Marc thought, but that's probably not the type of thing I ought to voice aloud.

“Anyhow, if you need a bigger office, let us know. I know we're shy on internal security people for some of the smaller Safe Zones, the Legionaries have been handling that for the moment, so if the rest of us can help out somehow, let us know and we'll do it if we can,” Marc said. “Oh, plus, I think your existing office got a bit of an upgrade. You'll have a terminal there like my mom does downstairs.”

Conner stood.

“That's okay, I'm going to go and check in on the terminal. Try to work out some routines to follow and think of who I might be able to recruit. Even if they aren't Guardians, they can still fill the policing positions for the other Safe Zones. Are we set here?”

“I think so, we're just brainstorming now, trying to see if there are any other help files we can track down,” Sean said.

“In that case, I'm off to start my new duties, or at least find out exactly what they ought to be,” Conner said, moving towards the door.

Once he was out, Sean turned to Marc.

“I've already got a Contubernium headed for the lower level dungeon the map showed. I'm assuming your group should take the tougher one?”

“The lower one was what, levels five to fifteen?”

“Yes, and I've got some Legionaries who are in the higher end of that range. I thought that as a group, along with their Auxiliaries, they ought to be able to handle that dungeon. I do not have anyone close to level twenty yet, so that one's on your group if you want it.”

“We'll do it,” Marc said. “Assuming the rest of my group agrees. It probably won't be a lot of experience for us, but turning it into a training dungeon ought to be a lot of experience for anyone that uses it later on.”

 

* * *

 

As he and Felicia headed for lunch, after a fruitless search for more help files, Marc turned to her.

“I think that we can also use existing Dungeon Cores that we have to add more training dungeons,” he said. “I've still got the one from the End Zone dungeon and that should be lower level than either of the ones we want to claim. What do you think?”

“Isn't the Labyrinth core a Dungeon Core also?” Felicia asked.

“Yes it is, but I'm unwilling to use that for a training dungeon. I want to use that for Any Port's next expansion so we can summon minotaurs to defend if necessary, plus it means I can enhance the stone walls around Any Port. I don't think it'll let me do the same with the other Safe Zones in the Kingdom, but maybe there's a chance? Stacking my Wall Ward with the enhancement from that core should leave Any Port's walls about as tough as we can get them though, at least for now.”

She nodded.

“I'm good with it. I'm guessing you want to run that by the whole group?”

“Yes, along with asking them about clearing the Dungeon to convert it to a training dungeon. It shouldn't be very tough for us, it might level Beggar and Matilda some, and even if its power is diminished some it should be good for experience and even loot for those who go through it.”

“I'm up for that, but with one condition. It's something you'd never think of on your own, but you need to tax the people who go into it based on the loot they bring out.”

“I don't know if we can do that, except maybe on an honor system,” Marc said.

“Keep it in mind. If the System allows taxes on the shop, it might just do it for training dungeons also, and if not, you can institute it yourself, and should. You were saying the treasury didn't have enough for some things that would push us even further head. This will help with that.”

Jeff and Ella had been at the meeting, although the Thief had definitely had his attention wandering by a little bit into it. Neither of them had made any objections to clearing the dungeon, so Marc was going to run it by Rob, Beggar, and Matilda. If they all agreed, they'd set a time soon and go clear the dungeon.

Marc didn't think this one was going to be anything like the extended stays they'd had in the pyramid dungeon or the Labyrinth, but he wasn't about to bet on it either. He'd be upfront, telling everyone the levels and the reason he wanted to do it, and that he knew nothing whatsoever about the dungeon.

“Do you think we're missing help files still?” Felicia asked. “On the Kingdom that is.”

“You know what the System is like about allowing access to help files. Probably we shouldn't have wasted time this morning, we just have to wait until things not covered by the existing ones crop up, and then look for help files on said things. I just wanted more information, you know? I'm technically in charge of all of this so I want to know as much as possible about it before doing anything.”

“Well, your dad doesn't have that problem.”

“I know, he told me he spent a couple of hours last night setting things up he knew I was going to ask about, then he showed me all the things he'd done. I approved of all of them, but I really wish we knew more right now, instead of having to wait for it. I'd hate to do something and find out that it either wasn't necessary or that we have to take it apart due to something that shows up later on.”

“So, what did he do then?”

“He spent some resources to upgrade all the communications between Safe Zones up to video and file transmission, then he set up an alarm that can be triggered from any Safe Zone to alert the rest that someone is under attack, he also informed all the co-holders of who the Kingdom authorities are and what areas of responsibility they hold. Plus he set up some reports that the co-holders are going to have to file weekly with the new file transfer on the communications. A bunch of things like that.”

“So, not only have you brought back cell phones, but your dad is planning on bringing back TPS reports?” Felicia said, grinning.

Marc shook his head.

“Even I got that reference,” he said.

“I know, I'm the one who made you watch the show,” she replied.

“But, yes, essentially reports and paperwork. Two things I never thought I'd have to deal with after the apocalypse.”

“It's in the name though, Marc. It's run by a System, of course there's going to be paperwork. Doesn't every good system have its own version of paperwork?”

 

* * *

 

The next morning, after Marc had gotten everyone's agreement, the group, including Beggar and Matilda, boarded the spaceship. It was a fairly short flight before they were hovering over the area where the Kingdom map had shown the red dot of a dungeon.

“It should be right near here,” Ella said, referencing her own map that she'd synced with the Kingdom map.

“Put it down, Jeff. It looks like we'll have to hunt for this place,” Marc said.

Jeff grunted, then brought the ship down for a landing.

“I wanted to double check,” Marc said. “You're okay with this, Jeff?”

“Yes, mother hen. I swear, one life threatening experience and I get two people hovering over me for weeks,” Jeff replied.

“You, Beggar?” Marc continued, ignoring Jeff's griping.

Beggar grinned at him.

“This place ain't gonna be nothing like that one,” he said. “Not if it's supposed to max out at level twenty. I got this.”

Matilda flinched a little as Beggar finished speaking, but she wasn't trying to hold him back either.

“Alright then, let's go find ourselves a dungeon,” Marc replied.

They started looking, but it wasn't until almost an hour later that they found what they were after.  Jeff let out a yell and everyone came running over. The Thief pointed to the massive patch of frost that was in the shade of a tall rock.

“There's something under there,” he said.

“Why, because of the frost?” Rob asked. “We might not feel it that much any more, but it really is kind of chilly out here.”

“Nope, not the frost, although that I'm taking as confirmation of my suspicion. My Find Valuables triggered on something underground beneath the frost.”

“Well then, that's a different story,” Marc said. “Give me a minute.”

He started twisting his Earthen Wall spell, using it to form a small four sided structure twenty-five feet on a side with walls ten feet high, leaving a door-sized gap. He pulled the dirt from beneath the frost Jeff had pointed out and when he was done, he'd revealed a crack in the underground portion of the stone that was casting the shade. He felt the built-up mana inside of the crack in the stone and was pretty sure that the frost was a result of some of the mana leaking out.

“Well now, this is interesting,” Marc said, relating the mana levels to everyone else in the group. “That crack might be big enough for Beggar and Matilda, but I think we don't want to split up, especially not right at the start of the dungeon.”

“This time, I got this,” Rob said, hefting the large hammer he kept in his inventory for situations that required blunt damage.

His first strike sent stone chips everywhere.

“You might all want to back up a bit,” Rob said. “I can't control where this stone is going.”

Marc, who'd been about to cast a modified Earthen Wall spell, converted to stone, in order to enlarge the opening, just backed away.

What was it Felicia said about feeling bad that I did too much on my own? I need to let the group do what they can when they want to volunteer, he thought. 

 

* * *

 


Chapter Three

 

It took Rob all of five hits with hammer to enlarge the opening enough for them to fit through, although it would still be a bit of a squeeze for Rob himself.

Marc stared into the hole Rob had opened up. When the echoes of the stone fragments pattering down from his strikes faded, they were replaced by the sound of running water echoing up out of the hole. Right inside it, though, all Marc could see was patches of white and something that reflected any of the light that made it into the hole. The first few feet inside of the hole was bare stone, but beyond that it looked like snow and ice for as far as Marc could see, which was only several more feet due to a lack of light.

“Ella? Light spell?” Marc asked. “Put it inside there if you would. I know we could use the Darkness Vision spell, but I'd like to get a look at as much of it as possible before we enter and the actual light is better for that than the Darkness Vision spell.”

She nodded and edged over next to the hole. A quick cast later and Marc had to avert his eyes. The light orb from the spell had formed just at the edge of the area he could see before it faded into darkness. Now the entire area was a mass of light reflecting and strengthening itself from the patches of reflective ice and snow.

Squinting, Marc peered into the hole. The snow and ice continued for as far as the Light spell illuminated. Even so, he still heard the echo of flowing water.

“I think that stuff can't go for very far beyond what is illuminated right now,” Marc said. “I can hear water flowing, but I'm pretty sure it would be frozen if it were in the middle of this stuff.”

Although Marc doubted himself on that. From where he was standing, within five feet of the snow and ice, he could only feel the tiniest hint of the cold that had to be there. He'd think it was an illusion if it weren't for the patch of frost that told him that he wasn't imagining the hint of chill.

And if everyone is right, and we aren't feeling the temperature extremes as much as we level our stats, that means that tiny hint of cold I'm feeling is a lot colder than I originally estimated, he thought. 

“Alright, Ella, can you cancel that for now? I think it's going to be more of a hindrance than a help with how it's reflecting.”

“Waste not, want not,” she said, extending a hand and drawing the Light orb back to her, then tucking it into her inventory. “We might need light again farther in and there's no need to waste that mana since this one will be around for hours yet.”

“Okay then,” Marc said. “Are we ready? Standard party order with me and Rob in front like normal, but with Matilda in the middle?”

When there were no comments on that, Marc stepped up in front of the hole. Rob had enlarged it enough that Marc barely needed to lower his head as he passed through. Nothing happened as he approached the band of whiteness that marked the edge of the snow and ice, except for the hint of cold he felt growing stronger. Then he placed his first foot on the snow and ice and a bitter surge of cold caught him off guard. It distracted him enough that it took him a moment to read the notification that flashed in front of him.

System message:

You have now entered the Open Plains Elemental Dungeon. Increase your power levels by destroying dungeon spawns or through other means. Good Luck!

 

* * *

 

Marc felt the cold biting away at him and suspected it was enough that it was damaging him. He quickly checked his health to find out he was down by two points, but a surge of warmth had him check it again. The second time he was back to full.

Crap, is the environmental damage just about equal to my health regen? Rob and I should be fine, but the rest of the group might have a problem.

He turned to inform the rest of the group, but found himself staring at the wall of a cave, encrusted with snow and ice. As he watched, the wall shimmered and Rob stepped into the snow.

“Rob? Can you step back out?” Marc asked.

Rob tried to back up and ran into the wall.

“No, I can't.”

“Damn it, that's not an illusion then,” Marc said.

He spoke into his comms instead.

“The dungeon prevents immediate departure. So be careful coming through, because I don't know how we'll get back out of here.”

Rob nodded, but Marc didn't get any other confirmation and a moment later Felicia stepped through the wall as well. She immediately started shivering, her pale skin taking on a bluish tint.

Marc quickly checked his inventory, but didn't find any cold weather gear. Despite it being winter, he hadn't stocked up on anything like that since he hadn't really been feeling the cold. A quick skim through his spell list only revealed one possibility, but he wasn't sure if it would do anything.

“Didn't you hear my message on the comms?” he asked, walking over and wrapping Felicia in his arms to try to share some body warmth.

“What message?” she said. “It's frigid in here, maybe we should go back out to talk?”

“We can't. That was the message I tried to send, look,” Marc said, gesturing towards the wall.

As he did so, Ella came through it. She immediately started shivering even worse than Felicia had.

“Shit,” Marc said, “so we can't get comms out and it's cold enough here to cause damage. You were talking about elemental protection spells, weren't you? Did you get any?”

Felicia shook her head.

“Nothing for cold.”

“I'm okay,” Ella said. “Freezing, but not to a point to cause damage. I think it's that mummy wrap I got before.”

“Let me try something,” Marc said, focusing on Felicia and casting an Elemental Sphere of Protection on her just as Matilda passed through the wall.

A minute later the whole group was standing in the snow. Felicia, Jeff, and Matilda had all required a cast of Marc's Elemental Sphere of Protection spell to prevent them from taking cold damage. Beggar didn't need it due to a combination of his fur and his stats. Matilda, at a lower level, just didn't have the stats to compensate, and Jeff didn't have fur and had lower stats that would help him endure the cold since he'd focused on Agility so much.

“Those spells aren't going to last for very long, so we ought to get going. I can recast several times, but they're a hefty chunk of mana, so let's move,” Marc said. “I can hear water in this direction, so let's head there. If there's liquid water, maybe it'll be warm enough that there won't be environmental damage.”

He turned and started walking towards the sound of water, the rest of the group following along. Within five steps he stopped cold. There was a snowball, nearly as tall as he was, rolling around by itself. When he noticed it, it apparently noticed him as well. The snowball stopped rolling and Marc got the feeling that it was watching him. A moment later that suspicion was confirmed as the snowball began to shift, taking on a humanoid form that towered over Marc, standing even taller than Rob.

 

* * *

 

“Guys,” Marc said urgently, over the comms.

He had no idea if any of the rest of them were watching where they were going or examining the dungeon around them.

“I see it,” Rob replied.

“Another behind us,” Jeff added.

“Fire, you think?” Ella asked. “Or will they resist it due to the environment?”

Marc shrugged mentally.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” he said. “I'm going to try it though.”

“Ella, you and I on the back one,” Felicia said.

A moment later the cavern lit up with a brilliant orange. Felicia had her Pillar of Flames spell targeted on the snowman behind them while Ella was hitting it with a Fireball. Marc, for his part, had decided on closing in with his Flamethrower spell so he could just channel it until the snowman was melted and dead.

Actually, it's probably an elemental not a snowman, Marc thought. Not that it matters too much in the grand scheme of things.

“Rob, cover me?” Marc asked as his flames roared out.

The fire had the elemental, or whatever it was, angry as soon as the flames touched it. Marc saw the drops of water falling to the packed snow beneath it and steam rising above its head as the flames affected it.

The loud 'Snap' of a bear trap closing told Marc that Matilda was helping with the back one.

And if she is, then Beggar is, plus Ella's fighting it so I'm sure Jeff's in that fight also, Marc thought. I'd feel bad about stealing the tank, but it's two of us on one elemental and five of them on the other.

He heard an impact behind him, along with a gasp of pain, and turned to see that Ella had been struck with a large ball of ice. As he watched, Felicia cast a quick heal on Ella, then returned her attention to the elemental with another Pillar of Flames.

Snapping his head back around he saw a large gash in the elemental's body where Rob had just struck with his ax. The tank had avoided Marc's flamethrower, striking at arm's length from the other side of the elemental.

It's good to know that they take physical damage, though. Depending on how much mana I burn I may need to resort to that.

Marc didn't have to resort to physical damage, after channeling his Flamethrower spell for a good twenty seconds or so, the elemental was smaller than he was and another strike from Rob's ax struck what appeared to be an orb or ball of ice in the center of the elemental, knocking it right out of the remains of its body. As the body began to collapse Marc darted over and grabbed the orb, his hand growing cold as he grasped it.

He shoved it in his inventory as he turned to see if the other group needed help. He'd wanted to grab the orb first in case it was somehow able to create another elemental and now that he had it he was ready to assist the rest of his group. They'd dropped their own elemental through and Jeff was holding a similar orb to the one that Marc had picked up.

“Everyone okay? Anyone need heals?” Marc asked

“I could use a quick one,” Rob said. “The thing had a short ranged distance attack. My chest currently feels like its got frostbite or something.”

“That's not surprising,” Jeff said. “My Analyze showed them as Ice Elementals, levels ten and twelve for those two.”

Felicia cast a quick heal and Rob sighed with relief.

“That's better,” he said.

“Good, let's keep moving though. There might be more of these elementals around and we don't need to fight them. These guys didn't seem that tough, but no reason to slow down or waste mana on them if we don't need to fight them.”

Marc continued in the direction of the dripping water, picking up the pace somewhat once they were all moving.

They did run into another pair of the Ice Elementals before they got out of the snowy area. They could see running water off in the distance a bit when the others attacked. Unlike the first, these two had set a trap. As Marc was walking along, one foot sank deep into the snow as he stepped. His Agility was sufficient to allow him to recover, but as he pulled his foot back the snow solidified, trying to wrap around his ankle and pull him forwards.

Rob had been paying attention so as Marc tried to pull back, his arms windmilling in the air to maintain his balance, Rob grabbed an arm and began a backwards pressure.

The creature that had his foot was drawn out of the hidden pit it had been in, waiting for prey. Once it was, Beggar yelled from the back of the group that there was another attacker as well.

Rob's ax, the massive labrys that he'd now practiced with enough to use one-handed, slammed down on the portion of the creature attached to Marc's foot, cutting that chunk right off. The snow promptly fell apart, releasing Marc's ankle.

Marc, rather than draw a weapon like Rob, simply started in on another Flamethrower spell, chasing the elemental back into its pit before melting it. He did experience one of the attacks Rob had mentioned, a burst of snow and frigid air that made it hard to breathe for several seconds, but held his spell right through it.

Rob kept the elemental from fleeing its pit, his ax long enough to come down in an attack on any edge of the pit from where he stood alongside of it. When Marc stopped channeling his spell, Rob sighed.

“Well, shoot. That felt kind of nice and toasty, like a campfire on a snowy camping trip.”

Marc just stared at Rob. The tank had been standing in the steam from the melting elemental and now his face was frosted over with rime.

Even standing next to my Flamethrower spell is too hot for me sometimes. Is it really cold enough in this section that my spell is just toasty or is Rob's endurance or whatever enough that he's starting to feel the extreme heat less also?

Another fifty steps had them at the edge of flowing water, the narrow gap between the snow and the flowing water a small five foot section of exposed rock.

“Do you think this might be a safe area?” Ella asked. “I could use some mana regen, and I'm sure you need some as well.”

“Only one way to find out,” Marc replied. “Those who need mana, meditate to regenerate. Those who don't, please stand guard?”

 

* * *

 

When they'd finished regenning Rob caught Marc's attention. He'd been watching over the water area in front of them.

“There's stuff out there,” Rob said. “Not anything really identifiable, but when I see sections of water moving against the current, not at the edges mind you, but in the middle, then I'm pretty sure that it's something to mention.”

“Maybe elementals like the ice things we fought? Just water this time?” Marc asked.

Rob shrugged.

“They weren't coming over near us, so I didn't want to interrupt you guys, but I wanted you to know. Plus, this damned water looks really deep. I tried to test the depth with my ax, but I couldn't find the bottom, even when I dipped my arm in with the ax extended out also.”

“So, we need to figure out a way to get across this water, because wading isn't going to work,” Marc said. “Probably some of the other water out there in the chamber also.”

Rob nodded.

“That's what I was thinking.”

“I don't think freezing it will work this time, the water's moving too quickly.”

“I've got an idea,” Rob said, “but Jeff's gonna hate it.”

“I've got one also, but let's hear yours first. Mine uses my mana, which we just paused to refill, so if we have another option, I want to hear about it.”

Rob was right, Jeff hated the idea, but he also didn't have a better one. So, a few minutes later, after Jeff had knotted several longer lengths of rope around his middle, Rob caught him up in his arms. After swinging the Thief back and forth a couple of times, he let go, Jeff sailing across the water to land on the rock of the opposite bank of the water flow. Marc paid out the loose end of the ropes that they were securing on this side to make sure it didn't tangle too badly.

Jeff growled curses at them loudly as he picked himself up from where he'd tumbled to with his landing. It had, at least, been a controlled tumble, although the ropes had tangled up a bit, restricting Jeff's movement.

The growled curses continued as Jeff drove in several pitons, then secured the ropes to them. He'd already done the same on this side and as the Thief took in the slack of the rope, it increased the tension so they ran over the top of the water.

“Okay, these are going to sag some as we use them,” Marc said, “so we're going in order of lightest to heaviest.”

Matilda scampered up to the ropes on all fours.

“Me first then?” she asked.

Marc nodded and Matilda just ran out onto two adjacent ropes, moving across them in a model of grace, the ropes barely sagging and not touching the water.

Beggar was next and, once again, he simply walked across two of the ropes, although he did so more slowly than Matilda and the ropes sagged slightly with his passing, although still not getting down to the water.

Ella was next. She had more problems than the raccoons, but she spread her weight over the three ropes and pulled herself across, suffering from no more than some minor rope burn. Felicia followed without a problem after stowing her armor. Marc was about to do the same when Rob stopped him.

“Not like that,” Rob said, shaking his head.

“What?” Marc asked.

“Get your shield out, spread it across the ropes, and let it support the majority of your weight, then just pull yourself across like you're tobogganing on the rope.”

Marc blinked. He'd been prepared to have some of the same problems Ella had, although he did have some light leather armor on that would've protected from a lot of the rope burn she'd suffered. He hadn't even considered this option, but now that he did, he pulled his shield out and did as Rob had suggested.

The ropes sagged enough that Marc was getting wet, but he was strong enough to pull himself across even with the current tugging at him. At least until he reached the middle of the water. That was when he felt the water take a firm grip on his ankle and yank hard.

He clenched down on the ropes with one hand while turning his head to see what was up.

“There's something in the water, it's got my left leg,” he called out.

Then he started casting. With one hand holding the rope tightly, he used a simple spell, sending a Mana Dart twisted to ice at the water where it encircled his ankle.

There's a big gap between the ice and the water areas, hopefully it's because they don't play well together, he thought. 

“No lightning please, but use your frost wand Ella. If you can solidify it I can probably shatter it,” Marc yelled.

The pressure on his ankle was increasing, and when the Mana Dart had struck he'd felt the grip tighten and convulse so he was pretty sure it had done something.

A wave of cold passed over Marc, setting him to shivering even more than he had been in the ice area and he wondered about the wisdom of his request.

Then he felt the grip on his ankle solidify somehow. Before, he could feel the moving water encircling it, but now there was no motion. As he glanced back to his ankle, he saw what looked like a loop of ice surrounding his ankle and extending into the water. The ice in the water was rapidly turning to slush, so he acted quickly while the ice around his ankle was still solid.

He couldn't be sure where the rest of the creature that was holding onto him was, so Constellation was right out, even if he was sure it would kill the creature right off. Instead he twisted another Mana Dart spell, setting the element to stone and hoping that the blunt force of the impact would be sufficient to shatter the ice.

It was and the idea that creativity in the use of spells helped their advancement was proven a moment later.

Your spell, Mana Dart, has increased in skill level (11->12). Select additional damage type from accompanying notification.

 

He had no time to deal with that at the moment, but he'd get to the flashing notification light just as soon as he could. Instead he gripped the rope with his other hand, the one he'd been casting with, and started hauling himself the rest of the way across as quickly as he possibly could.

There were no more attacks as he finished crossing the water.

Hopefully we scared the damned thing off by damaging it. Rob still has to come across and he's going to be pushing the ropes even deeper into the water than I was, Marc thought. 

 

* * *

 

Marc was considering what they could do when he noticed the tendril of water stretch out of the flow and make contact with one of the ropes. The rope quickly started sagging, water drops dripping off of it.

He quickly pointed that out to the rest of the group, including Rob, who started grinning.

“I got an idea,” Rob said, over the comms.

Marc watched, baffled, as Rob tossed his shield back into the icy area. Once he had, he walked over to the edge of the water.

“Catch,” he called out, tossing his coil of rope across the water. He'd kept one end for himself and Marc barely managed to catch the rest of the coil when it reached him. The water was around forty feet wide or so and there was still a fair bit of rope on the hundred foot coil when Marc caught it.

“What am I doing with this?” Marc asked.

“Hold onto it for a minute,” Rob replied. “Got my Agility boosted up some, so I think I can do this.”

The tank went back and picked up his shield, which was now covered in a light coating of ice. He brushed off the clumps off snow where they'd caught, then laid his shield on the ground in front of the ropes. It was sideways and extended out on both sides of the three ropes, or would if it were on them and not just on the ground right in front of them.

Rob gripped the rope as tightly as he could with both hands.

“Get ready to pull as hard and fast as you can,” he said.

Marc groaned as he realized what Rob was planning on doing.

“Felicia? Give me a hand here?” Marc said.

“Doing what?”

“Rob's going to try to ski over the water too fast for the elemental to get a hold of him,” Marc said. “We're the motor for this.”

Felicia's eyes went wide, but she grabbed the rope. The both looked at Rob who nodded.

“As soon as you start pulling, I'll hop on my shield,” he said. “Now, pull!”

Marc spun around, the rope over his shoulder as Rob hopped onto his shield, the slick front surface of it allowing the shield, with Rob riding it, to slide right onto the ropes. Then Marc dug in and started moving, Felicia right behind him.

The two of them pulled as hard as they could, facing away from the water flow Rob was crossing and trying to break into a run.

Jeff's raucous laughter was the first thing they heard, followed by Rob's bellowing mirth a moment later. There was a loud “Thud' and the resistance on the rope disappeared so quickly that Marc almost fell. He spun around, fearing that Rob had been dragged into the water, only to find the tank lying on the bank on their side of the water flow, laughing his ass off.

“That was fun!” Rob cried out. “Maybe we can do it again on the way back?”

Marc just closed his eyes and shook his head.

Not only is Jeff rubbing off on Ella, I think he's rubbing off on Rob also. That sounded more like one of Jeff's hair-brained schemes than something Rob would think of, Marc thought. Then again, everyone is seeming more confident recently after the fight outside of Home Grove. I hope we aren't getting overconfident.

“Okay, we aren't getting these ropes back right now,” Jeff said. “Are we leaving them here until on the way out?”

“That's the plan. At least this time we won't be racing a timer to get out,” Marc replied.

“Assuming we finish the dungeon and that claiming it as a training dungeon doesn't do something similar to destroying it,” Ella added.

“Yeah, assuming that,” Marc said.

He looked around to account for the group, but didn't see Matilda and Beggar.

“Hey buddy,” he said over the comms, “are you still here, just in Stealth?”

“Nope, we're scouting the rest of this level. Found a couple of spots with those elemental things in them in case we want to get rid of them,” Beggar replied over the comm.

“He's got a point there,” Marc said aloud. “We really ought to clear these things out so we know how tough they are currently and can tell my dad, as well as making it easier for us to leave when it's time to do that.”

“How are we going to kill that one out there that grabbed you?” Felicia asked.

Marc grinned.

“I've got a thought for that. Unfortunately, it'll use just as much mana as my original plan to get across the water, but at least this time I'm using it to dispatch an enemy.”

 

* * *

 

“Okay, Rob, Jeff, and Felicia, you keep an eye out for that water that isn't moving like the rest. When you spot it, point it out and I'll put up a wall of stone to keep it in the area for at least a bit. I don't know if the wall will reach the bottom of the water, so Ella, as soon as the wall goes up, hit the creature, or even just the surface of the water near it, with a Lightning Bolt. I'll get one off as soon as I can after the wall is up. Even if it isn't weak to lightning, I figure the water surrounding it will conduct the electricity to it. If that doesn't work, we'll figure out something else, but I'm pretty sure fire is a no-go here.”

“We can always hit it with the different Mana Dart elements to see if there's any of those it's weak to,” Ella said.

Marc nodded.

“We might have to, but I'm hoping lightning does the trick. I imagine the things here at the beginning of the dungeon will be on the lower end, around level ten or a little higher, so a pair of Lightning Bolts from us might take care of it if they take damage from them.” 

“Time to find out,” Jeff said, pointing.

Marc now saw the oddity that Rob had pointed out earlier. There was a blob of what looked like water, but it was just sitting, motionless, in the middle of the current. He quickly twisted his Earthen Wall spell to stone and brought it up to either side of the creature, raising the top of it to be level with the banks so the water wouldn't immediately spill over.

As soon as Ella saw the stone rising out of the water, she let loose with a Lightning Bolt, striking the immobile section of water dead on. The blob of water shot up into the air before falling back to strike the surface of the water again as the lightning struck. A moment later Marc's own Lightning Bolt landed smack dab in the center of the depression the creature hitting the water had created. As the water raced back in to fill the gap, the water around the impact area began to bubble and swirl and a small orb bobbed to the surface of the water, floating gently in the direction the current had been going.

“Huh, I guess all these elementals are going to be dropping these orbs. Anyone got a way to grab it or should I just hop in to get it?” Marc asked.

“I wouldn't recommend diving in,” Felicia said. “Who know if there's another one of those things in there.”

“Good point,” Marc replied. “Well, this worked for showers, let's see if it'll work for this.

With that he cast his Wind Stream spell, twisting it to water instead of air, and adjusting the length and direction of the effect so it was behind the orb, the water spewing from the spell pushing the orb towards their shore of the water flow. By the time it was close enough to grab, water was starting to spill over the top of his wall, and around the edges onto the stone shores. As he dropped the orb into his inventory, he also dismissed the wall he'd created, allowing the water to return to its normal flow rate with only an additional wave from the restrained water being released.

“Okay, Beggar. We know lightning will work on these things. Show us where you found the others,” Marc said.

They had little trouble clearing out the other water elementals, four of them were in smaller, non-flowing bodies of water. The fifth was in another area with flow, but it was shallower. That one survived the two Lightning Bolts from Ella and Marc hitting it simultaneously, but died to a lightning twisted Mana Dart a few moments later while it was still trying to get to deeper water.

“I thought this would be a little rougher,” Jeff said.

“Well, it's level ten to twenty, we're still in the area with stuff around level ten. I'm guessing it will get a lot tougher as we continue,” Marc said. “Now, did anyone see an exit anywhere?”

It took them a while, but the only thing that they could consider might be an exit in both the ice and water sections was a large whirlpool along the back wall of the water section.

“So, we're supposed to just jump into a freakin' whirlpool and trust that it takes us to the next level?” Jeff said.

“I'll go scout it out,” Beggar offered. “Just, you know, tie a rope around me so if I find myself being crushed against solid stone at the bottom of the whirlpool you can pull me back out, okay?”

“We can figure out some other way to check this out,” Marc said. “You don't have to do this, Beggar.”

“Relax Marc, I got this.

Then he leaned in closer to Marc.

“Besides, I've got a clue here. Didn't you notice how much warmer it was near the whirlpool? And this water is warmer than the rest also. I'm pretty sure it's going to lead down into a fire level, and I've still got the head wrap from the mummy that'll offer me some protection against fire.”

Marc sighed.

“Okay, if you insist, but let us know on the comms instantly if there's a problem.”

“Sure thing,” Beggar said, donning the wrap that he'd shaped to fit over the top of his head, a portion of it dangling from the back of his head like a tail. After making sure the rope was secure, he simply jumped into the whirlpool.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Four

 

It was only a few seconds until there were two sharp tugs on the rope followed by a pause then two more. That was the agreed upon signal for Beggar being fine. Three quick tugs would've been the signal to immediately pull him back up.

“Okay, it's good, I guess,” Marc said. “Rob, do you want to go down first, or do you want me to do that?”

“I think you should. If there's more of the environmental stuff, you can help the others with it maybe. I definitely can't. I'll wait until last to come down.”

Marc nodded, then grabbed hold of the rope that had been tied to Beggar and slid down it, into the whirlpool. They'd secured the rope to a protruding section of rock up here and Beggar was supposed to tie it off down bottom if there were anywhere to do so.

When Marc got down to the bottom of the whirlpool he discovered that the center of it was clear of water. The swirling waters surrounded a hole in the stone of the floor which the rope led right into. He slipped over the edge, sliding down the rope for another fifteen or twenty feet before his feet smacked into stone again.

He was still channeling his Darkness Vision spell, so he looked around, then flinched.

There were gusts of wind pushing him around a little, but the flinch came from looking off into the distance and seeing a bright flash of Lightning. The ground around him was all stony, with no debris scattered on it. The stone was scoured clean, although there were protrusions from the floor scattered here and there.

Marc grabbed the rope, afraid that the small protrusion of stone that Beggar had tied it off to wouldn't hold since the stone looked very smooth, as though it had been sanded down.

With another series of four quick tugs, he felt weight on the rope as the next person started down. It wasn't long after that when the entire group was standing on the scoured stone floor beside him. Marc had things to report though.

“I swear it felt like I got pushed a couple of times by this wind. There's the regular strong gusts you're feeling right now, then there were a few times when I felt as though something pushed me in a more localized area, almost as though someone had put a hand on me, tried to push, and discovered that I was too heavy or strong for them to push over.”

“I got a couple of those too, although they did push me over the first time,” Beggar said. “I paid more attention after and they didn't knock me down again though.”

Ella staggered and spun to look behind her. Jeff was standing there, hands at his side.

“Not funny, Jeff,” she said.

The Thief had an honest look of confusion on his face.

“What?” he asked.

“Um, Ella, like I said, it felt like hand tried to push me. I think you may have just experienced the same,” Marc said.

“Oh, really? You think it might be these elementals?” she asked.

Marc nodded.

“Jeff, move,” Ella said, beginning to cast.

The Thief darted out of the way as flames jetted from Ella's hand. She swept her Flamethrower spell around a bit and Marc swore that partway through the movement, its trajectory changed as though it were wrapping around something. Then a gust of wind hit the Flamethrower spell head on, shooting the flames right back towards Ella.

She cut her spell.

“Yup, that's what's up,” she said. “Don't use a channeled damage spell though, it looks like they can throw it back at us.”

The wind around them was howling, the whining sound almost like an extended cry of pain.

“Sure, but the only way I saw that was from how your flames reacted to it,” Jeff said. “How are we gonna target these things?”

“Hm, I wonder how good their sense of self-preservation is if they're just elementals,” Marc said. “Let me try something.”

He cast his Elemental Sphere of Protection spell on himself, then moved out from the party, separating himself a bit from the rest of the group.

“What are you doing, Marc?” Felicia asked.

“Using myself as bait,” he said. “Just, you know, bait with a bite.”

Right about then he felt an impact on the outer layer of the sphere of protection and grinned.

“Well, they took the bait, they're trying to attack me here, but the damage didn't make it through and they should've taken some in return. Wait a minute or two and see if they learn or not. If not, I'll just put these spheres on all of us and we can just move out, maybe returning attacks when we feel them trying to attack us.”

 

* * *

 

They were moving towards the area where the lightning was flashing, at a slow pace, having discovered that the stone was incredibly smooth in a few spots, smooth enough that it almost like trying to walk on ice.

“So, you're telling me these things are even stupider than the regular spawns?” Jeff asked.

“I think they react entirely on instinct,” Marc said, “and their instinct tells them to drive away intruders. They've essentially got no sense of self-preservation.”

The attacks had been ongoing, but Marc had surrounded everyone with their own Sphere of Elemental Protection with a heavy cost to his mana.

Seventeen hundred and fifty mana to get the whole party, he thought. Still that leaves me with almost twelve hundred, back over it now with regeneration. What's up with that anyway? My mana regen seems to have sped up a lot.

“Felicia, Ella, has your mana regen sped up in here? Mine is more than triple what it ought to be right now,” Marc asked.

“I didn't check when I was casting,” Felicia said.

“I do think I recovered the mana from my Flamethrower spell faster than normal,” Ella said.

“I think we've got enhanced mana recovery in here,” Marc said.

“That would make sense,” Ella said. “Creating elementals has to be pretty mana intensive, wouldn't you say?”

Marc nodded.

“I'd think so. So, I think we can be a little more free with our spells than normal if that's the case. We'll recover the mana that much more quickly.”

That decision came in handy as the air elementals kept attempting to attack and being rebuffed by the Elemental Spheres of Protection that Marc had supplied the party with. The spells wore off more quickly with the seemingly endless attacks, but when each dropped from absorbing too much damage Marc quickly replaced it.

It was on the third spell he cast on himself that he realized that it would be a valid way to clear the floor. He'd felt another attack on his shield and a moment later a nearly translucent orb fell from the air in front of him, right where he'd noticed the attacks. The orb struck the ground with a tinkling sound and Marc paused to pick it up.

You know, I'm not sure if these things are cores or what, I didn't bother to Analyze the others I got, he thought. 

So he tried it, and received no information. Instead he switched it up and used his Identify spell instead.

Orb of Elemental Air (magic):

These orbs are useful for those who construct magical creations, be they items or creatures. The Orb of Elemental Air may be used as the core for a constructed air elemental. When used in this manner, the elemental will not have a duration for its existence. It may also be used in the creation of a magical item. When use in this manner, the orb will provide a magical effect to the item being made. The effect will be in line with the purpose of the item enchanted, for example the ability Hurl Wind Blades might appear on an enchanted sword that this orb is used on or a Wind Shield may be imbued in a piece of armor that uses this orb.

 

Well, that could certainly be useful if we have anyone that can enchant items made from scratch. I know Rudi can imbue minor magical abilities to the swords he makes, I wonder if these orbs would work for him? Marc thought. 

About that time, Jeff let out a cry, then bent and retrieved what Marc assumed was another orb.

“I figured out what these things are good for,” Marc said, then proceeded to explain to the rest of the group.

“Well then, take this one too,” Jeff said, tossing it over. “I've got no use for it.”

They spent another hour in the wind area of the dungeon, collecting up the orbs as the elementals killed themselves with their fruitless attacks. Marc's mana was slowly dropping, but the enhanced regen kept him high enough that he managed to continue to maintain the Elemental Sphere of Protection spells on the entire group.

“This is the way to do things,” Jeff said. “Just sit back and watch the experience roll in. It could only be better if these things dropped some useful form of loot.”

Marc, not having thought about experience from these things at all, quickly checked his own experience level.

“Huh,” he said. “It looks like I've picked up nearly two million experience in here. I bet it would be even better experience for people who didn't outlevel the dungeon.”

Rob snickered.

“Less than a year ago, two million experience would've seemed like this massive amount,” he said. “Now, how much is that compared to what you need for your next level?”

“Don't remind me,” Marc replied. “I'm still more than two hundred million experience away from level twenty-three.”

“Hah, this time when I catch up to you in level it sounds like you'll be stuck at the same level as me for a while,” Jeff said.

Marc just shook his head.

“How do we want to try this next area?” he said. “I doubt that the lightning elementals are going to be as easy to kill as these guys are.”

“Well, will your spheres help in there?” Rob asked.

“Probably. I just think that lightning elementals are going to do a lot more damage, so I won't be able to keep the spheres up right through like I did here.”

“Well, you have to ground electricity to make it safe, right? What about that Earth Armor spell you've got?” Rob asked.

“We can give it a shot. It might help at least,” Marc said. “Plus, more armor is never a bad thing. Even if they can damage us through it, it'll probably take a lot more effort on their part.”

 

* * *

 

Rob volunteered to test out his theory, so Marc kitted him out with an Earth Armor spell as well as an Elemental Sphere of Protection. Then Rob took the several steps that separated the air section from the much brighter lightning section. There was almost constantly some lightning flashing around so the area was lit up most of the time.

As soon as Rob stepped into the electrical area, a little aura of whitish-blue light surrounded him.

“Rob, is your sphere taking damage?” Marc called out.

“No, why?”

“Look at yourself.”

“Oh, hey, that's kind of cool. Nah, no damage, my hair is standing on end, but I just figured that was all the other lightning going off around here.”

Just then there was a brilliant flash of light and when Marc's eyes cleared, he spotted a stick figure, made of little arcs of lightning, attacking Rob.

Rob's ax was out in a moment, the labrys swinging in a wide arc that bisected the stick figure. After being split in two, the figure reformed, but it was only about two-thirds the size it had originally been.

“Hah!” Rob crowed, “It looks like these guys take damage from my weapon, unlike those windy assholes. He hasn't hurt me yet, but the sphere has taken a couple of strikes. I think we'll be okay here.”

He swung twice more as the stick figure struck at him, and after the third strike, the figure was no more, although Rob's labrys was flickering with a touch of built up electricity. A blue-white orb dropped to the ground in front of Rob and he picked it up and tossed it to Marc.

“Okay everybody, looks like we're good to go,” Marc said. “I don't know why I'm surprised. We all outlevel this place so it ought to be easy except for maybe the very last part of the dungeon.”

With that he started distributing more Elemental Sphere of Protection spells, casting the one on himself last before he stepped into the new area.

Knowing that weapons would damage these creatures meant that Marc could save his mana for the protection spells. Gladius in hand, he stepped into the lightning area, only to find an electrical stick man forming in front of him a moment later.

It took him a lot longer to drop his opponent than it had Rob, but he made steady progress and by the time was done, he was pretty sure he'd only lost one full layer of his sphere, plus part of a second one.

If there are only a few of these guys in here like in the other areas, I might not have to recast the sphere on everyone before we're done, he thought. 

By the end of the area, he'd only had to recast the sphere three times. One on Ella, one on Felicia, and one on Matilda. Those three had the least output for hand to hand damage and, as a result, had taken more incoming attacks than everyone else.

“Alright, break time I think,” Marc said.

They were at the top of a natural tunnel leading down. Massive amounts of heat were wafting from the tunnel and even here, Marc felt himself start to sweat a little bit.

“So, I'm guessing we get fire next,” he said, sitting, but jumping a little as the rest of the charge his body had built up dissipated into the ground.

“Anyone got anything to help with this?” Rob asked.

Ella whipped out her wand, targeted it on the stone in front of them and triggered it. Frost covered the stone and, for a moment at least, a chill emanated from it. Then the frost melted, but for a few seconds, at least, the air pushing its way out of the tunnel cooled.

“Well, this is going to be a really hot time,” Jeff said, standing. “We probably ought to get to it though, right? Are you guys all topped off on mana?”

“I've regenerated almost all of mine,” Ella said, “including what I just used with the wand. I could get used to this kind of mana regen.”

“Triple your Willpower?” Marc replied. “I mean, if it's three times our normal rate and Willpower dictates mana regeneration speed, then tripling would probably have you close to this rate.”

Ella snorted.

“Yeah, I'll get right on that. It would only take another twelve levels or so levels where I put all my assignable points to Willpower.”

She shook her head.

“I don't think so, not if we're right about the balanced stats thing.”

“Well, Jeff is right. We ought to head down now,” Marc said. “Let me put up more spheres on everyone though since we know the spell protects against environmental damage, or at least it has so far.”

With a rapid series of casts on the party, Marc cut his available mana by more than half. Even as he checked, it was rising again though.

“Okay, let's get on with this. Things haven't been too tough yet, but I think they've been getting more difficult as we get deeper into the dungeon, so don't underestimate our opponents.”

“Bah!” Jeff retorted. “We've been walking through this dungeon like it's a pleasure stroll. This'll be a piece of cake.”

Marc winced at Jeff's comment.

“Are you trying to jinx us, Jeff?”

 

* * *

 

Marc took the lead headed down the stairs. The enemies they expected were going to be doing as much magical damage as physical damage and his defenses would work better for that than Rob's.

When they got to the bottom of the stairs, he stared out over the area he assumed they'd have to cross. It wasn't looking easy. Ribbons of lava flowed here and there and the temperature was hot enough that he could feel it chipping away at his Elemental Sphere of Protection. For a moment, he wondered where the elementals were, then his question was answered. From the nearest ribbon of lava, a creature arose.

The lava itself appeared to cool somewhat as it formed a humanoid shape. There were no specific features to it, it looked more like a full-sized mannequin than a person, but it was definitely moving, towards him.

Marc quickly cast his Anti-Magic Shield outside of his sphere as the elemental gestured and hurled a glowing orange ball towards him. The ball dripped with bits of orange as it crossed the distance, the drops striking the ground and cooling as the ball itself struck his anti-magic shield and disappeared.

The Anti-Magic Shield was still intact, which told Marc that the balls would probably do under a hundred points of damage if they actually struck.

Even so, I'd much rather not have localized third degree burns, he thought. 

As the elemental continued to close the distance to him, he returned fire, using a Water Jet spell.

Because if these guys are fire based, then water is probably the best option. That or ice, and this one is quicker to cast than twisting anything to ice, although...

He held onto the thought that had just occurred to him as he fought the elemental. Rob was the next person down and they quickly discovered that the fire elementals were not immune to physical damage, although Rob's ax head was glowing with heat by the time they dropped this first elemental.

Okay, now I can do that, Marc thought. 

“Keep an eye out, would you? I've got to go to my interface for a moment,” Marc said.

Rob grunted his reply, scanning the area and looking for any more elementals.

Marc pulled up his log and looked for the notification he'd received earlier. When he pulled up the accompanying notification from his last increase in Mana Dart, he was given four choices of new damage types for his Mana Dart spell.

Choose new damage type available for spell:

1 – Lightning

2 – Acid

3 – Ice

4 – Darkness

 

He grinned when he saw that his choice was in there and quickly selected option three.

Now to see if ice is as effective against these guys as water is, he thought. 

The rest of the party had filed onto the floor while he was making his choice, so now they started moving. There was enough light, although of an orange-red color like torches, but brighter, that they could see where the lava fields stopped, several hundred yards away. It was far enough that they couldn't make out any details, but they could see walls in the other directions, so he was sure that was the way they needed to move.

“Hey Marc, grab that and put it with the others,” Rob said, nudging a brilliant orb of swirling orange and white towards Marc with his foot.

Marc picked it up, worried for a moment that it might be hot, but it was no warmer than the ambient air around them and, as he stowed it in his inventory, he noticed that there was a hint of blue to the white in it, the same color as a very hot flame.

“These guys can be damaged by physical weapons, but you'll want to be careful. It looks like they heat the weapon up a lot, so I'd avoid anything wooden and keep the contact with metal to a minimum if you can,” Marc said. “I've got no idea about the lava, except for the fact that this elemental came out of that nearest section of it, so I'd advise avoiding it as much as possible and staying back from it as much as you can.”

Ella rolled her eyes.

“I think we all knew that already,” she said. “Well, except for the part about the elementals coming out of the lava. That's handy data. How do they fight?”

“They've got a ranged attack that looked like they were throwing a ball of lava at me. If your sphere of protection is in good shape, it'll protect you from it. Although I also noticed that it's hot enough in here that the sphere is getting slowly chipped away.” 

“What are we waiting for then?” Jeff asked. “Let's get moving and finish this thing off.”

“Already on it,” Beggar said, over the comm. “I can tell where the elementals are and the next one is in the third lava stream between the entry and what looks like the next section of the room.”

Marc heard Jeff's mouth snap shut and something like a growl came from the Thief.

“Matilda, if you can't get across the lava easily enough ask someone to carry you,” Beggar continued. “Some of these little streams of it are wider than the others.”

Marc glanced down and noticed that Matilda was still with the group, and appeared to be rolling her eyes at the moment. He suppressed the chuckle that he felt building in his throat.

Now isn't the time for humor, it's time to get moving instead.

“Let's go,” Marc said.

They moved out, down the path towards where Marc thought the next section would be. As Beggar had said, when they approached the third lava stream another elemental rose from it. Expecting it, Rob caught it with his ax before it was fully upright, damaging it heavily. Jeff's Boomerang dagger flew from behind Marc to drive into the elemental, returning to Jeff's hand a moment later.

Marc cast his new damage type for his Mana Dart, the icy bolts flying out to sizzle as they struck the elemental. From its flinch when they impacted, Marc was pretty sure that they did at least as much damage as water did to these things.

Ella, with her own Mana Dart at skill level ten or higher, followed up with a bolt of water darts that also caused the elemental some damage. A moment later, another swipe of Rob's labrys put the elemental down for good.

“See, piece of cake!” Jeff said, tossing his dagger up in a spin and catching it as it came down.

Marc frowned, but didn't say anything. They quickly made their way across the lava fields, following Beggar's tips as to where the elementals where and ambushing them as they formed. It took them a good forty-five minutes to clear the elementals and safely make their way across the floor. Marc had to recast his Elemental Spheres of Protection on everyone except Beggar. Marc had told him to come back and he'd do that, but Beggar said that his wrap from the mummy was enough to keep him from taking environmental damage and had continued his scout.

At the end of the lava fields, they had another ten foot wide section of bare stone. The heat was bearable, if only just, and Marc scanned the next section as they rested and regenerated.

 

* * *

 

“So, is that stuff we just went past lava or magma?” Rob asked. “I mean, I know it's supposed to be magma underground, but when it's in an open chamber underground is it still magma?”

Marc shrugged.

“I don't know. I was thinking of it as lava, but it might've been magma. I don't think it matters too much, does it?”

Rob shrugged.

“I was just wondering. What's up with this next section anyhow? It just looks like bare stone. Different from the stone we're on right now, but still just stone.”

Marc had wondered that himself and wandered over to the very edge earlier. When he had, he noticed that the heat had increased significantly again. So now he walked to the edge and spat on the stone of the next section. The spittle sizzled and danced, rapidly evaporating.

“Lots of heat and stone? I imagine it's an amalgam of the fire and earth levels. What that means in regards to elementals, I've got no idea. I suggest we be very cautious when we try to cross it though.”

“Maybe I can cool it down some to make it easier?” Ella asked, pulling out her wand. “Let's see if that's going to work, shall we?”

She leveled the wand at the area they would be entering next and triggered it. Frost appeared on the stone for a very brief moment before it evaporated, the transformation to steam nearly instantaneous. As Marc watched the steam rising from the stone, there was an abrupt crack and a section of the stone that Ella had hit with frost dropped away. From the hole in the stone a steady orange glow rose, along with a wave of heat.

“Shit, maybe not,” Ella said, staring.

“Um, Marc? That's magma underneath that stone,” Rob said, “and I don't think it's limited to just that spot. It would explain why the stone is so hot, too.”

“Well, we'll need to figure out a different way around it. Although, I think I know how we can do it,” Marc replied.

He led the party to the side wall of the dungeon, then started casting. Using a twisted Earthen Wall spell, he created a set of stone steps leading up, parallel, and connected, to the wall itself. Once they were up the steps he did the same thing several more times, just creating a flat stone surface connected to the wall and strong enough to hold the party's weight. He'd used almost a thousand mana by the time they got close to the end of the stone.

“I still don't get this. What kind of elemental would be in there? Wouldn't it be just more fire elementals?” Jeff asked.

Marc shook his head.

“What are dungeons known for, Jeff?”

“Spawns, and loot of course.”

“What else?”

Jeff stared at Marc for a second before his eyes opened wide. Then he stared down at the hot stone section that had crumbled beneath Ella's frost.

“Holy shit! That entire section is just one massive trap,” Jeff said. “That's beyond evil. Who'd expect a trap the same size as an entire elemental area of the dungeon?”

“Remind me to thank Ella later,” Marc said. “I'd hate to think what would've happened if one of us had just walked out onto that.”

Jeff shuddered.

“Melted party member, that's what would've happened.”

Marc nodded.

“Anyhow, I need to cast again and give us stairs down into the last section.”

As Marc stepped off the last of the stairs he'd just created, he knew he was in a new elemental area. The air was cool, despite the heated rock less than twenty feet away. In addition, there was some sort of pressure, bearing down on him. He imagined that he'd get a similar feeling if he were in a race car and someone floored it, that's what it felt like to him.

“Increased pressure, like gravitational pressure, down here,” he called back. “Just so you're aware. I'm guessing this is the earth section, unless they've got a gravity section or something.”

The rest of the party came down and by the time they were all there Marc noticed that only three of the party members seemed to have a problem with the heavy gravity. Matilda, Ella, and Jeff all looked like they were overloaded, just trying to stand. For Ella and Jeff it took a few seconds after they were down, but Matilda gave an 'Oof!' as soon as she stepped off the bottom stair.

“Okay, is everyone going to be alright here?” Marc asked, not mentioning any names in specific.

“I'm good,” Ella said. “I'll need to take it slow and melee combat is right out, but I think I can hang out in back and cast.”

“I can do this,” Jeff said, “but it looks like I need to put even more points in Strength. Felicia, you aren't struggling, what's yours?”

“Eleven,” she said. “I took it to tier two trying to balance my stats.”

“Damn,” Jeff said. “I've already got a ten, it looks like it's the jump to tier two that fixes this.”

“I've only got an eight,” Matilda said. “I can keep up, probably, but the only fighting I'll be doing is with traps again.”

Matilda had picked up some sort of claw weapon from the store and had been using that. It extended her claws out to five inches and she'd been pretty effective with it. Her trap fighting style had been very impressive when she was lower leveled and Marc wasn't too worried that she'd have to resort to that.

Because I still wouldn't want to be on the receiving end of one of her bear traps, he thought. 

“Okay then, let's move. We'll keep it slow though, both so as not to aggro more than one elemental at a time and to help those having problems with the pressure keep up with the group. I think it's time for Darkness Vision again now.”

He put word to action, cast his spell, then started moving deeper into the area.

 

* * *

 


Chapter Five

 

Rob was right beside Marc as they advanced into the earth area and the tank really didn't seem to be noticing the pressure too much. Right up until a stone in the shape of a man entered their vision range.

Rob's ax and shield appeared from his inventory and a moment later Rob started cursing. As Marc prepared to cast a spell on the elemental, Rob's shield disappeared again, the tank's second hand going to the haft of his ax.

“Pressure's too much for me to use it one-handed,” Rob commented, when Marc was distracted and stared for a moment. “Apparently it makes the ax too heavy to use it one-handed how I was.”

Marc shook his head, finished his mana dart spell, and watched as five darts of the default magic type damage raced out to strike the elemental, chipping the stone and infuriating the creature.

Intellectually I know that air should be the best element to use here, but I can't imagine air darts doing much to solid stone, Marc thought. 

As the elemental raced towards Marc, Rob stepped in front of him and roared.

“Hey blockhead, you want me, not him.”

“Damn, these guys are resistant to slashing, piercing, and all the basic elements except for air,” Jeff yelled. “It's a level eighteen Earth Elemental.”

Marc shook his head and resolved to try air damage against the creature. With a chuckle, he started casting his Water Jet spell, twisted to air instead of water though.

That's me, the human sized can of keyboard cleaner, he thought, completing the spell and targeting the elemental. 

The 'Whoosh' of the air streaking out from his hands was louder than he'd thought it would be, and his jaw gaped as he watched the elemental apparently suffer a century's worth of erosion in just a second or two.

Okay, air it is then, he thought, prepping another Mana Dart, this time of the air element. 

The Mana Darts didn't do nearly as much damage as the twisted Water Jet had, but they still had a noticeable effect. Instead of centuries of erosion, there was perhaps a couple of decades from each of his Mana Dart spells. Ella joined in, using her own air-based Mana Darts, and a moment later Rob, who was currently suffering through the attacks of the elemental, had switched over to the massive hammer he stored in his inventory, his ax having not been doing nearly as much damage as he was used to doing.

Rob laughed for a moment as his shield appeared back on his other arm.

“The hammer, at least, is light enough that I can still use it one-handed,” he called back, blocking one of the elemental's strikes with his shield.

The elemental appeared to be entirely melee based, its massive fists curling up into what looked like tiny boulders that it hurled at Rob over and over. Rob appeared to be enjoying himself, despite not using his ax. His hammer slammed into the elemental over and over, knocking chips of stones out of it. All the while Ella and Marc were bombarding the creature with their air-based Mana Dart spells. 

It only took a couple of minutes to take the elemental down, but even that surprised Marc. The earlier elementals had all gone down much more quickly, at least when the party could actually attack them directly.

The orb dropped by the earth elemental was a dull, matte brown that could easily have been mistaken for a small stone if it hadn't been perfectly spherical.

They worked their way across the area, towards what looked like a wall of rough stone. Clearing the earth elementals wasn't too difficult, not even when they mistakenly attracted two at the same time. Marc just stepped in to tank alongside Rob, using his shield in one hand and casting Mana Darts with the other.

The fight against two did end up with Marc getting damaged. He missed a block with his shield and when the elemental's fist slammed into his chest he took about fifty damage. A single heal from Felicia took care of that though. Rob had been taking the occasional damage during these fights also, but the infrequency of him taking damage left Felicia twiddling her thumbs most of the time.

“Marc, I think I found the pedestal for here,” Beggar said. “It's in the back left corner of this area. There's something weird though, there's some sort of hollow, blocked by a massive stone that looks to be mostly metal. That's right in the center of the back wall.”

Marc glanced around, then shook his head. Once again he'd missed Beggar dropping into Stealth and going off to scout.

 

* * *

 

“Okay, Beggar says there are two things of note to check out. There's what he thinks is the dungeon pedestal, but there's also an opening in the back wall. Plus, we're not sure we got all these earth elementals yet,” Marc sent over the comms.

“Well, let's walk around the rest of this area and make sure we got all the elementals first,” Rob replied. “You and I should do that. If you find one, give a holler.”

They moved around for a few minutes, but it looked like the eight they'd cleared had been all there were.

“I think we should check out the non pedestal thing first,” Felicia said. “Remember when you tried to claim the Labyrinth dungeon, but there was still some sort of mini-boss left? We should see if we've got something like that to clear out. Plus, there hasn't been any sort of boss at all yet, has there?”

Marc shook his head.

“Good point. He said that was in the center of the back wall, so we'll go there first.”

They headed towards the spot Beggar had mentioned and Marc saw the dark gap in the wall. There was a clear spot where the floor looked a little different, much like the strips they'd rested in between the other areas, but when he stepped into that strip right in front of the niche in the wall, he grunted.

“Stop,” he called back. “I'd swear the pressure just doubled when I stepped onto this clear strip.”

He could roughly see the boulder or whatever it was blocking the niche, but the Darkness Vision spell didn't allow him to get a really good look from this far back.

“Ella, do you still have that Light orb? I'd like a better look at this thing,” Marc called back.

“No, but give me a moment and I'll cast you a new one.”

True to her word, a moment later a light orb appeared in the air between Marc and the boulder. It appeared about ten feet up, but it only stayed there for a moment before rapidly sinking to the ground.

“What the hell?” Ella said. “That was supposed to stay up in the air.”

“Maybe the pressure is too much?” Marc replied.

“Too much for magic?” Ella called back.

Marc shrugged and stepped closer to the boulder, feeling the pressure increase even more as he moved.

“Damn, this is rough. The pressure is getting even heavier. What's causing this?”

He peered closer at the boulder, wondering just how much effort it would take to move it with the existing pressure as it was. The surface of the boulder seemed to be a mix of stone and metallic ore of some sort. The ore streaks had a purple hint to them in the light.

I know there are some purple metals out there, but they're mostly alloys, and tend to be brittle. So I'm pretty sure this isn't anything like that. I doubt anything brittle would be able to withstand this pressure, even in a massive block like that boulder, Marc thought. Maybe I can figure out what's causing this pressure by using Mana Manipulation to examine it? It's got to be mana or nanite based, I'm sure.

Marc looked, using his Mana Manipulation and, for a moment, was nearly blinded. Everywhere the added pressure existed was flush with mana, but it was behaving strangely. When he happened to glance over at the boulder, he froze. The boulder was somehow connected to the additional pressure, the mana that caused the pressure leading in clear streams back to the purple colored metal.

I know I can use Mana Manipulation to shape mana infused metals. I wonder if this thing counts? It's got to be loaded with mana somehow.

Marc started worming his Mana Manipulation sense into a crack he could see in the purple metal. Then he did as he'd done to shape the metal for mana batteries, forming the Mana Manipulation probe into a sharp edge and trying to cut through the metal. The edge bit, but forcing it through the metal was almost painful for Marc. As he continued to push, the entire boulder began to vibrate. When it did, the rock that he'd thought the metal was mixed with began to fall off the outside of the boulder, revealing that the boulder itself was made entirely of the purple metal. It was irregularly shaped, nicked and pitted here and there by something, but the surface, at least, was entirely made of the metal.

As the rock facing sloughed off of the boulder, Marc felt a wave of additional pressure strike him, the newly exposed metal released a wave of mana.

Dropping to his knees, Marc kept his focus on the Mana Probe he was using to try to cut off a chunk of the metal, changing the direction he was angling it as the dropped stone revealed a little nugget protruding from the rest of the stone right next to his probe. A possibility emerged in his mind and he spared enough concentration to call out.

“This thing is flooding mana out into the dungeon. Keep an eye out for any more elementals.”

Then he bore down with his mind, forcing the probe to, oh so slowly, slice off the small nugget of metal.

I've got to get that piece. If I take it back to dad's Metallurgy building, they can maybe identify it. It looks like it holds even more mana than the mana infused titanium so who knows what we could do with it if we can duplicate it.

 

* * *

 

Marc felt as though his entire being were focused into the probe he was using to cut. He just wasn't making very much progress this way though.

What else can I do though? I know that Mana Manipulation can cut mana infused metals. I've done it before. So why isn't this working?

He quickly ran through what he knew about this metal versus the others he'd done this to.

The big difference is that this one holds so much more mana. So, maybe fight fire with fire? The skill's called Mana Manipulation and I've used it that way, to manipulate other mana. What if I add in a little bit of my own mana to the spell though?

The concept was simple, the realization of the concept less so. Eventually he got a trickle of his mana directed into the probe and was rewarded by the cutting edge of it lurching through nearly an inch of metal.

That's it then, I need to fuel the mana probe with additional mana to cut this stuff.

He was nearly drawn out of his attempt by the sounds of combat behind him, but he couldn't hear anyone calling out for him to help so he kept doing what he'd been doing, sending tiny surges of mana into his probe. He was sure that with practice he'd be able to send a nice steady stream of mana into the probe, but that was beyond him for now, so he did what he could.

Several minutes later, the combat had ceased and the near silence was interrupted by a simple “Clink” noise as a small chunk of the purple metal fell from the boulder, landing on the floor without even a single bounce.

Marc tried to stand up and found that the additional pressure he'd released by clearing the stone from the boulder made that much more difficult than it had been earlier. He tried to take a step forward, towards the piece he'd cut from the boulder and his knees buckled. He was still at least five steps away from it too.

Another step and he was barely staying upright. One more and he wasn't, he was forced to his knees, his shoulders slumping from the pressure.

Three steps, it's just three more steps, Marc thought. 

He couldn't do it though. Unable to stand, he tried to shuffle forward on his knees and a few seconds later found himself prostrated on the ground, unable to make any more progress towards his target.

His breath was coming in long ragged gasps at this point, the pressure affecting his lungs as much as the rest of him. It was all he could do to answer when Rob called out.

“Hey, Marc. Do you need a hand?”

“Yes,” Marc gasped out.

A second later a hand wrapped around his ankle, then dragged him backwards.

“What in the world were you trying to do?” Rob asked.

Marc, who was getting unsteadily to his feet, waited until he got his bearings again, then pointed.

“See that little piece of this metal I managed to chip off? I was trying to recover it so we could find out what it is.”

“Want me to get it for you?”

“Please, if you can.”

“I'll see what I can do. My Strength is third tier, so maybe that'll be enough to get me there.”

Rob moved forward as Marc watched. The tank slowed a great deal with each step. He needed to make about eight steps from the spot where he'd dragged Marc back to and with each step Marc saw the additional pressure. Rob's shoulders sagged, his steps became less energetic, and only a step away from where he would've been able to bend down and pick up the fragment, Rob dropped to his knees.

Damn, that would've just crushed me if I tried to keep going, Marc thought. 

Rather than reach out and maybe be able to get to the fragment of purple metal, Rob instead pulled out his hammer. With what looked like a massive effort, he pushed the head of the hammer past the metal, then let it 'Clang' to the floor, the hammer head striking and staying still. The echoes, on the other hand, continued for several seconds. Although for some reason they seemed deeper in pitch than they should've been.

Rob dragged his hammer back, snagging the metal on the way and dragging it along. When he got it back to just in front of his knees, the hammer vanished, sent back to Rob's inventory, and he reached down and picked up the metal.

Scooting backwards on his knees for a couple of feet, Rob stood, unsteadily, and returned to Marc.

“Here ya go. Wow, that was something else. What is that thing?”

“I've got no clue, that's why I wanted a sample for the metallurgy research folks to analyze.”

“How about Analyze itself?”

Marc shrugged, then looked at the metal and tried to Analyze it. He got nothing.

“It doesn't work. Let me try to Identify it.”

Marc held out his hand and Rob dropped the fragment of metal into it. The metal was heavy enough that he almost dropped it, a small fragment of metal, maybe the size of his two thumbs put together, weighed, if Marc had to guess, somewhere between eight and ten pounds.

With the metal secure in his hand, now that he knew how heavy it was, he cast Identify.

Metallized Mana:

This is mana that has been converted to metal.

 

Unlike most of his Identify castings, this one gave him a name, but little else.

“Um,” Marc said, still staring at the terse description. “It's metallized mana. That's about all the Identify spell told me.”

“I didn't even realize that was a thing,” Rob said. “I'd heard of crystallized mana in books, but metallized?”

Marc just shrugged.

“No clue, but hopefully we can find more out about it at the lab.”

 

* * *

 

Marc was eager to get the metal back to the lab, but there were delays. First, Rob groaned as he stepped back into the earth elemental area. Stretching, Marc heard Rob's joints crack and was overcome with the desire to do the same himself. Rob groaned again when he finished stretching and at that noise, Felicia looked over at him.

“Wow, you've got some strains and the like in your muscles, was there that much pressure there that they got strained just holding you up?”

Rob nodded.

“You should check Marc too, he went as far as he could before he got laid out.”

Marc, in the middle of his stretch, was suddenly aware of just how much some parts of him hurt.

A moment later, the two of them flashed with a golden-white light in sequence and Marc was flooded with relief as aches and hurts he hadn't even realized he had were flushed away by the spell.

“Okay, are we ready to head out then?” Marc asked. “I want to get this stuff back to the lab. It's insane how heavy it is and how much mana it holds.”

Felicia laughed.

“Aren't you forgetting something sort of important?”

Marc slapped his forehead in a doh! moment.

“Left corner you said, Beggar?”

“Yup.”

“Let's go take a look. I hope the pressure is centered on that boulder and not along the back wall, otherwise this is really going to suck.”

The pedestal was pretty standard for a dungeon pedestal, although in this case it was apparently entirely made of stone. When Marc placed his hand on it, he was greeted with text.

System Message:

You have discovered an unclaimed dungeon. Do you wish to:

Claim Dungeon

Destroy Dungeon

Repurpose to Training Dungeon

 

He quickly chose the repurpose option and another screen appeared.

Repurposing Open Plains Elemental Dungeon to Training Dungeon.

Do you wish to relocate the dungeon? (cost 10,000 mana) (y/n)

 

Marc quickly chose no, not only did he not want to spend the mana, he had a sneaking suspicion that the dungeon was tapping into the purple metallized mana boulder and he had no clue what might happen if the dungeon were removed from beside it.

Open Plains Elemental Dungeon has been repurposed.

Do you wish to create a guard post for dungeon entry? (cost: 10 stone, 50 wood) (y/n)

 

This time Marc chose yes.

Materials for guard post currently unavailable. Try again from dungeon interface at entrance when you have the materials.

Review additional options? (y/n)

 

“Well, that's interesting,” Marc said.

“What's that?” Jeff replied.

“The dungeon offered to let me build a guard post at its entry. I tried, but didn't have the materials. Then it said to try again at the interface near the dungeon entry. Does that mean it just created the interface or was it there before and we couldn't see it?”

Jeff shrugged.

“I don't know, but if you've got this place set as a Training Dungeon, then we probably ought to get out of here. We'll see if we can spot the interface on the way out.”

“Just a minute, it said something about additional options. Let me check those out first.”

The additional options were more interesting than Marc had thought they might be. They could adjust the targeted level of the dungeon, but only between the top and bottom levels it was recommended for. Those were currently twelve to eighteen after being repurposed.

I know they said that it would drop in level when made into a Training Dungeon, but I thought it would be more than just two levels, Marc thought. 

It was the last option on the list that caught Marc's attention though.

Return to dungeon entry (individual or group).

“Is everyone right here? Come on in, cluster in closely. I've got a shortcut, but I want to make sure everyone gets to use it.”

With the party huddled in as tightly as possible, Marc triggered the last option.

Individual or group?

 

Group, Marc thought. 

The next thing he knew, he was standing on the strip of stone right before the entry to the ice area. They were against the left wall and set into the wall was something that looked like an abbreviated version of the surface of the dungeon pedestal.

“That must be the entry interface,” Marc said.

“Good, let's get out of here though. That whole place was pretty boring for me,” Jeff said, turning and heading for the cracked stone hole that had led them into the dungeon.

“I think that translates into he felt mostly useless,” Ella said.

Jeff's back stiffened for a moment, but he kept walking.

Marc just caught Ella's eye and nodded.

 

* * *

 

Marc had plans made for when they got back to Any Port. The first thing he did was return to his room. Felicia was going down to the infirmary to see if anyone needed her help, so Marc took out the piece of purple metal and, slowly and painfully, split it into two pieces.

One of those pieces, he slipped into his inventory. The second he ferried down to the Metallurgy building. Explaining what it was and the little he knew about it, he turned the material over to the researcher present.

Then he returned to his own room, pulling out the other fragment again. He started his practice in infusing his Mana Manipulation probe with his own mana, trying to shape, as opposed to cut, this section of material.

Eventually he gave in and cut his way through it, cutting off three sections that he thought would be about the size he wanted. Before going any further, he stopped with his Mana Manipulation and instead verified that this stuff was like the mana batteries and he could draw mana from it.

It was, although it was a little more difficult than with the mana batteries. He wasn't sure if that was a result of its raw form, its shape, or what.

So, some experimentation is in order, I think.

He went back to his Mana Manipulation, cutting and shaping several tiny discs of the material, then affixing them to one another with another bit of Mana Manipulation.

He was starting to get a headache now and resolved to stop soon, but just as he finished affixing the last of the tiny discs to the miniature mana battery he was trying to make, his notification light started flashing.

Your skill, Mana Manipulation, has increased in skill level (16->17).

 

Okay, maybe that's enough for right now, Marc thought, the flashing notification light aggravating his growing headache. 

Instead he picked up the little battery he'd made, or tried to make, and attempted to infuse it with mana. The mana just flowed right out of him, it was easier to pump mana into this metal than it was the official mana batteries.

He stopped, then tried to reverse it. The process of withdrawing mana was still harder than with a mana battery, but much easier than it had been before.

Okay, so the basic mana battery formula should work here as well. I'll just need to make a circle out of the discs, maybe make them thicker on one side so they don't have gaps on the top of the ring or something, he thought. 

He was just cleaning up from his experimentation and practice when Felicia walked in the door.

“What have you been up to?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he answered quickly. “I'm just experimenting with that new metal we found.”

“I thought you were turning that in to the metallurgy lab?”

“I did, half of it. I just have some ideas of what I might be able to use that metal for, is all, so I kept some.”

“Why do you look guilty, Marc?”

Marc looked up at her and felt his face flush. His Social attributes seemed to be warning him to tread carefully here, but he also wasn't ready to tell her what he actually had planned for the metal.

“Um, probably because I feel guilty about not turning all the metal in to the lab? I mean, we found it though, right? I didn't have to turn any of it in, but I did turn some in.”

Felicia just stared at him, then shook her head.

“You know, I knew Jeff's attitude was rubbing off on Ella, but now you're picking up some of his greed, too?”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Six

 

Instead of his normal meander of the Safe Zone the next morning, Marc simply got his latte and settled in on the ground in front of Octavius' tank in the menagerie. He didn't want to risk Felicia catching him working with this metal, not with his plans for it, so he pulled it out and started working on it here instead.

I'd swear this stuff feels heavier today than it did yesterday, Marc thought. It's probably just my imagination though since this stuff is so much heavier than anything else I've dealt with.

Marc spent a good hour working on it, trying to match the time to how long he normally wandered around the Safe Zone, then standing up, brushing himself off, and heading for the cafeteria. When he started moving, he realized just how much working with the stuff had taken out of him.

Once he got to the cafeteria, he found that he'd been right on time, they were just opening up now. With another cup of coffee in hand, he took a seat and waited for Felicia before ordering his breakfast. When he did, he ended up ordering a double portion when he realized just how hungry he was.

When she arrived, he checked what she planned on doing today. With them having been back here at Any Port for a while, she'd been working on her herb gardens, growing components for her potions. She said that she even sprang for the heavy price the shop wanted for some rare ingredients, as well as managing to get the Moly to take in an area she'd built just for it.

“There are some other things that will only grow in those conditions, so it isn't entirely for that,” she said. “Although, even if it were I'd make the effort. With what that stuff is capable of, we definitely want a decent stock of it for our alchemists.”

When they'd finished eating, Marc headed down to the Town Hall. He wanted to spend some more time working with this metal since it fatigued him so much every time he did. That sounded to him like a good way to increase his skills.

Maybe just work on it in smaller segments? he wondered. I can maybe intersperse doing that with other things, like, eew... paperwork.

When he checked in his mom's office she was already there and, as he'd suspected, she had paperwork for him.

Taking the paperwork, he moved into his own office. This time he locked the door, something he'd never bothered with previously. He laid the paperwork on one side of his desk, and his small selection of metallized mana on the other side.

Now, I want it to be something really special. It ought to have a stone of some sort too. Would Felicia want diamonds, or would she want something else? Ooh, that's an idea.

Marc pulled out the elemental orbs they'd retrieved from the dungeon and looked at them. The smallest was one of the ice orbs, barely larger than a pea. He bit his lip as he tried to visualize just how the two things would go together.

I think I'd be better off making two separate items and then joining them. With the Inherent Enchantment spell I could make the ring hold more mana, assuming it will work on it. I can also use it on the elemental ice orb and get it to do something as well. Then I'd place the orb in the ring, I'll have to make some sort of setting for that. I wonder if we have a jeweler in the network, err, kingdom, that could teach me how to do that? I mean, I could just mold the metallized mana up over the widest part of the orb and then back in a little to hold it in place, but there might be a better way to do that.

Dismissing his thoughts, he focused in on the metal again, trying to get used to working with it. It was almost as though the mana he forced into his Mana Manipulation probe was being sucked out of it and into the metal, causing him to have to keep feeding mana to the probe at a rate higher than what he thought he should have to use.

Alright, I need a break from that for a while. Time to get to the paperwork, he thought. 

Marc turned on the workstation he had on his desk. He'd discovered recently that part of the paperwork his mom had for him was requiring that he reference some things on it.

I bet she's doing things this way to try to get me more involved here, he thought. I wouldn't put it past her and she used to do this part of it herself. Although, she might just have more work than before and it's a way to lighten her workload. Does she need an assistant? I'll have to ask her.

Marc glanced over at the monitor on his desk once it was on. Then he stopped as he read what was on the screen. It wasn't the normal selections that showed up when he turned the terminal on, now it looked more like a cross between the builder's pedestal and those selections. That threw him for a moment, but what had him staring was the flashing line at the bottom.

Kingdom Quests now available.

 

* * *

 

Marc hurriedly tapped the flashing light at the bottom of the screen.

Current Kingdom Quests Available:

1 – Ease of Transport – Connect all networked Safe Zones to the rails.

2 – Trade with Me – Set up three recurring trade agreements with non-kingdom Safe Zones.

3 – Westward Ho! - Your Capitol is mostly unprotected to the west. Expand your Kingdom westwards from your Capitol and give yourself a buffer of Captured Lands in that direction. Expansion must equal at least half the distance that your Kingdom has acquired to the east of your Capitol.

4 – Heir to the Throne – The leadership of a Kingdom defaults to hereditary descent. You have no heir. Rectify this situation. Note – if the Kingdom rules are changed to allow for non-hereditary descent of leadership you will lose access to this quest.

 

He actually blushed as he read the last one.

So, Kingdom Quests are a thing. I wonder what kind of rewards they have and who gets them? Is it the person who completes it or me? Let's see if it says anything more specific.

Help Ease of Transport, he thought. 

Ease of Transport:

This kingdom quest requires that all Safe Zones that were networked to form a Kingdom be connected by railway to facilitate transport between Safe Zones. If additional Safe Zones are added to the network/Kingdom before this quest is completed, those Safe Zones must be connected as well to qualify for the quest.

Rewards: 1,000,000 per Safe Zone connected

 

Hmm, well that didn't say who gets the experience, maybe I'm being too specific? Help kingdom quests.

Kingdom Quests:

These quests may be awarded after a Kingdom has been formed. The experience totals awarded are different from most quests as the ruler of the Kingdom must set how the experience is awarded. Up to 50% of the experience from these quests may be awarded to those who actively assisted in completing the quest, the remainder goes to the king as they are the final defense of the Kingdom and these quests are designed to strengthen the Kingdom as a whole.

 

Ah, that explains it, Marc thought. But it sounds like I'm going to get a boatload of experience any time any of these are completed. I'll definitely set it so the full fifty percent of the experience goes to those completing the quest though. The people doing these quests are doing as much as, if not more than, I am to strengthen the Kingdom. At least in regards to these quests. Except for that last one, I'm not even sure I should tell anyone about that one.

Marc stood and hurried to his mom's office. After knocking, he walked in.

“Mom, have you seen anything about Kingdom Quests? I just saw a notification for them on my monitor when I booted it up.”

She looked at him and shrugged.

“No, this is the first I've heard about anything like that,” she said.

“Let me see if I can share them, or pull them up here, or something,” he said. “It wasn't delivered like the normal quests, to my interface, it just showed up on the monitor from out of nowhere.”

He fiddle around with her monitor for a bit, tapping here and there into sub-menus. Then had a thought.

“I'll be right back,” he said.

Heading back to his office, the tapped on the header line before the quests. Sure enough, that showed him more options. The experience share option was one, as was the option Share Quests.

When he tapped it, it showed him more options for where to share them. He chose the one that would allow it to be accessed on all the Town Hall systems, then headed back to his mom's office. She was already perusing the quest list and when she got to the last one, she looked up at him.

“I take it back, I don't want to wait for grandchildren any more. You need to finish this quest.”

Both of Marc's hands rose so he could sink his face into them and groan.

“You're missing the point, mom. Yes, that one's in there, and eventually I hope to complete it, but the other quests? I can share the experience from them with the people completing them, and we're talking millions of experience here. With most of their current levels that'll be enough to jump them multiple levels. We need to get dad here so we can plan this out.”

“He's going to like the fourth quest also,” Michelle said. “I guarantee it.”

“Mom, please,” Marc complained shaking his head. “Not now.”

“Alright, I'll let it drop for now. I'll see about getting with our zeppelin pilots and working on that second quest, the trading one.”

 

* * *

 

When Marc managed to drag Sean back to the Town Hall to show him the Kingdom Quests, Sean just sat there rubbing his chin.

“This has potential. You said you can split the experience rewards on them?”

“Some, I automatically get half, but I can designate the other half towards people who worked to complete the quest.”

“Good, that can give a level boost to quite a few of the people who've worked on the rails. A lot of them are still much lower level so it will pop them up a few levels.”

“That's what I was thinking,” Marc replied. “Should I assign that experience to go to the people who did the work?”

Sean nodded.

“Definitely, but does it get any more granular than that?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, try it and see if it gives you options on how to split it up among them. I'd prefer that you split it by contribution as opposed to equal among everyone. Heck, you and your group would get an equal split of that fifty percent if you just did blanket shares to everyone helping since you helped with hauling rails at one point.”

“Oh, yeah, I hadn't considered that. I'd prefer it based on merit also. The more work you did, the more experience you should get.”

Sean nodded.

“Exactly what I was thinking. Let's go see if you can do that.”

Ten minutes later Marc knew that he could split it up however he wanted. There weren't even a series of selections to make, it simply asked him how to split the awarded experience. He typed in the longer version like he'd told his dad: The more work they did, the larger the amount of experience they got. From there the System had displayed some calculations like Averaging amount of work for one unit, estimating units for completion, and a few other similar comments before it confirmed his choice. 

“So, that's done. We just need to get all the existing networked Safe Zones connected by the rails,” Marc said.

“That may be all you need to do. I think I need to go see if there's a way we can expand west while still expanding far enough east to connect up with Pete and the Uni Safe Zone. Because we don't want to miss that other quest if we don't have to. I'll calculate based on the distance to the farthest out current encampment. Then you can get those converted still, but we'll run several to the west after. Shouldn't take quite as many since we have the longer distance we can use between Safe Zones now though. No more Safe Zone completion until we get the rails up, okay?” 

“Well, if we do add more Safe Zones first and connect those as well, then the Transport quest will award more experience. It's one million per Safe Zone connected,” Marc said.

Sean sat back down. He'd been beginning to stand, probably to head to his maps, but now he got a thoughtful look on his face.

“Let's not put it off too long, okay?” Sean said. “I'll see if I can dig up a few more teams to start the rails towards the encampments we have now. They aren't ready to convert, but even if the spawns destroy some track, that will give us a head start towards connecting those as well. We'll finish off the five I currently have set, then we'll finish the rails, then work on western expansion. Does that work for you?”

“Sure, that's thirty-one million experience we'll get on the Transport quest that way. Fifteen and a half for me, then another fifteen and a half million split among everyone else. How many people have worked on the rails so far?”

“A lot of people put in a little effort, like your group carrying the rails, but there's a core group of about fifty-five that have been working on it seriously.”

“Well, subtracting some for all the people who helped a little, it sounds like those fifty-five people are going to get a little more than a quarter million experience each,” Marc said. “If any of them are under level eleven, they'll get levels out of it.”

“Most of them are around level eight right now, so they'll all get multiple levels,” Sean said. “I'll tell them that and if they were flagging at all due to the recent increased level of building they've been doing, that might put a bit of spring back in their step.”

 

* * *

 

Once he'd gotten through all of the quest stuff he wanted to talk to his parents about, and gratefully didn't have to deal with his dad nagging him about quest number four, Marc settled back in to his alternating paperwork and ring work. He only had time to get through a portion of the paperwork and a little more work on the ring before it was lunchtime.

After lunch Marc made a detour before heading back to the Town Hall. He walked into the Mage Guild, someplace he'd only visited a few times. This time the person behind the desk recognized him.

“Marc, great to see you. Is there anything I can help you with?” the receptionist asked.

“Yes, please. Do you know if there's either some sort of enchanting scroll available for sale or trade? If not, is there anyone who can do enchanting? I've got a project I want to enchant that I'm trying to keep a secret, so keep it on the down low, if you would.”

“I know I saw something of a level I could use called Inherent Enchantment? Would that do it?”

“No, sorry. I'm the one who put a couple of scrolls of that down here. I can use it, if I need to, but I want to be more selective about what I enchant these things to do.”

“Well, you can check the scrolls. We've determined a way so that someone looking can't read the scrolls that are more powerful than they should be dealing with. Trying to learn those can cause serious injury. I assume you're higher level than me, so you can check. Also, there's a task board in there that you could post a note on, asking the same thing you asked me.”

“That'll have to do,” Marc said. “I'm going to go in and check out the scrolls. If I don't find it, I'll post a note. If that doesn't work, I'll use the Inherent Enchantment spell and hope for the best.”

The receptionist smiled.

“It sounds like you've got it all worked out. Good luck.”

Marc headed on in and started browsing through the scrolls that were available for trade. They were in a locked case with a glass front, a label in front of each showing what they were. Although he found a number of interesting spells, he did not find what he was looking for.

A minute later and he'd jotted down a note requesting anyone with permanent enchantment spells other than Inherent Enchantment to contact him either for a trade or for Marc to purchase a couple of casts of their spell. He promised to make it well worth their while to do so as well.

Once he was done, it was back to the Town Hall. He spent his time split between paperwork and Mana Manipulation on the Metallized Mana. By the end of the day he'd altered the ring he was making several times, testing how an elemental orb would look mounted on the top with the metal of the ring surrounding it.

He decided that he liked the look and it had the added bonus of being smooth so neither the setting nor the stone should snag on anything like normal rings sometimes did. He did have to manipulate the orb back out though, since he wanted to enchant the ring and the orb separately.

He'd finished his stack of paperwork and decided on the ring design well before dinner. So he spent the rest of that time slowly working on the discs of the ring. He thickened the outer edge of those rings so the metal was a solid ring and not a series of discs that were barely connected. Then he tested putting mana through it like a mana battery and discovered that it still worked just fine even with the rings thinned on one side and thickened on the other.

Good, that takes care of the ring proper, except for setting the orb into it. I need to get these things enchanted so I can finish this and give it to Felicia. At least I'll have a pattern for the wedding rings, they'll just match the engagement ring, only without the elemental orb, just simple bands for those, he thought. 

He had enough of the metal for the three rings, he even thought he'd have a bit left over. Now he needed to get an accurate measurement of Felicia's ring finger so he could size the engagement ring correctly, then get the orb and ring enchanted separately and join them.

Then comes the hard part. Finding an appropriate time and place to give it to her and ask her, Marc thought. 

He couldn't believe it. He'd faced off with the Minotaur, Circe, Medusa, and loads of things that wanted to kill him, but the idea of giving Felicia a ring and asking her to marry him terrified him, even knowing that they'd discussed it and it was something she wanted also.

Rob did it with Janey. Maybe I'll ask him how he worked up the nerve to ask her?

 

* * *

 

After dinner, he and Felicia were going to go to the movies, but someone approached him before the made it that far.

If I'm not mistaken that's one of the Legion's Auxiliaries. I wonder what he wants, Marc thought. 

“Marc? I saw your note at the Mage Guild,” the auxiliary said.

“Oh, hey, Felicia. Go grab us seats, would you? I'll be right there. I was looking for some help from another Mage and I'm hoping I can schedule something here,” Marc said.

She looked at him curiously, but headed off for the auditorium. Marc made a mental note to look in the shop and see if there was a larger theater set-up. The auditorium was consistently full as of late, and he thought more seats would be a good thing. He could set up a building specifically for the movies.

“Hi, I'm sorry, I've forgotten your name. I do remember you're an Auxiliary to the Legion though.”

“Yeah, I am. It's Harvey, by the way. I saw your note. I've got a scroll like you were looking for, but I can't learn it yet. I'm willing to make a deal for it though. You can make a copy for me, right?”

“Well I can scribe the spell onto another scroll after I learn it,” Marc said. “Is that what you're talking about?”

Harvey nodded.

“Here's the deal. I don't know when I'll be a high enough level to learn that, so I'll give it to you if you give me a copy to learn when I can, plus enchant a few items for me, say three.”

“That sounds like a good deal, assuming I can cast it. I would think it shouldn't be a problem though, so assuming I can learn it and I can cast it, I'm happy to take that deal,” Marc said.

Harvey smiled.

“Good, thanks. The contubernium I'm assigned to all got a bunch of minorly enchanted weapons and I've kind of been feeling left out. Yeah, I do most of my damage with my spells, but I have ended up in hand to hand a few times also. Having some enchanted stuff to help when that happens will be greatly appreciated.”

“Sure, you want to meet me at the Mage Guild tomorrow morning? I'll want Felicia around when I learn the spell since she can get rid of the headache from learning spells off a scroll and she just left.”

“Nah, I trust you. Here,” Harvey said, pulling a scroll from his inventory and handing it over.

“Well, figure out what you want enchanted and show up at the Mage Guild the day after tomorrow, right after breakfast. I'll take care of your enchants then, or the first of them if for some reason it's too much mana or has some other cost you need to recover from.”

Harvey smiled.

“I'll be there,” he said.

Marc trotted off to catch up to Felicia after confirming that the scroll he'd gotten was what he was after. It was, its entire title was Enchant Item, so it sounded exactly like what he was looking for.

That night, after Felicia had gone to bed and was soundly asleep, Marc slipped into bed and took her hand in his. She barely stirred so he went ahead and wrapped a bit of string around her ring finger, pinching the string between his fingers where it met itself after wrapping around.

Releasing her hand, he snipped the string off at the right point, then stored the measuring string in his inventory. Tomorrow he'd use it to size the ring he'd made, assuming learning the Enchant Item spell didn't leave him too out of it to do anything.

It shouldn't, he thought, since it isn't an offensive spell, but it'll probably hurt some since it isn't defensive either. I also have to figure out what to tell Felicia when I ask her to heal me after learning the spell since she might ask what it is. Wait, I enchanted stuff for everyone before, I can tell her the truth that it's a stronger enchant and I want to make stronger items for the party. It isn't even a lie since she's part of the party.

Cover story figured out, he moved over next to Felicia. Pressed up against her the way she preferred, he quickly fell asleep.

 

* * *

 


Chapter Seven

 

In the morning, Marc spent more time down at the Menagerie, fixing the size of the ring. He'd been very close, but with the string measure he had a more exact size and adjusted the ring accordingly.

He met Felicia at breakfast.

“So, that guy I was talking to last night, Harvey? He had what I needed. Now, if you don't mind, I need you to watch over me while I learn a new spell.”

“It isn't an offensive spell, is it?” Felicia asked worriedly. “Remember you were going to go really slow on those now.”

“It isn't. Remember my Inherent Enchantment spell? This is an Enchant Item spell. It should provide stronger enchants and, from what I can see of its description, it should allow me to generally target what those enchantments come out as. It lists offensive, defensive, enhancement, and miscellaneous for the options on that. I just thought stronger enchants would be good, especially if I can make some new equipment to put them on.”

“Inherent Enchantment needed uncommon or better items, right? What about this one?”

Marc shrugged.

“Yes, that is an issue. This one requires rare or better, but I think it will be worth it and I'm sure that I can turn out some rare items with a little effort, never mind the other craftsman we have in the Safe Zone. I'm sure Rudi can, and there are probably others as well. We just need to figure out what kind of items we want, then look for them. As a last resort, we can get some from the shop. They always have a bunch of rare items available, even if they're a lot pricier than I'd like,” he said.

“Well, I can definitely do that. I hope it doesn't put you out of it for a long time though. I do have other work to do today, but you know I wouldn't leave you on your own if that happened.”

“Well, I'm guessing it's pretty high on the power scale, or level, whatever you want to call it. It isn't an offensive spell though, so I'm thinking headache, but nothing worse. Hoping that way, at least.”

“Let's finish eating and go do that. If you are affected too badly, I'll want you to stay in the infirmary until it passes. I'll get you down there if it's that bad.”

“It shouldn't be,” he replied.

At least I hope it isn't too hard on me, but I need this spell, Marc thought. I don't want to give her a piece of crap ring, I want one she'll value for itself as well as for what it signifies.

Once they'd finished eating Marc followed Felicia back to their room. He sat down on the couch and pulled out the scroll.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I'm guessing it will only be a headache, but I know you've been worried when I learn stuff directly from the System lately, so I wanted to make sure you were here.”

“Thank you for that,” she said, then frowned slightly. “Go ahead and do it, then, no need to wait any longer.”

Marc opened the scroll and started reading. The headache was fierce, but it didn't knock him out, nor did it leave him bleeding anywhere. Once he'd finished the scroll he just leaned back on the couch, squeezing his eyes tightly shut as his head pounded.

He assumed there was a flash of light, like normal, but with his eyes closed he didn't see it. All he noticed was the headache beginning to recede, like the sun coming out from behind the clouds, leaving him feeling refreshed and with only the slightest tingle of pain in his head.

Which is probably psychosomatic since I'm sure her spell clears all of it, my brain just still refuses to acknowledge that such a thing is possible, so it tells me there's still something there, he thought. 

He grinned up at her.

“Thanks, Felicia. I'm sure I don't say that enough, but the sentiment is always there.”

She smiled back at him.

“You're welcome, just don't make a habit of it. You know we're all worried about what problems the System writing too much knowledge to your brain can cause, and you're the one who has had the most written to their brain.”

Marc shrugged.

“I couldn't make a habit of it if I tried. I don't have that many slots left to learn more spells right now, and I won't be raising Aptitude until after our little experiment is completed.”

“Sorry?” she said. “I do think it'll be worth it though, I just can't prove it yet.”

“I agree, I'm just saying I won't be learning a lot more spells anytime soon. I have a few free slots, but I haven't found anything other than this enchant that's a must have for me.”

“Well, you know the drill. If there's any other problems, show up to the infirmary and they'll send someone to get me.”

“Wait, that's the drill?”

“They're as nervous as I am about you messing up your brain, and most of them don't have the Life based healing spells that are what fixes it. I'm hoping the school opens soon so we can fix that, get someone else with some Life based healing abilities.”

“I'll check on that with my dad,” Marc said. “I know he had the two people who would be teaching reviewing everything, but maybe they've reviewed enough to at least get things started?”

“That would be nice. Like I said, though, I've got to get to the Alchemy lab if I want to have enough time to finish what I want to do today. I'll see you at lunch, okay?”

She seems a little more distant than normal. I wonder if something's wrong and she isn't telling me? Marc thought. 

 

* * *

 

As soon as Felicia left, Marc pulled out the elemental orb he planned on using on her ring. A quick Identify reminded him of its properties. 

Orb of Elemental Ice (magic):

These orbs are useful for those who construct magical creations, be they items or creatures. The Orb of Elemental Ice may be used as the core for a constructed ice elemental. When used in this manner, the elemental will not have a duration for its existence. It may also be used in the creation of a magical item. When used in this manner, the orb will provide a magical effect to the item being made. The effect will be in line with the purpose of the item enchanted, for example the ability Hurl Ice Shards might appear on an enchanted sword that this orb is used on or an Ice Shield may be imbued in a piece of armor that uses this orb.

 

Marc grimaced for a moment at the (magic) tag on the orb. He'd read the Enchant Item spell though and it, unlike the Inherent Enchantment, only specified that it couldn't be used on items that had already been enchanted, not on items that were naturally magic.

He took a deep breath, focused on the orb, then started casting his new spell. His hope was that since the orb wasn't currently part of any item, that its natural tendency to add a magical ability would default to the Enchant Item spell's ability to dictate what type of enchantment would be placed. His hopes were satisfied as he finished the initial portion of the spell.

Enchant Item will allow you to choose the following properties of the enchantment on the item Orb of Elemental Ice:

1 – Defensive

2 – Offensive

3 – Enhancement

4 – Miscellaneous

 

Marc quickly chose option two and completed the spell. If things went as planned, the ring itself would fall into category three. It wouldn't offer any defensive properties, but with an additional offensive property, of a different damage type than Felicia's Pillar of Flames spell, that would allow her more versatility in case she needed to fight something that took less damage from fire.

He knew that she'd been very happy to get a direct damage spell when she'd received her Pillar of Flames, so he hoped she'd like getting more of a different type of damage. The ring itself, he was sure, was going to enhance her mana in some manner. With the Metallized Mana used for the base metal of the ring, he couldn't see any way that it wouldn't do something related to mana once he'd enchanted it.

He was about to cast an Identify spell on the orb to see what its new properties were, when he realized he was lightheaded, his head pounding. A quick mana check showed him why.

Wait, that spell took literally all of my mana? I mean, it put me right at one point left. Does that mean that the end results of the spell will be even better once I have more mana to pump into it?

He stayed on the couch for the moment, pulling out a Coke and a snack from his inventory. He'd noticed that, besides meditating, he could speed up his mana regen for a little while just by eating. It seemed that sugars, salts, and proteins helped the most so the Coke and jerky he was eating should help. Once his lightheadedness passed, he'd meditate instead since that hastened his mana regen even more.

This is going to mess with Harvey's plan though. I'll only be able to do one of his items at a time, Marc thought. 

An hour or so later, he broke out of his meditation, then made sure he had more than enough mana to cast his Identify, not wanting to experience the lightheadedness of extremely low mana again.

Once he'd verified that he had enough mana, he cast his Identify spell on the orb he'd enchanted.

Orb of Elemental Ice (magic) (enchanted):

This Ice Orb has been enchanted to gain an offensive capability. While the nature of the orb dictates that the damage type will be ice, the desire of the caster of the enchantment has determined its actual ability.

Spell Effect #1: Cast the spell Mana Dart (ice) three times per day at skill level 9.

Spell Effect #2: Once the three uses of Mana Dart (ice) per day have been used, the user may channel their own mana into the orb to cast additional instances of Mana Dart (ice) at skill level 9. The cost for this exceeds the normal cost of the Mana Dart spell and will require 35 mana per cast.

This orb must be in contact with the flesh of the user in order to function as described.

 

Oh, hell yeah, Marc thought. That's probably even better than I'd hoped for. I can't wait to see what the ring does when I enchant it.

Then he tried to determine when he'd actually manage to do the enchant for the ring. After running himself lightheaded first thing in the morning, he'd rather avoid that again today. He knew that he'd probably be casting the Enchant Item spell for Harvey twice the next day, assuming Harvey could meet with him again tomorrow once he'd restored all his mana, and once the day after.

So either today, and just deal with being lightheaded again, or the day after tomorrow and deal with a second lightheadedness then, or... You know what, whenever I do it this is going to leave me lightheaded. I'll do it once my mana is back to full later on today. I should regenerate all of my mana overnight, so I'll still be ready to do Harvey's enchants tomorrow.

 

* * *

 

He spent a while longer meditating before getting up and heading out into the Safe Zone. He wanted to manage the other spell before dinner if he could, since he and Felicia normally spent the evenings together.

And if she's acting a little distant, I sure as hell don't want to blow her off for an evening, or have her see me casting the spells that are going to assist me in making her engagement ring, he thought. 

Since Felicia was working in her lab, Marc practiced his walking meditation. He wandered around the Safe Zone, not really looking at much, focusing his thoughts inwards on his mana regen. He still wasn't full again by lunchtime, so he went to meet her in the cafeteria.

She wasn't being cold to him, but it still felt as though she were being a bit distant. He focused in on it, trying to use his new, higher, social stats to his advantage and it seemed to him as though she were disappointed about something.

“Well, I'm going back to work,” she said, once she'd finished eating.

When he leaned over for a kiss, all he got was a short peck.

There's definitely something up here, Marc thought. Unfortunately I can't figure out any more than I already have. I hesitate to even think of it, but maybe I should ask mom? I should probably go work in the Town Hall now anyhow since Felicia might be back to the room at any point.

Hating the need for it, Marc headed to the Town Hall and his mother's office. Once he got in, she looked up briefly, then for a longer period.

“What is it, Marc? You look down about something,” Michelle said.

“That's the thing,” Marc replied. “It's something, but I can't figure out what the problem is.”

“Well, why don't you describe the situation for me, maybe I can help.”

“I hate to admit it, but that's exactly what I came here to do,” he said. “You see, Felicia has been acting a little off, distant or disappointed, not cold, all day today. It's got me worried.”

He proceeded to tell her the details he'd noticed, all the while watching his mother occasionally nod her head. It wasn't until he finished that she spoke.

“Marc, what day is today?”

He shrugged.

“I don't know, is it important?”

“You know that your pad has a built in calendar, please look at the date and tell me what it is,” Michelle said.

“Mom...” Marc said, almost whining, but pulling out his pad.

“Shit!” he exclaimed, looking at the date. “It's February fourteenth, Valentine's Day.”

“Now do you understand?” she asked.

Marc sighed heavily.

“This is just like dad forgetting your anniversary that one year, isn't it?” he asked.

Michelle nodded.

“Except for one thing. You aren't out of time. You've got until the end of the day to make it up for her. It sounded like she expected something this morning and didn't get it.”

“Worse still,” Marc said. “I asked her to spot me while I learned another spell this morning. You know she hates it when I do that, and I think that just made things worse.”

Michelle shook her head.

“Well, whatever you do to make up for it better be good, that's all I'll say.”

Marc nodded.

“I've got a plan,” was all he said.

He moved over to his office and went into full meditation in order to refill his mana as quickly as he possibly could. It was mid-afternoon by the time he was full again.

He pulled out the ring and started casting his new Enchant Item spell. This time he selected option three, enhancements, focusing on mana since the Identify he'd used earlier had indicated that his desire had something to do with how the enchantment had turned out. Once he was done, he was out of mana and lightheaded again, so he tucked the ring back into his inventory and headed out.

Comm device in hand, Marc headed towards the keep.

I hope Jeff's in his room or otherwise handy, he thought as he called the Thief. 

Jeff answered within a couple of rings.

“This better be good, this damned thing going off in my inventory feels like a tickler vibrator,” Jeff said as a greeting.

“How, exactly, would you know what a tickler vibrator feels like?” Marc asked.

“Oh, Marc, it's you. I didn't even look. I thought it was Ella. What did you want?”

Fortunately I really didn't want an answer to my last question, Marc thought. 

“Jeff, I know you looted that pawn shop before, probably more places like that too. I've got a quick question for you. Do you have any ring boxes that I could have?”

“Oh no, not you too,” Jeff said.

Silence held for a few seconds.

“Yeah, I got your back,” Jeff said, sounding almost defeated. “When do you need it?”

“ASAP, man. I forgot that today was Valentine's Day. I think Felicia is sort of pissed, or at least disappointed, and I intend to make up for that tonight.”

“You forgot? I gave Ella a box of chocolates this morning, and you forgot Valentine's Day? Oh man, this is gonna be sweet.”

“Jeff, please don't say a word about this to anyone. I need a ring box and I need it fast. I can even make it worth your while if you like. I picked up a new spell, Enchant Item. I've got to do some enchants for the guy who gave me the scroll, but you can have the next one after that.”

“Meet me at that shop outside of the Town Hall. I'll take care of ya, don't worry,” Jeff said, his voice sounding eager now.

 

* * *

 

Marc headed straight down there, grabbed a latte, then sat there and ignored it as he Meditated. He wanted to identify the ring, then he was going to need even more mana later to seat the elemental orb into the ring. He felt pressed for time, even if he knew, inside, that he had enough time to get this all done before dinner, at least if he showed up to dinner a little late.

He had no idea how long it had been when he felt the hand on his shoulder draw him out of his meditation.

“Jeff, thanks man, you're a life saver,” Marc said.

“A relationship saver at least, it sounds like. You can thank me with an enchant on my lock picks later on. I've never had a lot of practice with that skill, so a boost to my lock picks would be just the trick.” 

“I can't guarantee that exact a result with the spell, but I'll see what I can do. One thing, the item to be enchanted has to be rare or better.”

“These are, I replaced those makeshift ones I started with. I bought the best ones the shop had available at the time. Now, here, take your pick.”

Five ring boxes were quickly laid out on the table in front of Jeff. Marc pulled out the ring and started comparing it to the boxes, seeing which one would match best.

“Is that the metal from that freaky boulder in the dungeon?” Jeff asked.

Marc nodded.

“Doesn't it hold extra mana?”

“It is mana, Jeff. It's mana that's been turned to metal.”

Jeff shook his head.

“You're using that for her ring?”

Marc nodded.

“This is why.”

Hoping that his estimation had been correct, Marc quickly cast an Identify on the ring, skimmed it, then shared the results with Jeff, who let out a low whistle.

Metallized Mana Ring of Betrothal: (magic) (enchanted)

This ring is made of a form of mana that has been turned to metal. As a result it is a good repository for mana. This ring has been enchanted with the desire of the enchanter being that the ring increase the mana characteristics of the wearer.

Spell Effect #1: +150 max mana pool

Spell Effect #2: +15% mana regeneration speed

Spell Effect #3: Mana Battery (250 mana capacity)

This ring has a side effect. The fuller the mana battery portion is, the heavier the metal grows. At full capacity this ring will weigh 1 pound.

 

“Wow, it's a good thing Felicia increased her Strength some,” Jeff said. “But damn, you should make one of those for yourself.”

“Now I just need to add the stone and it'll be all set,” Marc replied.

“What stone are you using?” Jeff asked.

Marc pulled out the small orb he'd enchanted earlier on.

“I enchanted this one also. It's going to give her an ice based mana dart.”

Jeff's eyes went wide.

“Isn't that one of those core orb things from the elemental dungeon?”

“Yes, these seemed to be the best things to use if I wanted to make her ring something that would be useful as well as sentimental.”

“Damn, with those two things, she's not going to quite go up another notch in power, but it's going to be noticeable, that's for sure,” Jeff said. “Use this box.”

He pushed a box over that was black on the outside, but when opened had a bluish-white fabric lining it.

“The lining will match the stone at least, none of them really match the purplish color of the ring itself.”

Marc nodded, reached out and grabbed the box. He slipped the ring into the slit in the fabric to make sure it fit, then dropped the whole thing in his inventory.

“So, when are you asking her?” Jeff asked.

“After dinner, I still need to regenerate more mana so I can get the stone into the ring. I'm hoping that I won't mess with the enchantment doing that.”

“Well, you did leave the slot for it open, so it shouldn't be that bad, right?”

“Except I've got no idea how the enchantment will react to the ring being modified with Mana Manipulation.”

“So, don't break the metal at all, just stretch it some and return it to the same shape later on. Now, for the obligatory bro roast. Really? You're gonna leave me alone as a bachelor all by myself?”

Marc blinked at the sudden change of topic.

“That's your own choice, Jeff. I'm sure she'd say yes. Hasn't she hinted at it a few times?”

Jeff suddenly looked sober.

“I can't do that to her. You know what my dad was like. What if I'm my father's son?”

“Jeff, I know you hate him with a passion, but you aren't him. If you start acting like it, we'll let you know, trust me on that.”

Jeff just slowly shook his head.

“I just don't know,” he said. “That's my biggest fear, that I'm my father's son, just like him. Also, if you ever tell anyone I said that, you will most certainly regret it, understand?”

“I get it, Jeff. You aren't though, you aren't him. Hell, you patterned more than half your behavior to be the exact opposite of him. You told me you did, at least.”

“Yeah, but what if... Never mind. Fix up that ring, let's see what it looks like as a whole.”

“I need more mana before I can do that,” Marc said.

Jeff raised his eyebrows.

“You're kidding, right? Aren't you still carrying mana batteries in your inventory? Hell, you just made another one.”

I can't believe it. I've been fretting so much over what I needed to do that I forgot I had the means to do it right off, Marc thought. I guess I've been a little distracted today. I wonder if Felicia is upset about Valentine's Day or if she just picked up my distraction and was worried because I didn't share whatever was distracting me with her?

A moment later Marc's first mana battery, the one he'd received as a gift, was on the table. Marc rested a hand on it and started up his Mana Manipulation skill. He gently bent the top of the setting up, maintaining the integrity of the metal as he did so. He was glad that he had the mana battery available though since this was taking a lot more mana than it normally did.

His other hand came over and rested the orb atop the setting. He still needed a little bit more of a bend to get it in there.

A little more, a little more, there...

He pushed the orb down as he bent the top of the setting a touch more and the orb settled into place. Marc quickly brought the setting rim back down, trapping the orb in place, motionless. As an afterthought, he used his Mana Manipulation to also adhere the orb to the metal of the ring at the very base, to keep it in place no matter what.

He was sweating by the time he finished adhering the orb, attaching the two different materials to one another had been more difficult than anticipated, especially while using the means of attachment he knew, which was the one that connected sections of a mana battery. It was done though, even if he'd nearly drained his mana battery to do it.

He quickly opened the notification light that had started flashing when he finished with his efforts.

System Message:

Experience +1,000,000 for crafting and enchanting a Unique, Masterful level item.

 

Marc just blinked at the notification, too overwhelmed by his day so far to really register what it was saying.

“Are you done? Let's see,” Jeff said.

Marc slid the ring back into the slit in the box then held it out for Jeff to look at.

“That looks sweet. Plus, it gets around the problems of a normal engagement ring, where people snag the stone on stuff all the time. The orb just shows that short, little dome above the rest of the ring,” Jeff said.

“I am kind of proud of that choice. My mom complains about snagging her ring all the time, even after all these years. Do you think Felicia will like it?”

“It could be a Crackerjack ring and she'd like it,” Jeff said. “She just wants the commitment, I don't think she's worried about the jewelry.”

“I hope you're right. Now I'm down to just the hardest part. I need to ask her.”

Jeff started laughing.

“Marc, you've essentially bitch slapped a goddess. You drugged her, attacked her to drug her again, and dragged her halfway across the planet so she couldn't kidnap Beggar, and you're worried about asking the woman who loves you to marry you?”

“Um, when you put it like that. Yes! I'm paranoid about it. Even my enhanced social stats won't stop my brain from freaking out about what ifs.”

Jeff just chuckled.

“Well, I'm assuming you want to do it today, so you'd better grow some balls, brother. I'm outta here though, I won't hang around to make it any harder on you, but I also don't guarantee that I won't be sitting around in Stealth, watching you later on.”

With that, Jeff gestured and a soft crash came from behind Marc. He turned to look, but when he turned back, Jeff had disappeared.

Marc growled loudly, then dropped his elbows onto the table and his face into his hands.

“Asshole!” he yelled.

 

* * *

 

Marc sat down at the table across from Felicia. They ordered dinner and then she looked at him closely.

“Marc, what's wrong. All day you've been distracted. It's like you're doing some shifty, but you aren't built for that. It's like you've been walking around all day yelling 'Look at me, I'm being sneaky!' and it's sort of unnerving me.”

“It's that obvious?” he asked.

She nodded.

“What is it, tell me?”

“I'll tell you after dinner, okay? Can you wait just a little bit longer?”

She sighed, but settled into her chair.

“Just tell me, it isn't something bad, is it? You aren't leaving me or anything.”

“Oh, god no. It's nothing like that at all,” Marc said. “It's just me being a damned coward.”

“Ah, so it's something social then,” Felicia said, “that's the only type of thing you have that problem with.”

“I plead the fifth,” Marc said.

“An obsolete law, but I'll allow it,” Felicia said.

She seemed to be in a slightly better mood now, and Marc was happy for that as he'd drawn a complete blank when trying to think of a romantic way to propose.

Maybe do it related to something she likes?

“So, Felicia, what's your favorite part of Any Port?” he asked.

She looked at him curiously.

“Still trying to be sneaky. I'm telling you, you're no good at it.”

“Please answer the question?”

“Okay, it's the Alchemy lab, and its herb garden boxes. Not only is it where I like to spend my time when there's no-one that needs healing, but it's the first thing you gave me here.”

Marc quickly grasped at that as though he were a drowning man grabbing at a rope.

“Would you show me the herb gardens after dinner? I mean, I've seen them, but just seen. If you would, I'd like you to tell me about all the different herbs and other components you're growing.”

Felicia stared at him.

“Are you feeling okay? Did you have someone add something to my herb boxes that you want to surprise me with?”

He shook his head, his throat tightening.

“Okay, I'll bite. I'll show them to you after dinner,” she said.

Then, she was silent. The rest of the meal passed, with Marc only picking at his food, and Felicia steadfastly staying quiet.

When they'd finished eating, she stood without a word, and he followed her out of the building and down to the Alchemy lab. The sun was just in the process of setting and the full moon was already visible, low in the sky.

“Huh, everything looks normal,” Felicia said, then turned back to Marc.

“Okay, well these are those original components I was growing to make the low grade healing, mana, and stamina potions,” she said, pointing them out.

As she grew more engrossed in what she was telling him, Marc waited until she was distracted, then dropped to a knee. The ring box was out, in his hand, and open. When she finally turned around to see if he was paying attention, her eyes flashed down to where he was, then widened until they seemed bigger than the moon in the sky.

“Felicia,” Marc said, nearly stuttering. “Will you marry me?”

 

* * *

 


Chapter Eight

 

Felicia stared for a moment, her widened eyes flicking from Marc, to the ring, then back to Marc. Her mouth hung open slightly as though she'd been about to say something which had entirely disappeared from her mind and her mouth had yet to catch up to her thoughts.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Hell, yes!”

Marc stood, pulling the ring out of the box and taking her left hand. He was about to slide it onto her finger, when she leaned over to look more closely at the ring.

“Is this why you've been acting so shifty recently? You made this yourself, didn't you? Wait, is that the metal from that boulder thing at the end of the elemental dungeon?” Felicia asked, the questions pouring out of her lips now that she'd finally managed to speak.

“I didn't realize I'd been acting shifty,” Marc said, “and yes, I made it myself, from the metal I managed to retrieve from that boulder.”

He slid the ring onto her finger and was happy to discover that it fit perfectly. He wasn't sure if that was a function of enchanting the ring, or his attempts at measuring her finger, and he didn't care. He was just glad that he'd gotten the size right.

“Oof, that's kind of heavy, and a little cold,” Felicia said. “It's no big deal since I've raised my Strength and Constitution some, but it might be for someone who hadn't.”

Marc grinned.

“Well, there's a good reason for that,” he said.

Felicia simply raised her eyes and waited.

Marc realized that he'd yet to identify the ring as a whole, and quickly cast an Identify on it, sharing the results with Felicia.

Metallized Mana Elemental Ring of Betrothal: (magic) (enchanted)

Created by Marcus Aurelius Cavanaugh as a betrothal request, this ring is made of a form of mana that has been turned to metal, along with an Elemental Orb of Ice. As a result of the materials chosen it is a good repository for mana and offers damage options from the ice element. The enchantments from the items used to create the ring have created a mana repository and an offensive capability. The two items used to create the ring have been connected in a mana circuit which makes the mana from the ring's mana battery available to power the spell effects of the orb directly with no delay.

Spell Effect #1: +150 max mana pool

Spell Effect #2: +15% mana regeneration speed

Spell Effect #3: Mana Battery (250 mana capacity)

Spell Effect #4: Cast the spell Mana Dart (ice) three times per day at skill level 9.

Spell Effect #5: Once the three uses of Mana Dart (ice) per day have been used, the user may channel their own mana into the orb to cast additional instances of Mana Dart (ice) at skill level 9. The cost for this exceeds the normal cost of the spell and will require 35 mana per cast.

This orb must be in contact with the flesh of the user in order to function as described.

The effect of the Elemental Orb of Ice, Mana Dart (ice), may be powered directly from the Mana Battery portion of the ring without the additional delay normally associated with drawing the mana from a Mana Battery.

This ring has a side effect. The fuller the mana battery portion is, the heavier the metal grows. At full capacity this ring will weigh 1 pound.

 

Marc had thought Felicia's eyes couldn't get any wider, but as she read the description of her ring, he found out that he was wrong.

“Marc, this is...” she stopped for second, obviously trying to find the words. “This is too much, this is like an artifact level ring.”

“No, it isn't too much. It's exactly what I wanted to give you. It takes care of some of the problem with your mana total being lower, you've mentioned that a few times. It also gives you some backup mana if you need it with the mana battery. As for the ice damage, you were so happy to get direct damage before that I wanted to give you some more options on that in case something isn't affected by your Pillar of Flames spell.”

Her eyes went unfocused for a moment.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Just me cutting and pasting that Identify into my notes. If you think I'm not showing this ring off, you've got another think coming,” she said. “Seriously, though? If I'd known this was what you were planning when you told me that you didn't want to just get a ring from the shop, I might've been a little less irked about it.”

Marc groaned, inwardly only since he didn't want Felicia to think that it was directly related to her as opposed to being about her sharing the stats on the ring.

Because if people start swarming me, asking me for things like this, I'm going to tell them they need to get the materials to support things like this for me to work with. Oh, speaking of materials.

“I should have enough more of that metal to make our actual wedding rings out of it also. I'll enchant those up as well, although I don't think it would be appropriate to add the elemental orbs to those, do you?”

Felicia shook her head.

“Oh no,” she said, sarcastically, “are you telling me that I'd only get part of the effects from this one? How horrible.”

“Well, the first three were all on the ring by itself before I added the orb, so those three again, if I can manage to duplicate what I did this time.”

She shook her head, then rolled her eyes.

“Marc, it could be just a plain gold band if you want, but I won't turn down another ring out of this metal even if it doesn't have all the special stuff on it. It'll match my engagement ring,” she said, doing the classic raise of her hand, palm towards her face, to show off the ring where it sat on her finger.

 

* * *

 

They returned to their room and Felicia let Marc know, leaving absolutely no doubt whatsoever in his mind, that she was quite happy with the engagement.

Once she was asleep, Marc went ahead and recharged the mana battery he'd drained earlier on, checking to make sure that the rest of the mana batteries he had in his inventory were fully filled as well.

Well, that went better than I'd hoped. How was I suppose to know that I was acting shifty? I mean, yes, I was trying to get time without her around, but I didn't think I was that obvious about it. Now, I'm going to have to deal with wedding planning. Although I think that used to be all a woman thing. Is she going to want me to help or should I sic her on my mom? My mom would love that and Felicia gets along with her pretty well. I think that's the plan. I know absolutely nothing about wedding planning, and it's not something I'm really interested in learning, so unless she specifically asks me for my help, I'm going to try to get her to work with mom, Marc thought. I've got to sleep now though, I need to meet Harvey after breakfast to cast an enchant for him and explain that it drains all of my mana so I'm going to have to space his three out.

Marc slept longer than normal, and he had a sneaking suspicion that it was because he'd utterly drained his mana twice the day before and had still needed to regenerate something like two thousand mana when he'd finally gone to bed.

He didn't have enough time to do his normal rounds of the Safe Zone before breakfast, but he did have time to drop in and visit with Octavius. With a look at Felicia, who was asleep, and smiling in her sleep, he headed out.

She'll probably wake up shortly and I can meet her at breakfast like normal, he thought. 

Marc did meet Felicia at breakfast, but they didn't talk much. She'd latched onto Rob, who was there with Janey, and started showing the two of them her ring. When she shared the stats, Rob looked over at Marc, eyebrows raised.

“It's a new enchant spell I got yesterday,” Marc said. “Those were my first two casts of it, and I have to say I'm really happy with what it does. I'm less happy with the fact that it takes every last mana point I have at the time I cast it, but if those are the results, then I can deal with the headache and lightheadedness.”

“You planning on using that more?” Rob asked.

“I've got a few enchants to cast for the guy who supplied the scroll for me, but then yes, I'd planned on enchanting something for each of the party members. There's a catch though, the items to enchant have to be rare or better. Jeff has dibs on the first one I do for the party since he helped me track down a box for the ring.”

Rob nodded.

“I'll keep an eye out. I'm happy with my ax, the labrys is an awesome weapon, but I could certainly use an upgrade for my shield or armor.”

This is what I was worried about, Marc thought. Even Rob is asking for an enchant. Fortunately I'd planned on enchanting something for him anyways, but when people I don't plan on doing it for start asking, well, we'll have to see how I react to that. Maybe it's time to make myself scarce all the time like Reggie does.

When Marc left the cafeteria, with a quick kiss from Felicia, who was still talking to Janey about being engaged, he headed for the Mage Guild.

Harvey was quite understanding when Marc explained that he'd only be able to do one enchant at a time, since the spell drained every last point of mana he had when he cast it. He was even more understanding when Marc explained how he knew and showed him the stats of the ring.

“Understand, those were incredibly rare and powerful materials, so the results on your stuff aren't going to be nearly as impressive,” Marc said.

Harvey just shook his head.

“I get it, even if we only get the equivalent of half of that on my stuff, I'll be happy.”

 

* * *

 

The first item Harvey provided to Marc was a dagger. It looked like it was one of Rudi's that had come out quite well, so when Marc Analyzed it, he found that it satisfied the requirement that it be rare.

He case his Enchant Item spell on it, focusing on defending in melee combat as he did so. Then, after he got over being lightheaded, he pulled out a mana battery and drained just enough mana from it that he could cast an Identify and have a few mana left over, so as not to get the full mana drain lightheadedness again.

Dagger of Defense: (magic) (enchanted)

This dagger was created by a skilled weaponsmith and enchanted by Marcus Aurelius Cavanaugh. The dagger is focused on defense, enchanted for a Mage who was worried about getting caught in melee combat.

Spell Effect #1: +2 attack

Spell Effect #2: +2 damage

Spell Effect #3: +10 armor

 

Marc shared the Identify with Harvey, who grinned when he saw the dagger's new stats.

“That's what I'm talking about. It isn't like the ring you showed me, but for a standard issue dagger? That's a hell of an improvement, and it should keep me safer if I get caught in melee. When did you want to do the next piece?”

“I can do it either later on today, say after dinner, or I can do one a day and meet you here tomorrow morning for the next piece. It's your call.”

“Tomorrow morning works for me. I've got another five days before we get rotated out of Any Port again, so there's time. When can you have the scroll for me?”

Marc had nearly forgotten that he had to scribe a scroll of the Enchant Item spell for Harvey as well.

“Tell you what, I'll get that done before I do that last enchant and hand it over then. Does that work for you?”

Harvey gave him a thumbs up.

“So, I'll see you here tomorrow morning, same time?” he said.

Marc nodded and Harvey left the Mage Guild, a huge grin on his face.

Marc sat where he was for a while longer, dropping into meditation. He figured that wouldn't be all that odd in the common room of the Mage Guild since it was the fastest way to regenerate mana. At least no-one bothered him in the half hour he sat there, regenerating.

With a few hundred mana in the tank again, he got up and headed out into the Safe Zone. The first thing he had to do was go talk to his mother. If he didn't let her know that he and Felicia were engaged right away, he'd never hear the end of it, he was sure.

When he walked into his mother's office in the Town Hall, she turned to him and raised an eyebrow.

“I asked Felicia to marry me and she said yes,” he blurted out.

“Kind of you to tell me,” Michelle said, “but Felicia beat you to it. That ring, Marc, what were you thinking?”

“What?”

“Don't you know that an engagement ring should be a diamond? It's traditional.”

Marc's eyes narrowed.

“I don't care about tradition. As far as I'm concerned that tradition can just stay gone. It was all a marketing ploy, the only reason it started was because they wanted diamonds to be more valuable, so they restricted access from the larger mines and also convinced people that diamonds were just what was used for an engagement. I'd much rather do what I did and give her something that's going to help her survive.”

Michelle stared at her son, a smile playing across her face.

“Good answer, Marc. I knew all that, I just wanted to know what you were thinking when you made it. Where did you get that purple hued metal, it's gorgeous.”

So, Marc explained where the parts of the ring had come from and how he'd combined them and enchanted them. When he was done, his mom had a thoughtful look on her face.

“You know your father will want some of those spells cast, right?”

“I figured everyone who hears about it will, but I didn't want to tell Felicia not to show off her ring,” Marc replied. “I can just become a hermit again if it's too much, I wouldn't mind that at all, or we'll head off to finish Zeus' quests and I just won't be here.”

Michelle nodded.

“I'd prefer that I got to see my son,” she said. “Also, I'm glad to see you working on that fourth Kingdom quest.”

Marc was confused for a moment, before he remembered what that quest was.

“That is not why I asked her, mom, I asked her because I told her I would and I happened to finally manage to finish a ring for her that I thought was worth it.”

“Not because you forgot about Valentine's Day?” Michelle asked, a smile darting across her face. 

“A happy coincidence. I'll admit to finishing the ring faster than I'd planned so I could ask her then though. It's a painful spell to use, that Enchant Item, it sucks every last point of mana I've got into the spell. Doing it twice yesterday was almost too much. I'll get used to it though, the man I traded with for the spell asked for a scroll of it and three enchants cast since he can't use it yet.”

“Just how much mana does it cost?” Michelle asked.

“That's the thing mom, it doesn't appear to have a set cost, it takes as much as you've got and does whatever it can with that amount is what I'm guessing. Also, the materials used seem to make a difference and it can only be used on rare or better items.”

Michelle shook her head.

“I'm glad I don't have to deal with things like that. I much prefer my very orderly, regulated, spreadsheets and files. You can have the mana stuff all to yourself.”

“Me and the rest of the casters, at least,” Marc replied. “Anyhow, I wanted to tell you about Felicia and me. I'm sorry I let her beat me to it, but I cast the first enchant for Harvey, the guy I got the scroll from, this morning. Now, I'm off to start working on the scroll for his copy. I've got a feeling it's going to take a fair bit of time to make it. If I'm not mistaken the spell is at, or higher than, the power level of some of the spells I created myself, so I'm thinking at least seven hours of scribing, maybe as much as ten.

Michelle's eyes widened.

“Do you still have to do those in one sitting?” she asked.

Marc shrugged.

“I'm kind of hoping that the System changed it when they did the Research change. It would be nice to break that up like I can when using Technical Writing. That allows me to set how much time I'm going to work on it before I start, then lets me pause at that point until I'm willing to start again.”

She shrugged.

“Well, that's beyond me at the moment. Although your father said something about you having a new skill that writes books and he'll want me to read one?”

Marc nodded.

“It increases skill levels in whatever skill or spell it's about. He said you were having problems with increasing your Mana Dart score and we decided that this might be a better way to do it.”

“Well, if you do that, I'm willing to try it out. I must've cast that spell a hundred times in the Training Grounds to no avail. Although I did get some general experience out of my efforts, so it wasn't a waste of time.”

“Alright, well, like I said, I need to go start making that scroll. I told him I'd complete it for him by the day after tomorrow,” Marc said.

“Alright. Oh, by the way, I shared Kingdom Quest number four with Felicia. It got a chuckle out of her at least.”

Marc went to his office and settled in to Scribe the Enchant Item scroll and was relieved when the message came up asking him if he wanted to break the effort into parts.

It's ten hours, so it's higher level than I thought. It might be right on par with Constellation, or even higher. Well, I promised him a copy, even if it takes him until level nineteen to be able to learn it.

He decided to set it for three hours for this time, which would let him be out of the writing fugue by lunch time. He'd do another four hours after lunch, then three more tomorrow morning.

That should finish it and I'll have it done by the time I promised him, Marc thought. 

Then he triggered the skill and proceeded to lose most of the morning.

 

* * *

 

His return to consciousness was a pleasant one, since he found a blinking notification when he did.

Your skill, Scribe, has increased in skill level (4->5).

 

He wondered for a moment what a higher Scribe skill would do for him. It didn't have a mana cost, but it also wasn't a guaranteed success, which he'd forgotten. Now he hoped this first attempt at an Enchant Item scroll would be successful, otherwise he'd be cramming to get a second attempt in before the due date.

If I'm lucky, a higher score will increase the chance of success, or maybe cut down the time taken, or even a bit of both, he thought. 

With the first section of his Scribing of the scroll out of the way, Marc headed out for lunch. When he got there, he found Felicia still showing off her ring. This time, he considered heading back out to start his next scribing session since she was showing it to Ella. Ella looked very excited, but Jeff, who was sitting beside her, had a ferocious scowl on his face.

Not going there, Marc thought, taking a seat at the table, but as far away from Jeff as he could get while still sitting next to Felicia. He suffered through the glare from Jeff, happy that looks couldn't cut, until Jeff started to say something. Marc wasn't sure if the Thief had been going to talk to him or Felicia, but instead of words, a gasp of air came from his mouth as Ella, who'd also heard him start to say something, drove her elbow into his gut instead of his ribs. 

I hate it, but I have to say something here, Marc thought. 

“Ella, isn't that a little much?” Marc asked. “We all know he was going to say something snide, or cutting, but silencing him isn't right.”

“What he said,” Jeff gasped out.

“You don't have to worry about it,” Marc continued. “We'll just ignore what he says like we've been doing for years when he gets like this. I know that sometimes it seems like shutting him up is the easiest way, but... Well, I hate to say this, but that borders on abuse, you know?”

“Hey, wait, what?” Jeff said faintly, still out of breath. “What do you mean ignore me like you always do. I had your back, man.”

“I've got yours also, Jeff. I'm trying to help you out here,” Marc said.

“Don't tell me you never knew we did that. You knew, and you kept doing things that would make us ignore you. We figured you preferred it that way for some reason,” Felicia added.

“What do you mean?” Jeff asked.

“We never talked about it, but I figured that if you did that to your dad, you'd get beaten black and blue, so you did it with us instead. We just ignored it to let you get it out of your system,” Marc replied.

Felicia nodded.

“What he said.”

“That's... Never mind, I'm not going into it,” Jeff said. “All I wanted to say was that I helped. Marc needed a ring box and guess who he came to looking for one. With that said, I think I'm not hungry any more.”

He stood and left the cafeteria at a brisk pace.

Felicia looked at Marc, who just shook his head.

“Ella, are you going to go after him?” Marc asked.

“No, you're right. I was too rough on him, but I thought he was going to try to spoil the moment. He does that type of thing far too often for my taste. Do you really think it's bordering on abuse? I mean, it doesn't even do any damage to his health total, I asked him before. I just thought of it as roughhousing. He's always said he prefers things that way.”

Marc shied away from the mental images that produced and tried to focus on the conversation.

“I mean, would you actually trust him to tell you if it truly bothered him?”

“Yes, but no at the same time. I trust him to tell me most things, but if it's something that he'd consider a competition or a sign of weakness, then maybe not?” Ella said. “He might count it as a sign of his toughness to not let me know it hurts?”

“It's Jeff, we know what you mean and yes, he might consider it a sign of his masculinity to not complain even if it bothered him,” Marc said. “Consider his role model. I'm assuming he's told you a few things about his father.”

Ella nodded, her face growing serious.

“Crap, I'm showing him love the same way his father allegedly did, aren't I?” she said.

“Oh no, you're only giving him love taps comparatively, but...” Felicia said.

“But maybe I'd better knock that off? How else am I going to get back at him for when he jump scares me all the time. I swear he's gotten more points added to his Stealth skill by using it on me than anything else,” Ella said. “Wait a second, I've got it. I wonder if I can find a Silence spell I can learn. I bet I could level that up a lot just by using it on Jeff whenever I'd normally elbow him to shut him up.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

Marc planned to return to Scribing, wanting to get the scroll for Harvey completed as soon as he could. Once he'd finished casting the Enchant Item spells for Harvey as well, he wanted to talk to the group about heading back to Olympus to finish Zeus' quests.

Because I'm pretty sure the acclimatization year ends in April at some point, early in April even, Marc thought, which means we only have a little under two months to get Zeus' quests taken care of. We'll want to stay close to the Kingdom for a while after the end of the first year, just in case we have hostile neighbors. Just because they can't attack the Safe Zones doesn't mean that they can't attack our people when they aren't in the Safe Zones, or maybe steal resources from our Captured Lands. Much like everything else, until we get to that point, there just isn't that much information available on it.

For now, though, he needed to finish Scribing the scroll. Depending on what Zeus had them doing after they were over there, he might try to start enchanting the group's gear. If they were spending nights in Olympus again, then once he had a full mana pool after they were settled in for the night, he could cast an enchant, then regain most of his mana while he slept, meditating to finish it off after he woke since a number of his group-mates still needed more sleep than he did.

For now though, it's back to the scribing fugue, he thought. 

After his afternoon scribing session Marc's mana was completely full. He hoped Jeff would be at dinner since he could enchant the Thief's lock picks like he'd requested, then still have a full load of mana for Harvey's enchant tomorrow morning.

Jeff wasn't there, although Ella was. She told him that Jeff was sulking, not even in their apartment, but somewhere else that she wasn't aware of. She'd called him and spoken to him, but he hadn't revealed where he was.

Once Marc was done eating, he whispered his plan to Felicia, worried that Ella might follow him to check on Jeff in person if she thought that Marc had a good chance of finding the Thief.

Marc left the dining room and pulled out his phone, quickly calling Jeff. It rang several times, and Marc was worried that Jeff might ignore him and not pick up the call. Then Jeff evidently picked up.

“What is it, Marc?” Jeff asked, still sounding somewhat disgruntled.

“Well, you wanted me to enchant your lock picks, right? I can't do that if I don't have them in hand. Just double checking, they are rare or better, right?”

“I told you they were. I bought this set because they were made well enough to provide bonuses to picking locks.”

“Well, I'm ready to enchant them now since I promised you first dibs on enchants among the party. If you want to wait, though, I'll test to see if I can enchant a Systemized Legionary shield.”

“No, give me a minute.”

There was a rustling noise in the background before Jeff spoke again.

“Meet me down at the Menagerie, behind the giant chickens' pen, okay?”

“I'll be there in five minutes,” Marc said.

He pondered what he'd heard. As far as he could tell, the rustling was the noise of leaves or other plant life being pushed out of the way.

So, either he's actually out in the Captured Lands or maybe in the Wildlife Preserve, Marc thought. I suppose he might be over at S'Tharin's grove also, but I don't think he gets along that well with the rest of the elves.

Marc didn't really want to track down Jeff's hiding place. It was more of an idle curiosity than anything else, so he headed down to the Menagerie. Jeff was there several minutes later than Marc, reinforcing the idea that he was hiding out in the Wildlife Preserve since the grove would've been closer to the Menagerie than Marc had been.

“Alright,” Marc said. “Let's see them.”

Jeff pulled his picks out and handed them over. Marc did a quick Analyze, wanting to make sure all of the picks together registered as a single item. He wasn't willing to enchant each of the small tools separately, there were just too many of them for that. Fortunately, they Analyzed as a single unit, so he hoped that the Enchant Item spell would work on the whole set as a single item as well.

“What's the holdup?” Jeff asked, looking around. “You aren't just delaying me so she can catch up to me, are you?”

Marc shook his head.

“No, Jeff. I'm Analyzing to make sure they register as a single unit. I'm not about to do an enchant for each individual tool here. That'd be too much for me.”

“Why not? Imagine what this set could do that way?” Jeff asked, an eager light in his eyes.

“Because each individual enchant takes every last point of mana I've got when I cast it. It'd take days to do them all and I really don't want to deal with the mana drain, lightheadedness, and headache that many times just for lock picks, thank you.”

“Aw,” Jeff said, sounding disappointed. “I get it though, I wouldn't either.”

Marc sat down, focused on the picks, then started casting.

A minute later he gently shook his head, trying to clear the lightheadedness before pulling up the flashing notification light that had just lit up.

Your spell, Enchant Item, has increased in skill level (1->2).

 

“Okay, all done, give me a minute or two to clear my head, then I'll pull some mana from a mana battery and identify it for you,” he said.

High Quality Lock Picks: (magic) (enchanted)

These lock picks are the finest the craftsman who made them could manage. They were crafted well enough to offer a blanket +10% chance to pick a lock with them.

These lock picks have been enchanted to add an additional bonus to lock picking, as well as an associated effect.

Spell Effect #1: +25% to Lock Picking chance when using these tools.

Spell Effect #2: Strike – 3/day. The Strike effect allows the user to tap a lock with these tools, either magically locking it, or unlocking it, depending on the lock's current state.

 

Marc shared the Identify with Jeff.

“I'm not sure if that's great or underwhelming,” Marc said. “I expected more, but at the same time, I'm not sure exactly what I expected the effects on a set of lock picks to be.”

“Oh, Marc, there is no doubt in my mind. I'm sure that's awesome. I'm not sure if I ever even heard of enchanted lock picks in the games we used to play. I mean, I'm sure there were some, but they were incredibly rare. Plus you got an actual spell type deal on them in addition to increasing my bonuses. I have no doubt at all that this is an awesome set of abilities for my picks.”

“Okay, I'll take your word for it. Now I've got to go catch up to Felicia. I had her talking to Ella so I wouldn't be followed. I figured you needed some time and I wasn't going to interfere with that, but I wanted to keep my promise.”

“Well, promise kept. Thank you. You can tell Ella that I think my mood is improving, if you talk to her,” Jeff replied.

“Well, don't stay disappeared too long. I think it's almost time to go back and finish Zeus' quests, assuming that you're ready, and I want to talk to the group about it before we do.”

Jeff nodded.

“I'll be around by tomorrow dinner time, I'd guess. If not, feel free to fill me in over the phone. I'm definitely feeling up to getting back to those. However, if there's another super freaky powered monster or minion that we're sent after, I reserve the right to just fly the ship.”

“Sure, Jeff,” Marc said, pretty sure that even if Jeff said that now, if he were actually in that type of situation he'd have a different reaction.

 

* * *

 

Marc headed back to the cafeteria, where Felicia was still talking with Ella. He passed Jeff's message along to her before absconding with Felicia.

“Movies and after closing hot tubs tonight?” he asked.

“Why both?”

“I think it's almost time to go back to Greece and finish Zeus' quests, so I want to take advantage of this while we can.”

“In that case, definitely. I agree, though, that's it's time to go back. We're starting to run short on time before the end of the year, aren't we?”

“Well, unless Zeus has something else that's going to take as long as the Labyrinth, and I hope he doesn't, we ought to be just fine with our month plus some. Dad's trying some stuff with the other Kingdom quests though and I'd like to finish as many of those as possible before the end of the year.”

“Really, as many as possible?” Felicia asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Not that one, that one happens when and if it happens,” Marc said. “The other three, though, they offer a lot of experience for the people who are making sure they get done, more to me, but I won't level much from that, they will. The more people leveled up by the end of the year, the better.”

“I know the heir one, your mom could barely keep a straight face while telling me about that one. What are the others, though?” she asked.

“There's one for connecting all networked Safe Zones to the rails. We're close on that, but we're adding the additional encampments to the network first. We get experience per Safe Zone connected, so that'll boost the experience. That's the one delay before we leave, I want to convert those encampments to Safe Zones before we leave so they can work on that quest while we're gone. The other two are for making trade agreements and expanding to the West because there aren't any networked Safe Zones out there to give us a buffer between unclaimed areas and Any Port.”

Felicia nodded.

“All of those are things they can work on while we're gone, so you don't want to stick around.”

“Correct on the first guess. Like I said, I want to make those new encampments into Safe Zones before the rails connect all the existing ones, then we can leave. It'll only be an extra day or two on that since dad told me those encampments are nearly ready now.”

“Well, you've got my vote for going out and finishing Zeus' quests. In all honesty, once we're done with those, I don't see much of a reason to contact Zeus and his buddies for quite some time, do you?”

“I think they need us for their System replacement plans. Something about getting us to Space Age? That's why they were helping us with that.”

Felicia frowned.

“I think you're right about that. Hera was making that Anti-Gravity data pack for us until you got it for us the hard way.”

“It was the easy way, it was just hard on me,” Marc said. “Yes, though, she was. They obviously need us to be in the Space Age for some reason, so we might not be able to avoid them entirely.”

“As much as we can though?” Felicia asked. “Zeus is just such a... well, a lech really. I always thought all those stories about him were just bad word of mouth, so I believed it when he told us they were spread just to discredit them, but now I wonder about that, having seen him in action with the spawns from Knossos.”

“I'm none too find of them either,” Marc said. “I'm sure Zeus is trying to make me into a miniature version of himself. I'm not interested though, and he's very sly about it, so I'd sound like an ungrateful wretch telling him to stop giving me things. Especially when he's even been working them into the quest rewards.”

“So, once they get what they wanted from us being in Space Age, then we can mostly cut contact?” Felicia asked.

“That sounds good to me, we'll have to see if we can actually manage that when the time comes though.”

Then they were at the auditorium. Marc didn't think talking about that type of thing with an audience was a good idea, and Felicia agreed with him, so they agreed to continued their conversation in the hot tubs later on in the evening.

 

* * *

 

In the morning, Marc's next enchant on Harvey's gear had the man babbling from excitement. Harvey had managed to acquire himself some rare quality studded leather armor and when Marc enchanted it, the protection it offered went up to the average protection of medium armor. Plus, the armor picked up a once a day spell usage that Marc was pretty sure had been pulled from his own spell list. When Harvey was wearing his armor he could, once a day for ten minutes, summon a Phantom Shield and control it like Marc could his spell.

After that, Marc went to the Town Hall to settle in and finish scribing the Enchant Item scroll. When he finished, he breathed a sigh of relief that he'd been successful. He'd had no desire to block out another ten hours to make another attempt. Tucking the scroll into his inventory, he headed out to track down his group, to make plans for returning to Greece, and his father, to see when the newest five encampments would be ready to be made into Safe Zones.

He spent his afternoon tracking down the individual party members and making sure they were clear to head out for Greece again some time in the next few days. His only surprise was when he stopped to visit Beggar and Matilda. Marc was pretty sure that what was cooking on their stove was a rabbit, and they had a large quantity of fresh vegetables in sight as well.

“What's up?” Marc asked. “Still not eating in the cafeteria?”

He gestured towards the cooking meat.

“Oh no, there's no reason to do that except convenience,” Beggar said. “We found out that the Farmers and Field Hands had been co-opting some low level adventurers to guard their fields. They'd been losing produce to rabbits, squirrels, and a few other critters. So, Matilda took that over for them while we're here. She lays traps, tells the workers where they are, then we go clean them out just after dawn every day. We've got lots of meat because of that, they're worth a tiny bit of experience for her, plus the workers have been supplying us with some of the produce for our efforts, as well as the small bounty that's being paid for the work.”

“I worked out smaller traps to use,” Matilda said. “The ones I was using in combat would've destroyed the meat. They did the first day or two, but then I talked to Rudy and got him to make me a few other things I could use. Snare wire, smaller trap jaws like my bear trap ones, stuff like that.”

“Well, I'm glad to see you guys found a way to be useful,” Marc said. “Not that you aren't useful even beyond that, but I was worried that you'd have been bored.”

“Nah, I'm training Matilda in fighting with her new weapons,” Beggar said. “Show him the weapons?”

Matilda stood up, pulled something from her inventory, and a moment later Marc made out what it was. They were sort of like gloves, but with blades extending a couple of inches from the tips.

“It's a lot like fighting with claws, but they're longer,” Beggar said. “Either of us can use smaller regular weapons now, like daggers or short swords, but the claws just feel more natural.”

“That sounds great,” Marc said. “I came down here for a reason though. We're going to be heading out to go to Greece and finish up Zeus' quests soon. I wanted to make sure that you guys were good to go.”

“Oh, yeah, just let us know a day early so we can tell the farm workers that they'll need to get the lower level adventurers back on night guard,” Beggar said. “Have a seat, though, I haven't seen much of you at all recently. What's been going on?”

Marc spent a good hour, just chatting with Beggar and Matilda. He'd missed his friend just as much as Beggar had missed him so it was nice to just talk.

It'll be better still when we're all together headed back to Greece. I'll have to see if Beggar wants to help with whatever I'm doing once I get back though. I hate not seeing him for days at a time.

 

* * *

 

Marc spent the evening with Felicia again, the two of them taking advantage of Any Port's amenities since they knew they were heading out soon. Once they returned to their room, Marc used his full mana to cast an Enchant Item on the shield he'd had for quite some time, the one that had been Systemized back when the System first arrived. He was worried about whether it would work or not, but the shield didn't have an enchanted tag, not even a magic tag, even if some of what it could do seemed magical to him.

He needn't have worried. When he was done, and managed to pull enough mana from a battery for an Identify, he grinned.

Scutum (Roman Legion Shield): (Systemized) (Enchanted)

This shield was originally a mock up of a Roman Legionary shield. Systemized upon the arrival of the System, it served its purpose sturdily and functionally. Then it was enchanted.

Spell Effect #1: +10 armor

Spell Effect #2: +2 Shield Mastery

Spell Effect #3: +2 Shield Bash

Spell Effect #4: +2 Shield Wall

If any of the skills bestowed by this shield are unknown by the user, they will be granted that skill at a skill level of 1 whenever they wield the shield. Bonuses take effect after this. When the shield is removed from use, the granted skill is also removed.

 

He practically whooped when he read the Identify and, at Felicia's inquiring look, shared the Scutum's Identify with her.

“That's not bad at all,” she said.

“You have no idea how hard it's been for me to raise my Shield Mastery skill. That's the biggest thing I'm excited about, although the equivalent of another set of light armor all over doesn't hurt either.”

“This is that same spell you used on my ring, right?” Felicia asked. “The results seem a little lackluster, comparatively.”

“I think the end result partially depends on the materials used. The materials I used on your ring are super rare. This is just the shield I've been using since this all started. I'm happy that it gave four effects, even if none of them are super powerful. Eventually, I can enchant all of our gear like this, so imagine if all of your gear had effects comparable to these. That's going to be a major power boost for the party. That's the other reason I got a little excited. If a standard piece like this, which I think is only rare because of Rudi's impressive work and the fact that you don't find many of them, or didn't used to, can take enchantments like that, imagine what our better pieces might get.”

Felicia grinned and nodded at him.

“I imagine that's long term though, no?”

“Oh yeah, I'm not just sitting down and casting this spell three or four times a day without doing anything else. That's not going to happen, unless it's after the acclimatization year and after we know we don't have aggressive neighbors.”

“Good, then come to bed now. You've got one more enchant in the morning, and then we can try to schedule the trip back to Greece.”

Marc followed her recommendation, eager to be done with enchanting for Harvey so they could make their own plans.

In the morning, Harvey had a ring. It was white gold with a small ruby set in it.

“I'm hoping you can help with my mana totals?” Harvey said. “I heard some rumors that you managed something like that.”

“I did, but with significantly rarer materials. I can probably get this to be something mana related, but it's not going to be on the level that the other ring I enchanted was.”

“Anything would help. I never seem to have enough mana,” Harvey said.

Marc went ahead and cast his enchant spell.  When he got to Identifying it, Harvey found himself the recipient of a ring that improved his mana pool by fifty points and increased his mana regeneration by ten percent.

Once again, Harvey was grinning as he left the room, scroll in hand, ring already on his finger.

 

* * *

 

Marc's first stop, once he'd regenerated a couple hundred mana of his own, was at the Town Hall. He was looking for his father and he first checked in the office they'd added on for him. When he wasn't there, Marc set out for the watchtower.

Even in charge of the Kingdom instead of just the Safe Zone's defense, I bet he's still on the watchtower, Marc thought. 

He was right, his dad was there, although he was working on a pad as opposed to standing around like he normally had been the last few times Marc had found him here.

“Dad?” Marc said, waiting for his father to look up from the screen. “Any word on when those newest encampments will be ready to be converted to Safe Zones?”

“Three are already, one will be tomorrow, and the fifth will be by the day after that. Current trajectory has it making it that far at about three in the morning. Why? Are you ready to convert them?”

“Yes, and we need to go back to Greece and finish off Zeus' quests right after that, so I'm trying to plan this. We'll probably get four tomorrow, and then the fifth on our way to Greece if that works for you. Then you can work on Ease of Transport while I'm gone and not be delayed by my not being here to convert the Safe Zones. Although I could always drop a token or two on you and you could do it.” 

“Oh, no. Didn't you tell me that you kept getting more rare tokens for making more Safe Zones? I might not, so you need to do it to keep the token supply up so we can keep building more. I've already got some men out scouting for sites to the west of Any Port for Safe Zones, so we're going to need to be able to keep building,” Sean said.

“Oh sure, of course you've got an excuse,” Marc said, wheedling his dad.

“Hey, as your Seneschal, I'm recommending that you build all the Safe Zones yourself,” Sean said. “You gave me this position, so don't ignore my recommendations.”

Marc clapped a hand to his chest, pretending to be mortally wounded.

“Even my father turns on me,” Marc said.

The Legionary on duty was trying his hardest not to laugh as Sean glared at Marc.

“Yes, I know dad. I already said I would go build four of them tomorrow. I'm not about to delegate authority and then ignore the recommendations from those I delegated. That would be worse than never delegating in the first place.”

“Good, I'm glad you know it. You can pick up the locations for the four that will be ready tomorrow off the map in the Town Hall. Now, if you'll excuse me, I've got work to do now that I'm a Seneschal instead of just the head of our defenses.”

Marc headed out to the Town Hall. After noting the locations and transferring them to his map, he meditated until lunch, trying to get his mana back up as quickly as he could.

The rest of the group was at lunch, even Jeff. Janey was there as well and Marc hoped that Rob had told her they'd be headed out again soon.

“So, tomorrow is Safe Zone creation. Jeff, Ella, which of you wants to fly me out there and does anyone else want to go?” Marc said.

“I'll go with,” Felicia said.

Jeff turned to face her.

“I'm still training Ethan up as an Alchemist. He got the class on a lair run with his buddies, but I'm helping him get accustomed to working in the lab. You don't mind if he uses it while we're gone, do you Felicia?”

“No, I don't. I will sequester some ingredients away from him though, and limit what he can take from the herb gardens to the stuff for the basic low level potions. If he wants to work on anything else, he'll need to get his own ingredients.”

“That's close to what I told him I thought would be the rules. Make sure he knows what's what before we go, okay?” Jeff said. “So, Ella, would you pilot him tomorrow? You might even get another point in piloting.”

“Probably not,” Ella said. “Since I hit five in piloting, the points are slower in coming. Those short hops we've been doing for training haven't pushed my score up at all recently, although I do feel more comfortable with landing because of them.”

Marc looked over at Rob.

“I'll probably spend tomorrow helping Janey out at her greenhouse. I can't really do a lot to help, except for the brute force type of stuff, but they really appreciate when I show up to help with that, so...”

“Sure, no problem. I'll get a hold of Beggar and Matilda later on tonight and let them know the plan as well,” Marc said. 

“Really?” Jeff said. “Both of the furballs are going with us again? At least I learned that Distraction skill that Beggar had. It's handy to drop into Stealth when you're right near people.”

“Did you ever learn the one that made it even more difficult to pull someone out of Stealth or detect them when in it?” Felicia asked. “From what I saw, that skill also let Beggar fade into Stealth even with people watching.”

“Wait, he's got one that makes it harder to pull him out of, or detect him when he's in, Stealth?” Jeff said, looking around nervously.

 

* * *

 


Chapter Ten

 

The four new Safe Zones went up without a hitch. On the way out, Marc had noticed that his father already had teams laying rails on their way out to the new places. He'd seen the small gap in the rails that remained on the approach to the closest Safe Zone from the new ones as well. On their way back, that small gap was already getting filled in.

I guess the motivation of a lot of experience managed to get him a few new rail laying teams, Marc thought. Since I don't remember this many people working on the rails any time recently, only when we first started connecting all the Safe Zones with railways. Hopefully these are those same teams so they already have experience with the work. 

Marc's next task was to get an enchant done for Rob. The tank had found a new shield in the shop, a massive tower shield that was as tall as Marc was. It was very well made, quantified as rare by the System, and had cost Rob twenty-five gold despite it being only the shield itself, with no form of magic or enchantments on it.

Okay, so Felicia got her ring, Jeff got his picks, I got my shield, Rob is getting a shield. Ella still needs to tell me what she wants enchanted, as do Beggar and Matilda. I'm not sure if I should count Felicia's ring as an enchant to strengthen the party though, it was done for an entirely different reason. Maybe I'll just put her first in the next round of enchants I do for the group since her ring is probably going to be stronger than anything else I make on this round.

Marc wasn't sure what Rob's shield was made of, but once he'd enchanted it, he knew it wasn't ordinary metals. The tower shield ended up with a series of bonuses from the enchant, bumping the tank's armor rating by twenty points over the shield's normal rating, as well as increasing the Shield Mastery and Shield Bash skills by two each. In addition, Rob had gotten another effect that allowed, essentially, spell use. His shield would produce a bubble of protection once per day, one that would last until it absorbed two hundreds points of damage or fifteen minutes had passed.

I'm pretty sure the shield was made of some sort of alloy that included one of the rarer metals that showed up since the System arrived, Marc thought. I can't think of any other reason it would have taken the enchant so well.

After enchanting Rob's shield, and sharing the stats with him, Marc tracked down Ella to discuss what she wanted.

“I'd like to get something that'll stretch my mana more, like the frost wand does,” she said. “Maybe something like it, but in a different element and with stronger damage. The frost wand has fallen way behind my spell damage.”

Well, we did get all of that stuff as a group, so I ought to offer one up, Marc thought. 

“Felicia's ring has one of the elemental orbs in it, that provides her a fairly hefty attack spell,” Marc said. “I've got the rest of those orbs still, so maybe we can do something with one of those? There are ice, water, lightning, air, earth, and fire. Any of that sound good?”

“I've got the frost wand for cold, even if it isn't as strong as I'd like, plus I've got fire, water, and lightning spells of my own. Maybe air or earth? What are we talking about here? A ring, a wand, a what?” 

“What would you prefer?” Marc asked.

“Skip the ring, I think Jeff wouldn't say a word, but he'd still be upset if I wore a ring you gave me. So, maybe a wand? Unless you can think of something else.”

Marc stifled a chuckle.

“What was that?” Ella said, suspiciously.

“Oh nothing, I just considered something like a tiara or a diadem for a moment.”

Ella snorted.

“Not only no, but hell no,” she said. “Necklace maybe, if you're thinking jewelry. I think a wand would be good though, if you could do it. Then I could wear a wand on either hip, easily accessible, get another holster like the one I had made for my frost wand.”

“Wand it is then,” Marc said. “Assuming I can figure out how to do that. Now, earth or air?”

“Earth, I think. Earth seems to do more damage than equivalent power air spells and I'm DPS, so earth for more damage I think,” she replied.

Marc nodded.

I'll see what I can do, no promises though. I don't think I'll have a problem since intent seems to play a major part in this spell, a lot like other System stuff. I'll have it for you tomorrow if it works the way I'm hoping.”

As his mana regenerated over the day, Marc used it to create a shape from some of the metal used for the second tier mana batteries. Once he was done with that portion he had a fourteen inch cylinder of the metal, connected the same way he did the mana batteries. On one end he'd created a series of something like prongs, except much longer than a standard prong. His intent was to add the enchant to the earth orb then curl the prongs around it to secure it at the end of the wand.

He knew his first intent had worked since when he checked, the metal portion of the wand showed up as a mana battery. It had a lower capacity than he'd hoped for, but an extra one hundred on demand still wasn't bad. He had to wait, or at least wanted to wait, for his mana to regenerate to full before enchanting the earth orb though.

Later that night, once he and Felicia had returned to their room, he enchanted the earth orb. Pulling a couple of hundred mana from his mana battery gave him the ability to first add the orb into the rest of the wand and then Identify the whole thing.

Wand of Earth: (Enchanted)

Based around a custom made mana battery, this wand is focused on the use of the Earth Element.

Spell Effect #1: 2/day - Move Earth (10 cubic feet per user level)

Spell Effect #2: 3/day – Stone Spike (1 cubic foot per user level)

Spell Effect #3: Mana Battery (100)

 

That's great, Marc thought. Except what do Move Earth and Stone Spike do? Help move earth.

Move Earth:

This spell is designed to simplify digging and the creation of items with earth. It can dig holes, create walls, or even create small buildings with sufficient creativity. Spell will affect earth and normal stone, metallic ores are left untouched.

“I could've guessed that much,” Marc said, catching Felicia's attention.

She asked what was going on, so Marc shared the Identify with her.

“I'm making Ella's enchanted item for this round,” he said. “She wanted more Earth based damage and this is what I ended up with. I'm hoping Stone Spike is the damage she wanted, otherwise it's a flop.”

Felicia laughed out loud.

“A flop? How many adventurers, or even non-adventurers would see this thing and drool? Just because it might not be exactly what she wanted doesn't mean it's a flop.”

Meanwhile Marc was checking the other spell effect.

Help Stone Spike:

The Stone Spike spell creates an area where sharpened stone spikes shoot up out of the ground, damaging anyone standing in the affected area. Damage and AoE is based on caster level. Spell must be used on a surface of earth and/or stone.

 

“That's more like it,” Marc said. “I'm not sure this is what she was after, but I think she'll go for it.”

“It's got a mana battery. Like me, she frequently complains about lack of mana. Even if it isn't an attack spell that she likes, she'll still like this. I'll almost guarantee it,” Felicia said.

“Well, we'll find out in the morning. Then we'll get that last Safe Zone made and head out for Greece right after lunch,” Marc replied.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, Marc waited near the interior farms in Any Port. Just past dawn he found Beggar and Matilda doing their rounds to check the traps and recover any animals they'd caught.

“Hey Beggar,” Marc said. “I was wondering, do you have any equipment that you'd like enchanted? That new spell I told you about? I'm trying to get at least one cast of it on equipment for each party member.”

“You said it needs to be rare or better, right?” Beggar said. “Most of my rare stuff is already enchanted, like my claws.”

“Hmm, what would you say about a missile weapon maybe? I know you've got melee, but missiles?”

“I don't have any, haven't tried anything out seriously, but maybe some throwing knives or something?” Beggar said.

 

“Well, like I told you, we're shipping out later on today, heading back to Greece for the last couple of quests,” Marc said. “How about I see if Rudi has anything like throwing daggers that he can give me. A lot of his stuff gets rated as rare now, so there's a decent chance, I'd think.”

Beggar grinned at him.

“Sure, that'd work. I'll probably want to practice with them, maybe pick up the skill for them, before using them in combat, but hey, I can go with you right now if you like. Maybe I can pick up the skill before we leave? I've got the slots.”

Marc glanced up at the sun, barely cresting the horizon.

“I don't think that Rudi would be in his forge yet, but maybe after I eat breakfast. You guys want to come to breakfast with me for a change? I don't think anyone would bother you if you're sitting with the rest of us. Oh, and Matilda, do you have anything that you'd like enchanted? Same restriction, it has to be rare or better.”

Unlike Beggar, Matilda did. She pulled out her clawed gloves, then grinned at Marc.

“You got it, Matilda. Now both of you can have enchanted claws,” Marc said. “I'll enchant that on the way to Greece, so Beggar, you'll have a chance to practice with whatever it is I enchant for you so you're sure you want it.”

“If you aren't going to be picky, I might ask you to hold off for me,” Beggar said. “I really don't have anything much in the way of armor except for the couple of pieces you made me. If I can get more protection, that's what I'd prefer over a ranged attack.”

Marc nodded.

“If that's what you want. I only suggested thrown daggers because you didn't have a ranged attack.”

“I'm not really sure I want one, my vision is a little different from the way humans see,” Beggar said. “I've messed around with some missile stuff, but it's hard for me.”

“Armor it is then,” Marc said. “Maybe I can make you something rare out of the exotic hides we have.”

“Or Rudi can do some light chainmail stuff. I saw some of that around and it might work too, although leather is probably better for my Stealth.”

“Well, let me know. I can make something custom fit to you and enchant it if I manage to make something rare,” Marc said.

“I'd like that, but that means we'll be waiting a while for that one. Sorry, Marc.”

“Sorry for what? That you know what you want and it just isn't available? If you just want an armor rating as opposed to a piece of armor, I could handle that quicker.”

Beggar grinned, then pulled his piece of the mummy wraps from his inventory and onto his head.

“What do you think? Go for a pirate look and have you make me a big old hoop earring of protection? Matilda and I have been reading some pirate stories, and watching pirate movies too. She's kind of enamored with them.”

 

* * *

 

Marc managed to talk Beggar out of a hoop earring, pointing out the liability that it would be in combat. Instead, he'd use his Mana Manipulation to make a metal pendant and chain, then enchant it to be protective if he could manage it.

Since it would take a bit for him to make Beggar's pendant, he went ahead and enchanted Matilda's claws, getting a good strength enchantment on them that added to attack and damage, as well the sharpness quality so it would never need to be sharpened, and one added bonus which allowed her to shoot the metal claws off of the glove, only for them to return a few seconds later. That ability was more than Marc had expected to get, but it was only usable once per day.

I think Beggar's claws still have the stronger enchantment, but that one was better then I anticipated. I know she got it from the shop, so I suspect that, once again, it was made using some sort of alloy as opposed to the normal metals from earth.

The two raccoons begged off on breakfast, saying they already had something started.

Knowing what Beggar wanted for his enchantment left Marc at a loss as to what to do at the moment.  He didn't really have enough mana to create the metal for Beggar's pendant, not if he wanted the better metals that would allow for the stronger enchantments, and he still needed to charge the mana battery he'd used for the last few days. He'd trickled a bit into it now and again, but he planned on charging it all the way back up on their flight across the ocean. After he did that, he'd meditate and, if he was lucky, have enough time to make Beggar's piece and still regenerate all of his mana before they started in on the last quest.

Instead, he headed back to his room to once more sort his inventory. He wanted to make sure that he wasn't carrying anything extra in his inventory beyond his normal emergency supplies, his weapons, and other things he thought he might need on the quest.

When he finished with that, he still had a couple of hours until lunch. He considered a nap, realized he wasn't even close to being able to sleep, and dismissed that option. Practicing spells sounded like a good plan, until he remembered that he was trying to get his mana back to full and still had mana batteries to charge. Finally he headed down to the Menagerie to hang out with Octavius for a bit.

“I'm going away again for a few days, no clue how many, so I won't see you in the morning for a bit again,” Marc said.

Octavius II just looked at him, tentacles awhirl with movement.

“Sorry bud, I've got things to do to help keep everyone safe. Imagine that, lots of people counting on me to keep them safe,” Marc said. “I never asked for that. I just wanted to make a safe place for people to show up and live after the System arrived, and this is where that all led. I'm not sure if I'd trade places with someone else, given the chance. I trust myself to do as good a job as possible with this, my group too, but I can't help but wonder if someone else could do it better.”

Octavius' answer was to dart back into the tank, then come racing forward, flipping a fish over the edge of the tank at Marc.

Marc couldn't help but chuckle.

“Yes, I know, you don't really understand what I'm saying, do you? It's still good to get that out there. That feeling of inadequacy has been there for a while and it's good to let it out. It sounds sillier when I say it out loud, but I do still wonder if someone else could've done all of this better.”

“Probably they could have,” a voice from behind him said, “but they didn't, and you did, so you're doing better than they are.”

Marc spun to find Katie standing right behind him, her stuffed dragon in hand.

“Oh, is he fishing you again?” Katie said, a smile on her lips. “I figured out that's what he's doing. He's fishing for attention. It seems that flipping a fish at someone gets them to come back more, or at least Octavius thinks so.”

“Wait, was that you a minute ago?” Marc asked, looking around.

“It was my voice, wasn't it?”

“It was, but...” Marc paused for a moment trying to phrase the rest of his sentence.

“Well, that was kind of deep for someone who's as young as you are.”

Katie grinned.

“That's because it was my voice, but the words came from Amy's mom. I had some problems, and needed to talk to someone. She helped, along with a few other people. That was kind of just a mix-up of a lot of what they told me. It's right, though, isn't it? I haven't seen anyone offer to step up and take over from you at all, haven't even heard about it.”

“Oh, no. There have been a few, but I wouldn't have trusted a single one of them to head up even one Safe Zone, never mind a network.”

“Or a Kingdom,” Katie chimed in, with a grin.”

“Or that,” Marc agreed. “Some of them tried to take it by force, others wanted it to enrich themselves, not take over because they had an idea of how to make it better for everyone else. Just the old me, me, me attitude all over again.”

“What about the other Safe Zones, ones that aren't ours?” Katie asked.

“What about them?”

“Are they doing as well as we are?”

Marc shook his head.

“I don't think so. Uni and Deacon's Falls were held back by people with those same ideas I mentioned. People stuck in how things used to be before the System and not realizing that those same ideas could get them killed now.”

“They're doing better now, right?” Katie asked.

“From what I've heard, they are.”

“There you go then, maybe there wasn't someone who could've done better than you. If there were, they would've, right? But they didn't. I know what Uni was like, I was there. From what I've heard it's better there now, but what's the reason for that?”

Marc shrugged.

“You, Marc, you and the people you have working under you. Honestly, I think Amy's mom was right and guys really are so thick that you have to spell things out for them.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you, and the people you sent there to trade, and Octavius. If you remember right, you were the one who got him to agree to trade. They're doing great there now from what I've heard, and a lot of them attribute that to you also, Todd does at least. Since he's in charge, at least partially, that idea sort of spread, you know?”

“When did you get so smart, Katie?” Marc asked.

She smiled at him.

“I've always been smart, but now I've actually talked to people, listened to what they were trying to tell me, and remembered it. That's how I told you what I told you, other people's words that I just delivered.”

“Thank you, Katie. What you said is probably what I needed to hear. You're something else, and are going to get even more so when you grow up.”

She grinned at him evilly.

“So, should I tell Felicia to expect some competition in a few more years?”

“Oh, god no, please don't do that to me. Listen, I've got to go. I just came down here to unload my soul to Octavius, because he's a good listener and doesn't talk much. I've done that now, and it's almost time for me to get back to questing,” Marc said, hurriedly.

As he beat a hasty retreat, Katie's playful laughter followed him out of the Menagerie.

 

* * *

 

Marc quickly made his way to the cafeteria. After eating lunch, he sat there, accompanied by Rob and Felicia, waiting for Ella and Jeff. They showed up about midway through lunch. Once everyone had eaten, Marc spoke up.

“Okay, is everyone geared up for this last couple of quests? I hope we can finish both of them before we come back here. If Zeus is right, we'll have maxed our levels for the first year by that time, so we can spend the rest of the time working on the Safe Zone and network, err, Kingdom, until everyone shows up at the end of the year. Hopefully we figure out how to level more after the year is up and can keep up the pace so we're properly leveled when others can finally attack us.”

Felicia nodded.

“I'm ready to head to Greece at least, as for the rest of that? I'm not even thinking about it yet.”

Rob nodded his agreement.

“It's not like it's a big thing. We managed it this first year, we'll manage it over the next few,” Jeff said.

We only managed by being Zeus' errand boys and him being generous, Marc thought. Even with all that, it's going to be close.

He didn't express his thoughts aloud though, instead he simply stood and headed out of the cafeteria, towards the spaceship.

Once they were all in and Jeff was lifting the spaceship into the air, Marc ignored the queasy butterflies in his stomach and spoke up.

“Hey, Jeff, do me a favor?”

“What this time?” Jeff asked.

“I know that I normally ask you not to fly over the other Safe Zones, but can we go close enough to Uni to take a look? Katie was telling that they're doing really well for themselves and I'd like to see that. Not that I think she's lying, but I don't know what her source of information is so I want to verify it.”

“Sure, that's easy enough. Slow too, though, right? I mean, if you want to take a look, fast would be  bad.”

Yes, Jeff, slow over Uni Safe Zone, then you can take us up to speed for the rest of the trip,” Marc replied.

Jeff accelerated for the moment, but they started slowing when they got close to Uni. Marc was watching the screens as they passed over and he realized that, if anything, Katie had understated their progress. Uni Safe Zone was now at the center of a partially formed hub. The Safe Zones that were originally immediately adjacent to it were all gone, the only structure right next to the walls was the entrance to Octavius' dungeon. Well out from the walls, several miles out, there was a series of smaller Safe Zones.

It looks like they're going for a wagon wheel type of deal instead of spreading out to get even more Captured Lands. I imagine it's safer this way and I know they had lots more spawns nearby at the start so it sort of makes sense, Marc thought. 

“Good, they're doing really well,” Marc said. “Okay, once we're away from them, feel free to accelerate and set whatever course you want if you're planning on adding more to Ella's map.”

Marc settled in to charge his mana batteries, planning on Meditating once he finished in order to try to get his mana back to full.

 

* * *

 

It was still dark when they arrived in Greece, but only a little while before dawn. Marc closeted himself in one of the cabins with Beggar, and Matilda who had insisted on joining them.

“So, I've got enough mana back. What would you like for the metal?” Marc asked, pulling out mana batteries, and other things made out of the metals he could create, from his inventory.

“I'd recommend against these two. The metal itself will lend itself towards some sort of mana bonus. If you want just armor, I'd use one of these,” Marc said, gesturing towards the three other metal samples he'd pulled out.

“Which one would make the best armor?” Beggar asked. “It sounds like the material has something to do with the enchantment it gives, so use the one that would best for armor.”

“Yes, that's exactly what I've been thinking about the materials. That and intent seems to dictate the enchantments I've been making. So, this one?”

The metal Marc indicated was vaguely silver in color, but with a gold and purple iridescence when caught in the light.

“Sure, that'd look great against my fur,” Beggar said. “Now what?”

“Now, I get to work,” Marc said.

He used his Mana Molding skill to create a small ingot of the metal, then dropped right into his Mana Manipulation, slowly creating the links of chain, already attached to one another. When he thought he had the chain long enough he stopped and checked the length on Beggar's neck. The two raccoons were just staring at him and Marc had to remind himself that the two hadn't seen this before, at least he didn't think they had. Beggar had seen the Mana Molding skill in action, but not him creating things with that and Mana Manipulation.

Laying the chain out with the two loose ends close to one another, Marc worked on the rest of the ingot, forming it into a scaled down duplicate of Beggar's paw, claws extended. Marc made sure the claws on the pendant were blunt and not going to damage Beggar if they were driven into his chest. Once he was sure he had it made correctly, he moved it to right between the two loose ends of the chain and slowly formed a solid loop coming out of the top of the pendant, ensuring that the metal of the loop passed through the open links on either end of the chain.

When he opened his eyes, Beggar had already lifted the chain and was sliding it over his neck.

“This is awesome, Marc,” Beggar said, Matilda nodding in agreement.

“Well, it isn't enchanted yet. That will be the next step. I'm glad you like it though,” Marc replied. “Now we'd better go out and see just what Zeus has for our last couple of quests.”

Marc headed out to find the rest of the group on the bridge, waiting for them.

“Is it dawn yet?” Marc asked. “I figure they ought to be up by then, right?”

“Assuming Zeus ever slept,” Jeff said. “He's got enough floozies to keep him busy all night long.”

Ella arrested her momentum as she caught herself about to elbow Jeff, instead she quickly cast a spell.

“Hey, look at this,” Beggar said. “Marc's making me a protective pendant, and this is the pendant portion.”

The raccoon held up the raccoon paw pendant for the group to see. Ella and Felicia oohed and aahed over it a bit, while Rob walked over for a closer look, nodding his appreciation. Jeff started to say something, but when his mouth opened, no sound emerged, even though it looked like he was trying to speak. The Thief turned to Ella, looking at her indignantly as she burst out laughing.

“Oh, I was right, this is so much better than elbowing him in the ribs,” she said.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

The group left the spaceship, heading for the temple at the center of the Olympus Safe Zone.

The temple looks larger than I remember, Marc thought. I guess they're expanding here also. Zeus did say he had a lot more population to work with since the spawns from Knossos count towards his population totals.

The rest of the Safe Zone was also larger, although it only expanded to the edge of the mountaintop and not off of it yet. Marc was interested in checking out the metals that Thoth had made for Zeus to do that expansion since it was the one his dad asked him to find out how to make.

Hopefully we're here long enough for me to get a few minutes with one of those ingots, Marc thought. The idea of the hovercrafts we have blueprints for is great, but getting them strong, light armor sure sounds better than just flying them without.

Marc was surprised when they walked into the temple and found Zeus out in the main area. He was sitting on what looked like a marble throne, a massive construction that was centered at the back end of the temple. A smaller, but otherwise identical, throne was to one side of the one Zeus was sitting in. Hera was sitting in the second throne. In front of the two gods stood a small crowd of people who appeared to be talking to the two gods.

When Zeus saw the group come in, he broke into a massive smile.

“The audience is over for now. Leave us, since my questors have returned and I have business with them. The audiences will resume tomorrow at dawn,” Zeus boomed, his voice echoing inside of the temple.

There was a bit of reluctance visible in the small group of people as they turned to leave the temple. Hera, though, seemed almost as relieved as Zeus did to see the party.

As the last of those who'd been petitioning Zeus left the hallway, Marc and his group approached the two gods. Zeus immediately stood from his throne, Hera had pulled out a pad though and was instantly engrossed in it.

“Marcus, how good to see you and your group. Have you all recovered then and are you ready to continue with your quests?”

Zeus scanned the group, smiling broadly, although the smile slipped a little when he noticed Matilda.

Is he still upset over her trap startling him? Marc thought. It's better to be safe for now.

Marc took several steps forward until he was right in front of Zeus, in the process he managed to position himself so he was between Matilda and the god.

“I think so,” Marc said.

“I am,” Beggar called out, moving up next to Marc. “Only took a couple of days.”

“And your other compatriot? You did say two would need time to recover,” Zeus said.

Jeff took a couple of steps forwards and started to speak. He paused for a moment to clear his throat, looking relieved when noise actually came from his mouth.

“Yeah, I'm good. The bastards can't keep me down that easily. I just gotta get strong enough that they can't pull that crap on me again,” Jeff said.

Zeus chuckled.

“That is what we're working on. I have good and bad news for you. The good news is that there are only two more quests. The bad news is that, for the first one, Artemis will need to be here. This quest is a favor to her on my part. For the second one, your Safe Zone, or rather your Kingdom if what I've heard is correct, is going to need to acquire the Space Age technology level before it can be performed.”

That confused Marc.

Why would we need to be in the Space Age tech level? Does he have something he wants us to do off planet or something? That's a little disconcerting.

“And the good news?” Marc asked.

“The good news is that, if you manage to complete these two quests before the acclimatization year is up, you'll most likely have reached level twenty-five, and even have some experience banked towards your next few levels once the year is up,” Zeus replied.

“Wait, what? Banked experience?” Jeff said

“Yes,” Zeus replied. “Should you, somehow, manage to exceed the experience limits placed by the acclimatization year, then that experience will be banked for you until the year is up. Much as I've accrued banked experience over the upper level limit that I use for quests, the banked experience is simply stored until you can use it. The System, even as it is, will not take that from you and there are ways to use it if you know how.”

Jeff nodded.

“Good to know, I'd hate to lose a lot of experience just because I hit the System's cap.”

“Okay, go back one. We need Artemis for the next quest and she isn't here?” Marc said.

Zeus nodded.

“I'll send word for her to return, but it will probably be a day or two. She's still out providing training to my people.”

“Oh great, hurry up and wait again,” Jeff muttered.

Marc was sure the Thief hadn't intended to be heard, but he was sure that if he heard it, then Zeus probably had as well. Zeus' face didn't change though, he just nodded.

“As are many situations in life,” Zeus commented, stealing a glance at Hera.

“I've notified her, Zeus,” Hera said. “I've yet to receive a reply though. You know how she is, we're lucky if she checks her pad for messages once a day even.”

“Should we send a runner, do you think?” Zeus asked.

Hera shook her head.

“By the time they got there, Artemis will have most likely discovered her message and be returning already. It would be a waste of time to duplicate the effort.”

Okay, it looks like these two are getting along again? Marc thought. I'm not going to test that though, I remember the last time I was around when they argued.

The memory of the fire and lightning spells flashing from out of the temple was strong, and a good reason to not even ask how they were getting along as far as Marc was concerned.

“Well, if that's the case, we'll be in the ship, or at least I will, until then.”

 

* * *

 

Marc looked around as he turned to leave and noticed that Felicia was glancing in the direction Olympus' Alchemy lab was located, despite there being walls in the way.

“Do we have your leave to use your Alchemy lab again?” Marc asked. “Both Felicia and Jeff might want to do that.”

“On one condition,” Zeus said. “We have a neophyte alchemist of our own now. If you'd be so kind as to assist them a bit, then you are free to make use of the lab.”

“I can do that,” Felicia said. “Jeff and I just finished training someone to the Alchemist class back in Any Port.”

“I'll help, I guess,” Jeff said. “I've got nothing else to do.”

Marc caught the instinctive twitch of Ella's elbow out of the corner of his eye and hoped that she could restrain herself to both not elbow Jeff, nor Silence him, while they were still talking to the gods.

“Thank you, Zeus. We'll go now. I'm sure you have lots to do.”

“Oh no, we were both rather happy you showed up. It used to be that Olympus was the residence of only gods and demi-gods, those who really didn't need much assistance in their daily lives. With mortal residents again, it's far more troublesome. I was ecstatic to see you so that I could dismiss them, half are hangers-on that simply want to ingratiate themselves with me, and the other half could solve their problems themselves if they were willing to put in some more work, or ask others for their assistance. Instead they want me to snap my fingers and fix their messes.”

Zeus shook his head.

“We were quite happy that you showed up, believe me.”

Hera finally looked up and acknowledged the group.

“He speaks the truth, this time at least,” she said.

Zeus winced, but stayed silent.

“Alright then, we're off. Let us know if you have any other areas that need to be cleared like the last time. I'm sure Beggar wouldn't mind helping out,” Marc said, glancing at his friend.

Beggar nodded, then Matilda piped up.

“I'd help too, that was fun last time.”

Zeus winced again, but didn't say anything, and with that, Marc made sure to hurry the group out of the temple.

He was planning on returning to the ship, meditating to full, then enchanting Beggar's pendant so he'd have gotten everyone in the group an enchanted piece before their next quest. Felicia broke off from the group after giving him a kiss, headed towards the Alchemy lab.

Rob sighed heavily.

“I knew it. I wanted to just get this done and get back to Janey, but it looks like that's not going to happen.”

“Sorry, Rob. I suppose we could have used the communicator to let them know we were headed back, but it sounds like that might not have sped things up much either.”

“Don't worry, I sort of expected something like this. I told Janey it would be at least a few days, so hopefully we can finish up the quest itself quickly once we get it and I can get home to her within the week.”

“We'll do what we can,” Marc said. “I'm sort of suspicious that Zeus didn't tell us what the quest was, but if it's a favor for Artemis then he might just be waiting so she can tell us.”

“I'm not sure it matters. If Artemis is the one the quest is for, then I imagine she'd be rather put out if we tried to start it without her,” Rob said. “While she's been the least trouble for us, I don't imagine it would stay that way if we messed up her plans.”

“Good point. Well, I've still got to enchant Beggar's pendant that I made, so I need to Meditate for mana.”

“Go ahead. I'm fine, I brought a bunch of books this time. Like I said, I sort of expected the hurry up and wait bit from them.”

 

* * *

 

Marc spent several hours meditating, bringing his mana back to full. Then he pulled the pendant and chain out of his inventory where he'd stashed it after convincing Beggar that it shouldn't be worn until after it was enchanted.

He started his cast of Enchant Item while holding the pendant in his hands. He was amused that he'd gotten the paw so accurate, but he'd had Beggar's paw in sight to model it after so it shouldn't be surprising. As he focused his mind on making the pendant a defensive enchanted item, his mind flickered briefly to the claws on the pendant. A momentary thought of just what it would take for him to create a set of claw enhancements like Octavius had for Beggar distracted him, but he focused his mind back onto his intent for the pendant, defense.

Once the spell was cast and Defense selected as the option, Marc sat there for a moment. Even with as much as he'd done this lately, the lightheadedness that took him after each cast of the spell was still a trial. He didn't dare stand up for almost thirty seconds after finishing the cast of the spell and when he did, he was still a little bit dizzy.

Almost like how Jeff describes being heavily drunk. I don't like it, so I guess I don't have to be too concerned about the cost of how much alcohol it would take to get drunk with my endurance and Constitution, he thought. 

Then he pushed those thoughts away and sat down to meditate. He'd just finished charging the mana batteries so he didn't want to take the mana for an Identify from them and have to do it again. He could just Meditate for a few minutes and have the mana.

Within a minute of sitting down to Meditate the dizziness passed as his mana began to refill. He'd finally figured out the regeneration algorithm, or at least he was pretty sure he had it close. In full Meditation, he'd regenerate his Willpower score in mana each minute. Gaining points in the Meditation skill seemed to speed that up a little bit. His alternate forms of Meditation, like meditating while walking, regenerated more than he would without using it. Sitting sped the regeneration up some, while sleeping nearly gave him the speed of mana regeneration he got while meditating.

So, with one hundred mana needed for the Identify spell, he sat and regenerated in Meditation for fifteen minutes so he'd have a buffer of mana after he cast his spell. Once he did, he Identified the pendant.

Raccoon Paw Pendant: (Enchanted)

Made from a metal commonly used for armor, this pendant was created so it could be enchanted to offer additional armor for the wearer.

Spell Effect #1: +25 armor

Spell Effect #2: +1 attack when using Unarmed skill

Spell Effect #3: +1 damage when using Unarmed skill

Spell Effect #4: Bleed – attacks made with the Unarmed skill that cause bleeding will cause a bleed effect that will add an additional 5 points of damage per second, for the next 10 seconds.

 

Marc blinked. He hadn't thought his little slip-up in intent would do anything, never mind add three additional spell effects to the pendant. Even so, he was extremely happy with it.

Not only does Beggar get additional protection equal to the low end of medium armor, he also gets bonuses to his attacks, Marc thought. I think he'll like it, it's definitely designed for him though. How many people's unarmed attacks would cause bleeding for that last special to kick in. I know his claws qualify as unarmed though, so Matilda's probably do also, and it would work for her as well.

Marc headed out and found Rob reading right outside the ship, sitting in one of the lawn chairs Jeff had brought out the last time they were here.

“Hey Rob, have you seen Beggar?” Marc asked.

“Oh, did you get that enchant done for him?”

Marc nodded.

“I'd like to give it to him.”

“Well, I think he's in his cabin. He said something about not wanting to be in Stealth all the time so since it was bright out, he was going inside instead.”

“Great, thanks,” Marc said.

“What did you get for him?”

“Well he wanted armor, but not actual armor. So his pendant gives a good armor boost plus a few combat bonuses.”

“Cool, I've always worried that the little guy didn't really have much in the way of armor. That should help.”

“I'm going to go find him and give it to him,” Marc said.

Rob gestured towards the open door of the ship, then focused in to read on his pad some more.

 

* * *

 

Marc tapped on Beggar's door and the door opened a few seconds later.

“Oh, Marc, what's up?” Beggar asked, slipping into the hallway. “Matilda's asleep, she still doesn't have a high enough endurance to be able to stay up most of the time.”

“I have your pendant done. I think you'll like it,” Marc said, handing it over.

“You enchanted it already?”

Marc nodded.

“I figured since we're just cooling our heels for a couple of days, I could get it taken care of.”

“How'd it come out?”

“Well, the base effect gives you an armor rating roughly equivalent to wearing chainmail armor.”

Beggar grinned.

“That's awesome, base effect though? I thought you were just going to make it armor all by itself?”

“I was, but the way it works is material and intent with a choice involved, I guess for the primary effect. Unfortunately, my mind wandered a little while I was enchanting it. I was being jealous of the claws Octavius made for you and wondering what it would take for me to make something like that, only for a second though. I think because of that little mental slip, the enchant added a few more things.”

Marc shared the Identify screen with Beggar, who slowly and laboriously read his way through it. Although Marc had taken some time to give Beggar the basics of reading, the raccoon still had a little bit of a problem with it.

The only way he'll get better at it is with practice, but I don't think Beggar has the temperament to just sit down and read things, Marc thought. The stats on his equipment, though? Those he'll read.

“Really? More of a bonus to attack and damage with my claws, plus a bleed? Damn, Marc, you outdid yourself. Thank you,” Beggar said.

“You're welcome. I just figured that you've protected me for so long, that I should return the favor some. The attack stuff is all just an added bonus.”

Beggar leaned in and hugged Marc.

“No, we protect each other. That's what you do for friends, right?”

Marc felt himself start to blush.

“Well, that's what worthwhile friends do, or at least try to do. Just think for a second about me trying to protect Jeff from some of his harebrained stunts.”

Beggar cleared his throat.

“I thought you said worthwhile?” Beggar said, then quickly added. “I'm just kidding there, you know that, right?”

“Yes, I know. I also know that Jeff isn't exactly your friend or vice versa. He is working on it, though, trying to be less antagonistic.”

“I know, he actually came to talk to me, asking about some skills I had that he didn't. So I helped him out,” Beggar said.

You're only a raccoon and you might still be a better man than I am, Marc thought. I'm not sure I'd help out someone who treated me that way.

“Well, anyhow, there you go. Sorry it took me so long.”

“Took so long, Marc? You only asked me about it first yesterday morning.”

“Yeah, but I've been working on enchanting party gear for a few days. I'm sorry I saved you for last, you probably should've been right after Felicia.”

Beggar shook his head.

“Nah, the rest of them are with you all the time, Matilda and I aren't. It makes sense to get them first. Now, I'm going to go show this to Matilda, she ought to be up within the hour.”

“Alright, I'm going to track down Felicia. I can't be a big help with her Alchemy, but maybe I can do something,” Marc said.

Beggar gave Marc another quick hug, then slipped back into the cabin.

 

* * *

 

Ella was lounging outside of the Alchemy lab when Marc showed up.

“They okay?” Marc asked.

“Oh, yeah, but evidently Zeus gave this poor kid a few recipes for potions and then told him to go make them until he got the class.”

“That sucks.”

“It's worse than that, according to Felicia, those recipes the kid got are still beyond her, except for the one that's hers. The one to let alcohol affect Zeus.”

“Wait, Zeus expected the kid to make these advanced potions without even having the class?”

Ella nodded.

“Felicia and Jeff are walking the kid through the basic recipes they got from their skill, so she can have a chance of getting the class. Although they also said something about having to restock ingredients since a lot got wasted with the kid trying to make the other potions she had the recipes for.”

“That figures. It's never just one thing, is it? At least this time it's someone else who has the problem, not me.”

“I wouldn't be too sure about that. I think they're planning on drafting the party to fly out and find ingredients for the kid. Tomorrow, if Artemis isn't back by then.”

“I suppose we can do that. Especially to help out a kid in a tight spot. What's the kid got to say about all this, anyhow?”

“Not a lot, she's just docilely following Felicia and Jeff around, taking notes. Her English isn't great, but it isn't horrible either, so they've been making headway.”

Marc took a seat, but wasn't sitting for long before Felicia, Jeff, and a younger girl he didn't recognize exited the lab.

“Oh, Marc, you're here. Good, we need to help out Nikoletta here. Zeus decided that she'd make a good Alchemist, gave her some stuff, and told her to make potions with no other instruction. We need to get her basic ingredients, we already gave her the basic recipes. Most of the ingredients were used up from Zeus giving her difficult potions to try to brew even though she didn't have the class. Can we help?”

“Sure, do you want to start today? It's barely after lunch, speaking of which, I still need some lunch, anyone else hungry? We can head out right after that. Rob, Beggar, and Matilda are all still at the ship, so it shouldn't be a problem tracking everyone down.”

“I could eat,” Felicia said.

Jeff's rumbling stomach answered for him, and Ella laughed as she stood and dragged him off towards the shop kiosk.

“Let's get you a gyro before you get cranky from being hungry,” she said as they headed off.

“Marc, this is Nikoletta, Nikoletta this is my fiancée Marc.”

Marc looked closer. Nikoletta looked like a native Greek, if he had to guess. She was probably around fifteen or sixteen, and the look on her face at Felicia's offer of assistance had been one of immense gratitude.

I imagine that Zeus wouldn't take failure lightly. At least he asked us to help her, so he must've known that she was having problems, Marc thought. 

“Come on, I'll get us all lunch,” Marc said. “Then, if you're from anywhere near here, you can tell us where we might be able to find some of the things you need.”

She was from the area and when Felicia started pulling up pictures of the plants they needed on her pad and showing them to Nikoletta, the girl was able to identify where about half of them were, or used to be at least.

 

* * *

 

The next day and a half were spent hunting ingredients for Nikoletta. The one amusing break from that was when Ella was playing with her new wand. She was saying that she'd wanted offense, but ended up with both defense and offense, when Jeff laughed.

“You just said it digs, right? And the other thing makes stone spikes? You think the dig part is just defensive?”

Ella got a dangerous look in her eye and the wand wandered dangerously close to a point where it was aiming at Jeff.

“So what happens,” the Thief continued, “if you use the dig to make a pit right under someone's feet, and then while they're falling, you raise stone spikes on the bottom of the pit?”

The wand snapped down, pointed at the ground at Jeff's feet. A moment later the ground disappeared, and a pile of dirt appeared right behind where Jeff had been standing as he fell.

“Well, what do you know? That works,” Ella said.

It was only a couple of seconds until Jeff was pulling himself up out of the pit.

“What was that for?” he asked, almost whining.

“I figured you'd like to test your theory,” Ella said.

“You could've hurt me.”

“I know your skills as well as you do. There's no chance a ten foot fall would hurt you, and I didn't pull stone spikes up out of the bottom of it,” she said. “Maybe next time you won't jump scare me from Stealth when I'm on my way to the bathroom.”

That was when Marc left, not wanting to hear any more. He went and found Felicia and the two of them proceeded to harvest a number of pants for Nikoletta. When they arrived back at Olympus that evening they had to say good bye to Nikoletta because there was a messenger waiting to tell them that Artemis would be back in the morning.

The next morning the group as a whole went to the temple again. Zeus was the only one there this time, and there were no petitioners waiting on him.

“She'll be out in a few minutes,” Zeus said. “She gets to tell you about this quest, since it was her request. I'll guarantee that you each gain at least one level out of it though, beyond whatever reward she offers, should you be successful.”

Despite some pointed questions from Jeff, that's all that Zeus would say. Several minutes later, Artemis and Hera entered from a side door in the back of the hall. Once again, Marc had to force himself to ignore Artemis' outfit, still positive that it would make better lingerie than hunting gear.

“Ah, the questors Zeus promised me are here. I know I've spoken to some of you about this before. So I'll make it brief. Here's the quest that I'm offering.”

Quest Notification: The Game is Afoot

You have been offered a quest by: Artemis.

The goddess of hunters seeks to hunt the strongest prey she has discovered since returning to this world. Assist her in hunting the flying reptile known as a dragon. Keep her safe as she hunts and return her to her home. Bonuses rewards are available for those proving most useful in this endeavor.

Rewards: 100,000,000 experience

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twelve

 

Marc paused for a moment, not quite sure how to phrase what he wanted to say, finally he just said it.

“What dragon is this? Did you find one over here?”

“While I am sure that there are such creatures here, I have not received any reports about them,” Artemis said. “This quest refers to the one you told me about. Since it is more active, or at least visible, than any others that might be about, it is the optimal choice to hunt. Add in that it is in the area of a spiritual landmark and that should strengthen it, bringing it to the strongest that it can be at this time. So, it is the strongest prey I can currently hunt. Therefore, it is my choice.”

“Wait, let me get this straight,” Jeff said. “We fly over here and wait a couple of days, only to have to fly back to where we started and beyond that point?”

Artemis looked at Jeff like something that needed to be scraped off the sole of her shoe.

Admittedly, Jeff's tone was not what I'd recommend using with a goddess, but still, Marc thought. At the same time, it's Artemis, who isn't so fond of men, if I don't miss my guess. That makes her reaction to Jeff a little more understandable? Maybe?

Artemis didn't even say anything, just held Jeff's gaze, one of her eyebrows lifted as though questioning his statement. Jeff folded quickly.

“Yup, Jeff's taxi service, ready to head back to Any Port and beyond,” he said, dropping his gaze away from Artemis'

Marc kept a straight face when he heard Ella murmur under her breath, gesturing towards Jeff.

Hopefully she just did what I think she did, so he doesn't use his words to dig us a hole that we can't get out of, he thought. 

“Certainly. We have a contact in the closest Safe Zone we know of to the dragon's lair that might have more information on it. Would you like for us to take you there first?” Marc said.

And I hope that I haven't just thrown Eleanor to the wolves with that comment, he thought, even in his thoughts using the particular pronunciation for her name that she preferred. 

“That would be wonderful,” Artemis said. “Is she a hunter like myself?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Marc said, recalling the Assassin class Eleanor hid from most people. “Although I don't think she hunts the level of prey that you do. She simply sought to find out where the dragon's lair was in order to avoid it and its hunting grounds more easily.”

Artemis nodded crisply.

“That should be our first stop then. I shall speak to her and discover what information she has about my prey.”

Artemis gestured peremptorily towards the exit, leaving no doubt that she was ready to start immediately. Marc winced when, as they were exiting the temple, Matilda trotted over next to Artemis and started speaking. He didn't hear all of the conversation, but he did hear Matilda asking something about traps and see Artemis shaking her head, a bow appearing in the goddess' hand a moment later. 

Phew, he thought, at least it looks like Matilda isn't going to piss her off. As a matter of fact, if I'm not wrong, it looks like Artemis actually has an indulgent look on her face while talking to Matilda.

The younger raccoon kept pace with Artemis as they headed for the ship, Beggar following along behind the two, but not saying anything, and Artemis continued to speak with Matilda as the Scout took out a couple of different styles of trap and appeared to discuss them with the goddess.

Beggar caught Marc's eyes once on the trip to the ship, the hint of panic at the edge of Beggar's eyes making Marc think.

Oh please, don't let Artemis take a shine to Matilda like Bastet did to Beggar, Marc thought. I'd guess that the panic in Beggar's eyes is him thinking like that.

Marc only shook his head. He hadn't had many interactions with Artemis, but she seemed far more stable than Bastet had, even on the crazy cat goddess' best day. Because of that, Marc was sure that there wasn't going to be a problem here, at least he hoped that was the case.

 

* * *

 

The group bunched up a little as they were entering the ship and Marc overheard more of the conversation between Matilda and Artemis.

“But trapping is hunting, a form of it anyhow,” Matilda said.

“That is true, but I prefer a hunt where the blood courses through my veins and I feel alive,” Artemis replied. “There is nothing like the rush of going head to head with a spawn that is actually dangerous to me.”

“But you're so high a level,” Matilda said. “This thing shouldn't be dangerous to you at all.”

“Not so, little one,” Artemis replied. “I had to exert my powers in order to solve another difficulty that Zeus discovered. As a result, my powers are down to only what this planet can currently support. I am suppressed once more to only level twenty-five. I could step into the pocket dimension that Thoth and Zeus created to allow us our full powers here and recharge, but I choose not to, as I prefer a hunt that holds some degree of danger to me.”

Marc's eyes shot wide. He'd thought that this was going to be a milk run.

Oh shit, this isn't going to be nearly as easy as I thought it would be. We could potentially get one of Zeus' little group of gods and goddesses killed. I can't imagine that it would be anything but disastrous if that happened.

Felicia, beside him, had evidently overheard the same thing since she turned to Marc nervously.

“Um, did she just say what I think she did?” Felicia asked softly, pausing so that Matilda and Artemis were out of earshot.

“If you think she said that she's an adrenaline junkie who likes risking her life, and that she plans on doing so? Then yes, you heard her right.”

“Well, that does explain why she wanted us for backup. I thought we'd just be guiding her. Now I think that she plans to actually have us help her in combat instead of just guiding her,” Felicia said.

Marc nodded.

“At least it's something we were considering doing ourselves?” he replied. “That makes it a little bit more tolerable, but it's time to make some plans. There has to be something we can do to help push the odds in our favor here, doesn't there?”

“I don't suppose she'd consent to you putting your blade wall spell on the front of the ship, along with maybe a Plane of Force, and then seeing if the thing wants to play chicken, would she?” Felicia asked.

Marc looked around, slightly panicked. Fortunately, Jeff was already on the ship, as far as Marc knew.

“Don't even joke about that where Jeff can hear you,” Marc said. “He'd think that it was a great idea and push for it.”

“Who's joking?” Felicia asked. “I think even doing that would be safer than trying to take the thing on in normal combat. What other options do we have that will increase our safety for this?”

Marc could think of any number of things, and at the same time he knew that Artemis would shoot each and every one of them that would reduce the danger level down instantly.

“I don't think we have a lot of options, not that Artemis would approve of,” Marc said. “I mean, I'd love to make one of those stone bunkers again, only thicker this time, that we could use to shoot it and cast spells at it. I think Artemis wouldn't go for that though, not with what she was just saying. On top of that, I don't even want to think of how Zeus would react if we let Artemis get killed, so it isn't like we can just drop her off and tell her to have fun.”

Evidently Felicia hadn't gotten that far in her thinking yet, since the look on her face grew even more nervous when Marc mentioned Zeus.

“What are we going to do?” Felicia asked.

“Like always, the best we can. Let's wait and see what Eleanor has to say about the dragon's current habits, then we can try to make a plan that Artemis won't veto.”

 

* * *

 

Fortunately, Jeff didn't have anything to interject into the conversation Matilda and Artemis held as he flew the spaceship back towards Any Port. Marc did approach him partway through the flight.

“I think we should skip Any Port entirely and just head straight for Deacon's Falls,” Marc said. “Maybe set us down in that clear area near the Dark Guard's base if it's still there?”

“I can do that, why though?”

“I really don't want any more gods or goddesses spending time in Any Port if we can help it. Remember what happened last time with Bastet? There's no reason to give Artemis more of a chance to fixate on someone, most likely Matilda, than we have to give her. I don't think she's nearly as unbalanced as Bastet, but I really don't want to press our luck.”

Jeff was silent for a moment.

“You do realize that we're probably going to strengthen Artemis with this?”

“What, killing a dragon? I doubt it, if she's got the experience to award us, the experience from the dragon isn't going to do squat for her.”

“No, that's not what I mean,” Jeff said. “Look at the population of Deacon's Falls. You don't think the teenyboppers and gothboppers—“

Jeff stopped as Marc glared at him, then the Thief continued.

“Fine. You don't think the teenyboppers and the Dark Guard,” Jeff said, pronouncing Dark Guard in a mocking fashion, “aren't going to be all over Artemis? I can easily see them trying to emulate her, and that's the next best thing to worship, right? Some might even go over the edge and that's what's going to strengthen her. Didn't you say that worship strengthens the gods, or at least the people others view as gods?”

He's right, Marc thought. I hadn't considered it, but he's right. There's going to be lots of her worship if they see her in action, especially if we bring the dragon down and they know it's because Artemis wanted to do it. Although, I can't see that as all bad. Maybe it'll make their teenybopper problem a bit less if they get off their asses and try to emulate Artemis. I don't think Artemis getting stronger is a problem for us either, I don't think she'd care if she has a little bit of influence on our continent, not unless there's something strong for her to hunt here.

“I can't help but see it as a good thing if it straightens out some of the teenyboppers,” Marc said, shrugging. “If Artemis gets a little stronger? It's no big deal to us over here in North America.”

“You don't think it's a power move for them to try to get a foothold over here?” Jeff asked.

Marc shook his head.

“No, Zeus was clear about that. He doesn't want our land, he wants the land he used to have. Artemis doesn't seem to want any land except the patch under her current hunting target, so I can't help but see that as a good thing. Maybe we should even help it along, see if Artemis can do an archery display, or maybe train some people in it like she did over in Greece, assuming that she's willing of course.”

“Why?”

“Because I like the people of Deacon Falls, except for the teenyboppers. The more of them we can get emulating Artemis, the fewer of them will stay the useless waste of flesh they currently are,” Marc said.

“Whoa, jump back. Marc dislikes someone that strongly? You don't even call Melissa a useless waste of flesh. Hold a grudge much?”

“Melissa didn't try to split Felicia and I up,” Marc spat, “but you're right. I might be overreacting a bit. I'll try to get it under control before we land there. Either that, or let the Dark Guard know that I don't want any teenyboppers near me. I bet they'd be happy enough to keep them away from me.”

“I'd bet they would,” Jeff said, “Eleanor would, at least. Her I approve of, but there's no love lost between those two groups, that's for sure.”

“Well, we'll have to see. It's been months, who knows what might have happened in the meanwhile to change it. I just doubt it's changed all that much,” Marc said.

 

* * *

 

When Jeff brought the spaceship in for a landing, Marc could see what had changed, at least in this area. The Dark Guard used to have one main building and a couple of utility buildings. The main one now looked more like a manor house and there were two barracks out back of it.

The area that had been planted before now spread out almost tenfold from the size it had been previously, and it was all growing with what Marc assumed were cold hardy crops. As the spaceship lowered, a group of people in black armor raced out of the manor house, drawing their weapons and forming a line.

“Bring us in quick and soft, Jeff. They think we're hostiles,” Marc called out, lining himself up near the door.

He was ready to toss up an Elemental Sphere of Protection followed by a Plane of Force if they attacked before speaking, but first he wanted to get outside. He didn't want to go in with the sphere blazing since he counted on at least a couple of the Dark Guard recognizing him.

His pad was currently linked to the main screens of the ship, so he also saw the figure running in from the fields.

Is she being chased by a bear? Marc wondered. 

Then the woman slowed and the bear passed her by, still heading for the ship.

No, she isn't being chased by it, I think it's a companion or summon or something.

The ship touched down and Marc immediately triggered the door. As soon as it was open enough he hopped out, his protection sphere ready in his mind, but not on his tongue since he wanted to speak.

“Hey, is Eleanor around?” Marc yelled.

One of the figures came out of the line of potential combatants.

“Marc? Is that you?”

“Oh, Eleanor, good. You can call them off, we're here on a peaceful mission. We've got a VIP that intends on taking care of one of your problems for you.”

Eleanor came closer, peering at Marc, almost as though she was suspicious that he might not be who he claimed to be. Then Felicia came down the ramp and took hold of Marc's arm possessively with her left arm, making sure that her ring wasn't obscured by anything.

Eleanor saw that, then chuckled.

“Okay, I'll believe it now. How the hell did you get a spaceship? At least, that's what that thing looks like, one of the UFOs people used to report.”

“Oh, you won't believe me, but you'll believe Felicia?” Marc asked, nearly chuckling himself.

“It is impossible for a woman to fool another woman with something like that. She's staking her claim with a completely obvious maneuver.  Very much like she did last time, just with a less obvious threat of violence this time,” Eleanor said. “Congratulations by the way, both for your Kingdom and for that”

With her last words, she nodded towards Felicia's ring. Felicia finally relaxed.

“I wouldn't have been so worried, but I'm sure I recognize some of those faces over there,” she said.

“You might. Since the mayor isn't in charge any more, the teenyboppers don't get to just hang around and screw off any more. Some of them liked the idea of joining us more than properly doing the  work they were supposed to be doing before,” Eleanor replied.

“Alright, is it clear to come out?” Jeff called from the doorway. “I don't want to get in the way of a cat fight if it's going to occur, I just want to watch.”

Ella, beside him, made sure that Jeff could see her hand before waggling her fingers. Jeff's mouth clamped shut, instantly, on any additional comments he'd planned on making.

“Okay, it's you. I don't know anyone else that would be willing to put up with Jeff in their party,” Eleanor said. “And there's no-one that would be willing to imitate him to that degree.”

Now the chuckle that Marc had prevented from breaking loose before came out in full force.

“Good to see you, Eleanor. Like I said, we may have the solution to one of Deacon's Falls' problems. You're going to have to see her to believe her though,” Marc said, gesturing towards the door in the spaceship.

Jeff and Ella had made their way out of the ship, now the door was occupied by Artemis and Matilda, still speaking back and forth. Beggar and Rob brought up the rear behind them.

Eleanor looked over, caught sight of Artemis in her red leather 'armor', a young raccoon beside her, that was obviously not Beggar, who was speaking, and her jaw dropped as she simply stared.

Marc was absolutely positive that he wasn't supposed to hear the mutter that Eleanor whispered under her breath.

“I want to be her when I grow up.”

 

* * *

 

“So, this is Artemis. She plans to hunt the dragon, with my group as backup,” Marc said a minute later when everyone was out.

“Like the Greek goddess?” Eleanor asked, still wide-eyed and staring.

“Very much so,” Marc said, as Artemis tilted her head to Eleanor, then nodded.

“Is this your scout that you said found the dragon's lair?” Artemis asked.

Now it was Marc's turn to nod.

“Yes, it is. Artemis, this is Eleanor.”

Eleanor started to offer her hand to Artemis, but stopped when she saw that the other woman was not reciprocating the gesture. Instead Eleanor used the hand to wave, vaguely to the northwest.

“Yes, its lair is at the base of Mt. Rushmore, quite a distance in that direction,” Eleanor said.

“I'm going to pull her aside and tell her,” Felicia said. “Zeus never asked us not to tell other humans, did he?”

Marc shook his head slowly as he watched Artemis start sending rapid fire questions at Eleanor. For her part, Eleanor simply answered them while looking a little lost. She obviously wasn't used to the incredibly brusk manner in which she was being treated.

“One moment, Artemis,” Felicia said, capturing Eleanor's arm and drawing her a good twenty paces away.

Most of the rest of the Dark Guard that had responded to the spaceship's landing had left, although the druid Marc remembered from his last meeting was still there, scratching her bear's head.

Artemis turned back to Matilda and renewed her offer to teach the young raccoon how to hunt with a bow, to which Matilda demurred again.

“I just don't have the long distance vision for it,” Matilda said.

“I'm sure we can fix that, if you've already become bipedal, the vision problem shouldn't be nearly as insurmountable,” Artemis said.

Marc tuned their conversation out when he heard Felicia's conversation growing in volume.

“There's no way,” Eleanor said, at normal volume.

Marc took a few steps towards them and, when Felicia looked his way, brought his index finger to his mouth. She immediately started trying to quiet Eleanor, with only a little success. Marc still heard Felicia's next explanation.

“I'm telling you, I saw her, and a group of others like her, walk out from a portal to nowhere,” Felicia said. “She's currently suppressed in levels because she wants the dragon hunt to actually be a challenge.”

“A what?” Eleanor said, her voice rising again. “That thing needs to go, overwhelming force is better than anything else and she chose to make it a challenge?”

Marc hurried over.

“That's enough ladies. I'm sure Artemis is hearing you now since you can't keep it quiet. Let's go rejoin her, and seriously Eleanor, Felicia is telling you the truth. I know some of the others that came with her are very touchy, and even suppressed she outlevels me and the rest of our group, so don't offend her, please.”

At that last bit of information, Eleanor looked over at Artemis.

“I get nothing at all when I try to Analyze her,” Eleanor said, confused.

“Then shouldn't that tell you everything you need to know?” Felicia asked.

Eleanor nodded, but now she looked a little wary.

Which is far better than flippant or dismissive, so I'll take it, Marc thought. 

The three rejoined the small crowd around Artemis.

“Have they convinced you of who I actually am?” Artemis asked. “I am not as famous as the rest of my pantheon, but even so you had still heard of me. And, Marcus? I am not nearly as volatile as the rest of my kin, at least not about something like this.”

Eleanor squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and took a deep breath.

“Sorry,” she said, opening her eyes. “It's just a bit much to swallow that gods from our legends have returned, and really did exist.”

“We did, child. Just far further back than your current legends reflect. We left for a while when the System did, but we returned with it as well.”

“The System did say it was returning, not arriving,” Eleanor said. “I have no reason to disbelieve you or Marc and his group. So, what can I do for you, my lady?”

 

* * *

 

“So, you will guide us?” Artemis asked.

Eleanor nodded.

“We'll have to wait two days first though, my second in command of the Dark Guard is out leading a patrol. They'll return then. Once they do, I can lead you there.”

Artemis looked mildly upset.

“Artemis, if I might make a suggestion?” Marc said. “We were discussing this on the way here. Would you like to boost your power level a bit?”

“How so, Marcus?”

“Well, a little bit of worship from the other side of the world would still boost you, right? I think you ought to give some of their people a little bit of training. Whether that's in archery to help defend the Safe Zone, or hunting to supply it with food, if you get them good enough training wouldn't that direct their thoughts to you frequently, whenever they used those skills?”

Artemis' eyes lit with pleasure.

“It just might do as you say. Even if it doesn't, teaching my skills to those who would put them to proper use is a joy.”

“Oh, and it's a network we're defending now, Marc,” Eleanor said. “Since Hank took over, we've been expanding. He made a procedure to get the fortifications needed for a Safe Zone and we've been using them. We're only up to eight more Safe Zones, but between them all we've got a nice chunk of Captured land.”

“Really? He keeps everyone informed about that stuff?” Jeff asked.

“Why wouldn't he, I do,” Marc replied.

“No, he doesn't,” Eleanor said. “As the leader of the Dark Guard I have a seat on the new council though, so I am kept up to date on all of that. Also, since we do a lot of the patrols around these Safe Zones, all of my people know as well.”

“What do you think, Eleanor, are there people around who would welcome a master of archery and hunting training them in those skills for a couple of days?” Marc asked.

“Oh, hell yeah,” Eleanor said. “What's this about worship increasing their power, anyhow?”

“We've discovered that the nanites tend to cluster around the people who are talked about or thought of the most,” Marc said. “Because they have more nanites clustered around them, they have access to more power if they know how to tap into it.”

“Nanites?” Eleanor asked.

Marc sighed. He'd thought that was common knowledge now, but apparently it wasn't. He sat himself down on the ground, gesturing Eleanor to join him, then explained about the nanites, mana, and how they related to worship as best as he could while still making it brief.

“So, if we think about or talk about someone more then they can potentially get more power?” Eleanor asked, once he was done.

“Yes, that's basically it. It's much more complex, but I don't think you want the whole talk.”

She shook her head.

“No, just knowing the effects are enough for me. Hmm, I wonder if I should make a shrine to Artemis?” she asked, glancing over at the red leather clad goddess.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Two days spent training those who were willing from Deacon's Falls had Artemis' name on the lips of all those who were training, at the very least. Marc spent the time visiting with Hank and Alec. The first because Hank had more questions about Safe Zone networks, while Marc sought out Alec to thank him again for the Constellation spell.

Alec himself only had the spell up to a two, complaining about its mana costs and how he could only cast it a few times without draining himself. Marc set those complaints to rest. The Dark Guard were trying to expand their fields, but they needed some light forest removed for the next area they wanted to expand into. They simply hadn't gotten someone there to take the trees down yet, so Marc took Alec out with him and, with a single cast of Constellation, cleared out a square area sixteen feet per side, the spell slicing cleanly through the trunks of the trees in the area.

Marc thought he'd save whoever was clearing the area a little time and continued casting his spell several more times to clean the marked out area of trees and, in the process, found himself grinning when text flashed across the lower portion of his vision.

Your spell, Constellation, has increased in skill level (6->7).

 

It might not be another star for Constellation's area of effect, but it gets me halfway to the next star, Marc thought. 

He wasn't going to clean out the stumps, which he'd cut as close to the ground as possible with his spell, or chop up the trees, but he figured he'd saved someone a bunch of hours by removing the trees themselves.

Alec was appropriately enthused by the demonstration.

“When I saw the line between two stars, I thought the damage was probably going to be lowered over the area of effect, but it sure doesn't look that way to me,” Alec said.

“Once I had the third star, this became one of my favorite spells for tougher opponents, especially a group of them,” Marc replied. “Since you're the one who gave me the spell, I wanted you to know since you sounded a little down on it.”

“Yeah, I'll have to spend more time practicing it. How did you get it that high so quickly?”

“A lot of mana and our Training Grounds. The Training Grounds addition for your Safe Zone helps people gain their skills faster. Admittedly, it needs to be upgraded before you can train area spells in it, but as soon as we got that upgrade I started burning thousands of mana on the spell, practicing it, while alternating with Meditation to get my mana back faster.”

“I may need to ask Hank to see if we can get that addition,” Alec said.

“Well, it's on the main Safe Zone's upgrade, so you'll need to get Deacon's Falls itself upgraded to get it.”

“Or we can upgrade some of the outer Safe Zones in the network until we can get it. I wouldn't mind basing myself someplace that made it easier to train my skills and spells,” Alec said. 

“I hadn't thought of that, but it might work,” Marc said. “Anyhow, I've got a couple more things to do in town before we have to leave.”

“Seriously, the rumor mill has you going after the dragon with some sort of master archer,” Alec said. “What's really going on?”

“We're going to hunt the dragon with someone who is currently at the max level we can get during this first year,” Marc said. “And yes, she's a master archer.”

“She really is? I know she's been training some people and they spoke highly of her skill, but she's that good?”

“The best archer I've seen, if I'm not mistaken,” Marc said. “Not that I've got a lot of options to compare her to, but she's damned good. Just as good a hunter also.”

Alex shook his head.

“Better you than me. What level are you and your group up to now? If she's twenty-five and bringing you along for backup, it ought to be right up there.”

“I'm level twenty-two, and the rest of my group is twenty-one, I think, but closing in on me quickly. This doubling scheme for experience means they'll be catching up to me before I hit twenty-five, but that's good. The more of us that max our levels during the first year, the less trouble I anticipate in our area when offworlders can move in at the end of the year.”

Alec nodded his agreement.

“Well, sorry, but no-one here's going to manage that. It looks like our highest are only going to be about level twenty, except maybe for Eleanor, she managed a burst of levels a while back and has been going out to solo things that let her increase her level, as well as bringing out groups of the Dark Guard to help them level.”

Marc nodded.

“She'll get more too, if I'm not mistaken. She'll be guiding us to the dragon's lair, and I bet she wants to be in the group and fighting it with us.”

 

* * *

 

When Eleanor's second in command arrived, they decided to leave the next morning.

“I, well, I and the Dark Guard, have cleared out all the lower level spawns in this direction,” Eleanor said. “Deacon's Falls has kept most of its expansion to the south though, so as to avoid problems with the dragon. We still see it occasionally, but I think it's been feeding on spawns more as of late.”

“There are a lot more around in the areas that haven't been cleared out,” Ella said. “So, if you've been clearing them here, it's got less reason to come in this direction.”

“That's how my thoughts had run before and I'm glad that it's worked out that way, whether or not it's the reason. We've had lots more game available as of late, even if it's mostly small game, north of town. No hunting parties lost to the dragon recently, either. I hope you're sure we can kill this thing, I can't help but think of Smaug in the Hobbit. We don't have anyone like Bard in town.” 

“If it can be killed, then Artemis would be the one that can do it,” Marc said, trying to sound more convincing than he actually felt.

Unless one of the other gods wanted to expend some energy to do it, then have to recharge themselves, he added mentally. 

He shook his head. From what Artemis had said, it sounded like the other gods had been pushing themselves and having to recharge occasionally. He couldn't expect them to cross the ocean and do the same for them over here.

“Alright, is everyone ready?” Marc asked, “Where's Artemis, anyhow?”

“She said something about fitting in one more training session for people before leaving,” Rob said. “Something about noticing the difference in worship levels already because it was happening so close to her.”

Marc groaned.

“So, even more hurry up and wait,” Jeff said. “I won't complain though, not with the rewards offered for this. Well, I won't complain much. I wonder if the worship stuff really makes that much of a difference.”

“I was talking with Artemis,” Eleanor said, blushing. “She claimed that the worship type of thing primarily resolved itself by appearing as luck or good fortune, unless the recipient knew how to tap it on their own.”

“That would explain a lot,” Beggar said, glancing at Marc. “How long have you been in the Renown video's top slots, Marc? With all of those people watching you, probably even on other planets, it would mean that you had a lot of worship that's come through like luck or good fortune. You've certainly had your share of those.”

Marc blinked.

Damn it, Marc thought, Zeus warned me that worship wasn't under the control of the person worshiped. I bet he knows how to tap it intentionally though, he's just not sharing that. Is that why things have gone as smoothly as they have? I wouldn't call it smooth, per se, but certainly a lot smoother than it could've been.

“Well, if that's the case, let's hope that mine and Artemis' combine to make this hunt go smoothly,” Marc said. “Speaking of Artemis, I think that's her headed this way.”

Marc's initial, mostly joking, idea of setting a Spinning Wall of Swords on the front of the spaceship, charging the dragon, and trying to use a Plane of Force spell to keep it from actually hitting the ship had been discarded when Artemis said that she wanted to approach on foot, not in the spaceship.

“The dragon will be enraged if we intrude on its airspace, I know their kind. They'll be less angry about us approaching on foot. This way we'll be able to make plans to take it and we'll not have to merely react to its attack on us in the air like we would if we took the ship,” was what she'd said.

Now she was with the group and Eleanor was standing up.

“Are we ready now?” Marc asked.

Artemis bobbed her head in affirmation.

“Let us depart on the hunt,” Artemis said. “Eleanor, lead us?”

Eleanor started out, heading to the northwest.

 

* * *

 

The trip was mostly uneventful. That wasn't to say that they didn't encounter any spawns, but those they did encounter were no challenge at all. Even the group of trolls they encountered as they got closer to Mt. Rushmore were more like a speed bump than an actual encounter. Artemis, from a distance, was insanely good with her bow. The seven trolls that charged the party were down to four before they closed, all three fatalities from Artemis' bow. She could charge the arrows she shot so they were like flaming logs flying through the air.

The other four all took heavy damage from Marc's Constellation spell, placed carefully so that at least a portion of the energy plane struck each of the trolls. From there, Felicia's Pillar of Flames removed one, Rob beheaded another with his ax, Jeff attacked one from Stealth leaving it in bad enough shape that Ella dropped it with a single Mana Dart spell, while the two raccoons and Eleanor removed the last of the trolls. Artemis had drawn a pair of daggers as the trolls closed, but she never got a chance to strike with them, the last of the trolls removed before she could attack in melee.

“It seems like I've a fine group to back me in this endeavor,” Artemis said, sheathing her daggers.

Marc just shrugged, but Jeff beamed at the compliment.

“We get things done,” Rob said. “That's all.”

Artemis chuckled, a low sound that stirred Marc's blood.

“You do at that,” Artemis said. “Now, let us continue.”

A few hours later Eleanor paused.

“Something's different,” she said. “A lot of the trees in this area have been taken down, look at all the stumps. Plus, there's some sort of scent in the air that I can't identify. Neither of those were here the last time I was.”

Artemis sniffed the air.

“That's some sort of acid, and a lot of it for it to be this noticeable without being in sight,” she said. “Let's continue and see what we're up against.”

Eleanor slowed down as they continued, dropping in and out of Stealth as she had to cross areas without any cover. Finally, she stopped again. Marc, from well behind her, could see the edge of the treeline, but nothing beyond it. So he kept moving, keeping an eye on Eleanor in case she called for the group to stop.

When he reached an area where he could see beyond the treeline, he stopped cold, just as Eleanor had.

“This wasn't like this when I was here before. These trees weren't here, the forest we're in that is. Also, that wasn't here either,” she said, softly.

Marc stared out beyond the trees. He could see the monument on the hillside they were approaching. It looked familiar since he'd seen it in pictures a number of times. As his eyes traveled down, they took in the unfamiliar portion.

The base of the cliff that housed the carved heads of former presidents now had a cave in it, one which looked utterly unnatural compared to its surroundings. A scree slope led away from the base of the cliff, but only for forty or fifty feet as opposed to the long slope Marc had seen in pictures. Where the scree ended, the moat began. The wide excavation was filled with what Marc was pretty sure was an acid, just due to the smell in the air.

I don't know how deep that is, but it wouldn't have to be very deep at all if that's a strong acid, he thought. 

Movement caught his eye and he glanced up and away from the moat. For a moment he thought it was the banks of flames dancing along the top of the scree slope that caught his attention, then he saw the movement again, in the mouth of the cave.

Standing there, silhouetted by some sort of light from inside the cave, stood a dragon. It was a deep green, mottled with black here and there. It stood there, looking out of the cave, as though staring out over its domain.

Marc pulled himself behind a tree where he couldn't see the creature any more, hoping that it meant that it couldn't see him either. As he looked around, he couldn't see four members of the party and he hoped that meant that those with Stealth had used it. Artemis was crouched, low to the ground and behind a bush. Felicia and Ella had flattened themselves to the ground, and Rob was behind a tree large enough to hide his impressive sized frame.

 

* * *

 

Artemis dragged the whole group well back of the treeline before she began to speak.

“The beast is within range of my bow. We should attack it and draw it out to where all of us can fight,” she said. “Have you range on it?”

She glanced at Eleanor and Jeff, the only other two with bows in the party. Jeff was shaking his head.

“I've only got a shortbow. There's no way I'd reach the cave from the trees.”

Eleanor also shook her head.

“Same problem, I have a shortbow not a longbow,” she said “My class is designed more for in close, quick kills.”

Marc stifled a chuckle, remembering Eleanor's Assassin class that she concealed from those without the stats and levels to penetrate her subterfuge.

“Than I shall simply have to draw it into range by shooting it by myself,” Artemis said.

“Wait, let's see how we can shift the odds in our favor,” Marc said. “I'm guessing that the thing either has an acid breath or a flame breath, just from looking at the area surrounding its cave.”

“It is most likely one and the same. Some dragons have a gaseous or liquid breath which is highly flammable,” Artemis said.

“That would explain the big gap between the walls of fire near the base of the cliff and the moat. Although, if it's smart, it might be planning on kicking that fire into the acid if someone tries to cross its moat,” Marc said. “If it's a flammable liquid it breathed out, then that explains how it filled the moat, too.” 

Artemis nodded.

“They are clever beasts, some as smart as a dog, others as smart as a teenager. It could be a trap set by the beast.”

“Then we need to try to fight it nowhere near its moat,” Marc said.

“It will still be able to breathe its breath upon us, and most dragons have at least a flicker of magic, so it could ignite the acid with that,” Artemis said.

“But a single breath would be a lot better than a moat full,” Marc countered.

Artemis nodded.

“I wish to fight this beast, are you going to be long with this?” she said.

“Less than an hour. Can you hold off that long?” Marc asked, worriedly.

Artemis pouted, the expression looking ridiculous on her face.

“One hour. Zeus told me to listen to you if you had a plan, so I will give you your hour, then it is time to attack.”

“Okay, we've got a time limit for preparation then,” Marc said. “Rob, you'll tank it if you can Taunt, and I've got just the thing for you. With a minor alteration I'll change my Elemental Sphere of Protection to protect you against both fire and acid. Probably Earth and Air as well, so I'll substitute the acid symbol for the water one currently in it. I'm going to dig a few pits with my Earthen Wall spell, but leave the earth piled behind them. If anyone is on fire, or coated in acid, dive into the pit and Ella or I will try to dump dirt on you to put the fire out or help neutralize the acid.”

Marc continued on with the plan he'd come up with on the spur of the moment. It wasn't the best he'd made, but considering the minimal time he had to think of one and implement it, it was the best he was going to come up with.

“And myself?” Artemis asked, when Marc finished.

“I thought you just wanted to fight this thing. I was going to let you do your own thing, but make sure you knew the plans for everyone else. I wouldn't presume to dictate your actions,” he said.

She smiled and nodded.

“As it should be. Are you ready now?”

“Let me take the rest of my hour to regenerate some of my mana, then I'll be ready,” Marc said.

“As you wish,” Artemis huffed. “I did say that you had an hour.”

 

* * *

 

Artemis actually gave him slightly more than that, waiting until his mana was full again before urging everyone up and to the treeline again.

Once they were there, they waited. The dragon was no longer visible in the cave mouth. Marc was pretty sure that it hadn't taken off, if it had, someone in the group would've seen it, he was positive.

Finally he settled down into the shade at the edge of the treeline. It was chilly out, but he really didn't feel the chill as much any more. Instead, the thought had been that if the dragon came out, he should be as much in the shadows as he could manage so it didn't see him.

Not that it should matter, but if it moves because it sees one of us, Artemis will be pissed if it makes her miss her shot. She said it was long range, but she was sure she could get it to come after us. I hope she's right.

It was nearly an hour before there was movement in the cave mouth again. This time the dragon came right out. It reared onto its hind legs, spread its wings as though it were about to take off, and then Artemis' arrow hit it with the force of an enchanted ballista bolt.

The dragon actually staggered, its rear claws slipping in the scree of the slope. Its wings had snapped down as though it were taking off and it didn't manage to recover from the slip, sliding backwards in the scree from the force of the arrow.

A sibilant cry rang out, the volume from it causing Marc's ears to ring even across the moat of acid from the source. Then the dragon regained its balance and looked around, focusing in on Artemis where she stood ten feet back from the moat, bow in hand with another arrow nocked and drawn.

She released her arrow moments before the dragon tried to launch into the air. The dragon's movement made the arrow hit lower than Artemis had intended, but even with the dragon in the air, the arrow drove it back. Its rear legs smacked into the wall of the cliff before it furiously beat its wings, gaining altitude.

Artemis tried one more shot, but the dragon had gotten too high in the air for her to hit, the arrow flashing under it and slamming into the cliff just below Lincoln's face, leaving a massive hole in the stone of the cliff.

“It's coming in, target it as you can,” Artemis called.

The dragon circled several times overhead, obviously trying to see if Artemis had any assistance or if she had attacked it by herself. The rest of the group stayed in the trees though and Marc wasn't exactly sure if they'd been seen or not.

Then the dragon dove, straight towards Artemis. As it came lower, Artemis fired again, the arrow streaking towards the diving dragon. The arrow continued straight into the air as the dragon pirouetted around it in its dive. Moments later arrows also flew out from Eleanor's and Jeff's bows. Eleanor's struck it in the snout, sticking in a nostril, while Jeff's tore right through one of the dragon's wings.

An angry roar, softer than the earlier one, came from the dragon as it continued its dive. It opened its mouth and Marc quickly cast his altered Elemental Sphere of Protection on Artemis, who was obviously the dragon's target.

It loosed a breath of an acrid liquid towards Artemis. As the liquid impacted the sphere of protection most of it simply disappeared, although a few drops made it through the sphere to strike the goddess. The dragon shot a tongue of flame after the liquid, but apparently there wasn't enough of it to ignite any more and Artemis batted the incoming flame away with her bow.

The dragon started to pull up out of its dive, but Marc saw the hole Jeff's arrow had inflicted to its wing start to enlarge from the force needed to pull the dragon out of its dive. It managed to lift itself back into the air, but it was listing a bit to one side and moving more slowly now.

Artemis tried to harass it, but it simply gained altitude until it was out of the range of her bow again.

The dragon continued to circle for a minute or two, then slowed even more, releasing another breath that misted down into the edge of the treeline. After that the dragon headed back over the moat, landed for just a moment to grab two boulders in its claws, then took off again.

Marc could see the mist drifting down, assuming it was an acid, he cast a Sphere of Elemental Protection on himself, swapping the water value for acid. As he watched he saw most of the group darting out of the falling mist.

Then the dragon was over them again, releasing the first of the boulders it carried and Marc finally understood the fallen trees. Evidently the dragon had weakened them with acid and then dropped things on them, probably while hunting. When the boulder came down it had a sideways momentum that had it slamming into tree after tree, sending them crashing to the ground.

Marc tried dodging, but he was still hit with debris, or at least his sphere was. Even between the debris and the acid itself though, the shield was still up, although he had no idea how much more damage it would absorb.

As he watched, the dragon dropped the second boulder, crashing trees down towards where Rob was trying to get out from under the acid. A moment later, Rob came striding back into the clear area between treeline and moat.

“That's it, this thing has to go,” Rob said.

“Artemis, shoot its wing, Jeff's shot there already slowed it. We might be able to force it down that way,” Marc yelled.

“Marc, give me a spell. Wait, not protection, I want that Taunt amplification you made for the islands,” Rob called.

Marc shrugged, but started casting. A moment after he was finished, Rob bellowed.

“Alright you throwback of a reptile, get your ass down here. I'd call you a winged snake, but I've fought those before, and you aren't even a patch on those guys. I'd call you a dinosaur, but I've seen pictures of them and you aren't even half as scary as a Tyrannosaur. Coward, come fight me!”

As he finished his cry, Rob slammed the labrys into his new shield, the noise of ax striking shield leaving Marc's ears ringing as the dragon began to dive.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

The dragon dove straight towards Rob, and Marc furiously cast another Elemental Sphere of Protection. The one he'd cast on Rob before had collapsed under the damage from the dragon's breath and still let a little bit of damage through.

Which means that its damned breath weapon does a little more than four hundred points of damage, Marc thought as he finished the spell. 

Artemis was staring up at the dragon, her bow ready with an arrow nocked and drawn. The dragon had seen her as well and was back to pirouetting, as well as jinking left and right, as it dove towards Rob. Finally, right before it would be too close for her to get a good shot, she released the arrow. Marc swore he could hear the arrow rushing through the air as it shot out, piercing the dragon's good wing and leaving a hole the size of a watermelon in the membranes of the wing.

The dragon spread its wings, as though to slow its dive, but the holes in its wings, one from Jeff and one from Artemis, wouldn't take the pressure. It did manage to slow itself, but at the cost of sacrificing its wings, the holes spreading, the membrane of its wings ripping in jagged tears that shot out from the arrow holes.

Rob jumped backwards, a good ten feet in the single jump, and the dragon, who hadn't controlled its dive the way it had intended, crashed to the ground a good twenty feet in front of where Rob had been standing when he jumped.

“Well, I think it's grounded,” Rob called out. “Now for the fun part.”

My entire party seems to have a different definition of the word fun than I do, Marc thought, as he began to cast. 

A Lightning Bolt raced out from his hands since the dragon wasn't close enough for him to use his Constellation spell like he'd prefer.

I'm not sure I want to get any closer to that thing, unlike Rob.

Rob was charging forward, his newly enchanted shield in the lead. He slammed into the dragon's snout as it drew in air in preparation to release its breath weapon and Marc hoped Rob knew what he was doing. It looked like he'd tried to Shield Bash the dragon, but it hadn't worked.

 Now Rob set his stance as Marc began to cast again.

“Rob, I'm targeting your shield,” Marc yelled before releasing his Swirling Wall of Blades spell, centered on Rob's shield.

The blades shimmered into existence and they weren't clearly visible by any means, but it was still obvious where the spell was due to the blur of motion they created. Rob thrust his shield forward again, drawing a reaction from the dragon.

The dragon, when struck repeatedly by the phantom swords, released its breath in a gasp. It was obviously not a full breath attack, but it was also obvious that the dragon had been preparing for one since its outward gasp was as much the acid it could breathe as it was air, it wasn't fully aerosolized though so it simply splashed to the ground in front of its snout.

Rob went to town, smacking the dragon around with both the labrys and his shield, which had the incidental effect of striking the dragon with the wall of swords repeatedly as well. Unfortunately, even Rob's greatest attempts were only causing small cuts on the dragon. The wall of swords aggravated those wounds, and sheared scales off here and there, but it wasn't being nearly as effective as Marc had hoped now that the dragon's mouth was closed. The earlier strikes had a better result because some of the swords had managed to get inside of the dragon's mouth.

Another of Artemis' arrows drove into the dragon's rear haunch, sending scales spraying out and leaving a much larger bleeding wound than Rob's strikes were.

Because of that, it tried to turn towards Artemis, but Rob had something to say about that.

“No you don't, you overgrown Komodo. You face off with me, not her,” Rob Taunted.

As the dragon was turning towards Artemis, Rob had mixed action with his taunts, catching the bottom edge of the labrys, where it jutted out from the rest of the blade, in the dragon's nostril and forcefully yanking its head back to where it was facing him.

The dragon, between the taunt and the ax yanking on a sensitive part of its snout, continued with the turn. Its mouth opened wide as it turned, and it tried to snap Rob up as it twisted its snout sideways, snapping its teeth shut where Rob had been standing just a moment earlier.

The tank had seen it coming though, and moved so he wasn't caught in the jaws. He was, however, knocked off his feet by the sheer mass of the dragon's snout moving at speed. As Rob rolled with the impact, Artemis released another arrow, hitting almost the exact same spot as the earlier one. Ella let out a cry of 'eyes' as Rob rolled, and a flash of lightning struck the dragon a moment later. Marc was casting another Lightning Bolt, but paused long enough to squint his eyes shut as Ella's spell went off.

Jeff had been peppering the dragon with arrows right through, along with Eleanor, but most of their attacks on the main body of the creature were simply bouncing off, until Eleanor started targeting more carefully, her arrows aimed at the small wounds that Rob had left and the larger ones that Artemis had caused. Jeff picked up the idea a moment after Eleanor started using it, and now their arrows were actually damaging the creature as they struck in wounds that were already missing their scales.

Marc's Lightning Bolt shot out and struck the dragon, but even that wasn't enough to slow it from trying to scoop Rob up with its jaws. The tank was still on the ground, rolling, as he hadn't had enough time to get to his feet yet with the dragon constantly snapping at him.

A different snapping noise caught Marc's attention then, this one more like metal on metal. The rattle of a clanking chain caught his attention and when he tried to find out where it was from, he saw the length of chain dangling from the dragon's mouth. As it roared its fury, he saw the bear trap that Matilda had somehow managed to get into its mouth. It was clamped on the dragon's tongue, and apparently really pissing it off.

A moment later its back arched, its neck rising high into the sky as it arched up. Marc couldn't figure out why until he saw the black and gray of Beggar's fur. The raccoon was standing on the dragon's snout, his shimmering, sharp, claws locked into the interior of the dragon's snout and pulling upwards. Evidently those claws were sharp enough to damage the dragon, at least on the interior of its snout, because there was a torrent of blood jetting out of the dragon's nostrils as Beggar hauled back on his claws.

Rob took that opportunity to get to his feet and drive his labrys into the dragon's neck, shearing off several scales and revealing a patch of its actual flesh. A moment later the flesh sprouted one of Jeff's bone arrows.

“That ought to slow it down,” Jeff yelled. “I hope. I used the paralysis poison.”

Another arrow from Artemis blasted into the dragon, this time farther up its body. Her previous shots on its haunch had slowed it, damaging the rear leg, now she was apparently trying to move her way up its body, but the dragon had twisted away from her when it went after Rob, so her targets were limited to its main torso. This arrow had struck right over the spot where one of its front legs joined its torso, blasting another hole through its scales. One of Eleanor's shots followed, driving into the exposed flesh.

The dragon blasted out a breath of the aerosolized acid and a moment later the chain came clanking to the ground as the acid dissolved the bear trap sufficiently for the dragon to destroy it with a snap of its jaws.

Beggar let go of the dragon's snout, beginning to slide down its extended neck before shimmering into Stealth. Marc released yet another Lightning Bolt and deciding that he really needed to get closer so he could use his Constellation spell instead. The party wasn't taking a lot of damage yet, but he'd seen Felicia's heals shimmer around Rob and Beggar both, several times around Rob.

Artemis passed behind him, trying to get a better angle on the dragon's head, while the dragon snapped down at Rob again. Rob's normal procedure of just holding fast against an attacking opponent by intercepting it with his shield was of little use here since the dragon's mouth opened wide enough that it could take Rob and his shield all into its mouth with plenty of room to spare. Instead, Rob was working on redirecting the dragon's snout when it tried to bite him, as though it were an attack from a giant weapon. His shield was battered and gouged by this point, the teeth having the ability to penetrate it when they struck at the correct angle.

Rob was still standing though, and even without another Taunt he seemed to be holding the dragon's attention.

Probably because the stupid thing isn't used to anything being able to last this long against it without being eaten, Marc thought. 

Then he was close enough. He braced himself, sure that he was going to draw the dragon's attention with his attack, and starting casting Constellation.

 

* * *

 

Marc tried something that he wasn't sure would work. When he placed the stars for the corner points of his spell, he tried to put two of them inside the dragon itself. He could see what the inside of the dragon looked like from a couple of the wounds left by Artemis, so he simply envisioned his stars surrounded by meat like that which he could see in those wounds.

It was difficult, the stars didn't want to be placed there, and it took him longer to complete his cast, but when he did finish it two of the four stars were inside of the dragon. He saw the plane of energy form between the two outside stars and race towards the two in the dragon. He was sure it was his imagination since normally the plane formed instantaneously, but he knew he wasn't imagining it when a massive wound seventeen feet from front to back appeared on the side of the dragon, the portions of dragon that had made up the area the wound was in exploding out from the creature.

The rest of the party didn't stop, although there was a long pause as the spell caused a large chunk of the dragon to explode, showering the area with blood and dragon bits. Rob immediately moved in with an ax strike now that the dragon wasn't facing him, while Artemis, Jeff, and Eleanor sent arrows flying into the large, exposed wound that now took up the front left of the dragon's torso. 

The dragon immediately lost the use of the leg that had been just under the Constellation spell, the limb dragging limply as it tried to react to the spell by spinning to face Marc. It nearly fell over when it tried to place its weight on that leg.

Ella blasted out a Fireball spell that exploded right inside of the dragon's mouth. The creature had just opened its mouth to use a breath weapon strike on Marc and she'd taken advantage of it. Her Fireball exploded just as the aerosolized acid started streaking from the dragon's mouth, igniting the mist before it made it to Marc and causing an explosion back in the dragon's throat. 

Even that wasn't enough to put it down. The dragon lurched forward towards Marc. Although slowed by the lack of its front left leg, it was still quick, and Marc was barely fast enough to cast a Plane of Force spell in front of himself, angled to the side away from the rest of the party.

The spell held long enough to get the dragon redirected, but fell apart as the massive body continued to ram into it with its full length. The tail, the last part to go by, slapped Marc and sent him flying through the air, torso aching.

The rest of the party kept the dragon pinned as Marc struggled to his feet, unable to breathe without pain, sure that he had some broken ribs before the golden-white light of Felicia's strongest healing spell engulfed him. As the light faded he took a deep breath without pain, then moved to back the party up again.

Rob was back to baiting the dragon with his Taunts. Now that the dragon was moving slower it was easier for Rob to manage to dodge the dragon's attacks at him. Because of that, Rob was mainly kiting the dragon around, Taunting it any time it looked to fasten its attention on anyone but him. He was taking any obviously easy attacks that presented themselves, but rather than standing and tanking it out, he kept the dragon on the move, redirecting any attacks that he couldn't outright dodge.

The rest of the party, aside from Felicia, were adding in damage wherever they could. Matilda was hurling traps in under the dragon's feet and there were currently three of those dangling from its claws, adding to its current hindered movement status. Beggar darted in now and again, or Marc assumed he did since all he'd see was the raccoon appear, claws buried in the dragon's tail or side before the raccoon would dart away and shimmer back into Stealth.

Artemis was undoubtedly the big damage dealer though. She stayed at range for her bow and blasted the dragon over and over with charged arrows that would explode, sending scales flying and driving into the dragon's body.

The dragon was slowing even more as Marc moved in close enough to cast another Constellation spell. His last casting of it had proven that it could be placed inside of a creature, now he wanted to place one closer to something a bit more vital to the dragon.

With a last burst of energy, the dragon swiped at Rob, catching his shield and throwing the tank to the ground again. As the dragon started to rush towards the grounded tank, apparently to trample him, Marc cast another Constellation spell, this time targeting things more carefully.

As the spell went off, it separated the dragon's right front leg from the rest of its body in an explosive mess. The dragon's weight came down on its useless front left leg, the one Marc had disabled earlier, and the front torso of the creature came crashing down to the ground when the leg refused to support it.

Marc was sent stumbling as the dragon tried to use its wings to right itself, but while the effort was enough to create near hurricane force winds on the ground around it, the holes in its wings started to tear even further as it tried to lift itself off of the ground.

Rob was on his feet again now, and he ran around to the side of the dragon, its head following his movement as it drew in a deep breath.

It's going to try to use its breath weapon again, Marc thought, as he watched the dragon wince. Even though it's causing itself pain to do it, it's going to try. 

There were several party members in the area Marc thought the breath would cover, including Felicia.

None of that now, let's just redirect the breath, shall we? Marc thought. 

As the dragon began to exhale, Marc cast a basic Earthen Wall spell, building the wall extra thick and surrounding the dragon's head with the dirt wall. The acid didn't do very much to dirt, so when the mist came jetting out, it simply clung to the wall, some of it going up and over, but most of it ended up dripping back down to the dirt beneath the dragon's head.

Finally, with that last effort, the dragon lay still. Marc was sure it wasn't dead, and wasn't planning on getting close to it, because he could see wounds that were still bleeding along with the dragon's heartbeat.

“I'll finish this beast off,” Artemis said, drawing her two long knives.

As she moved in closer, the dragon pulled its hind legs up under it and rolled, directly at her. Artemis numbly jumped up with a vertical distance cleared that astounded Marc. When she landed, she did so on the dragon's torso, in the new position it had put itself in.

She drove her knives into the body of the dragon, right through one of the wounds, digging deep. When she reached her target and cut it out, Marc noticed the bleeding from its wounds slowing. As Artemis lifted the dragon's heart over her head with a victorious cry, Marc simply stared. The heart was almost as large as Artemis herself. When she lowered it and took a massive bite, he shuddered.

“Would any of my hunting party like a taste of our victory?” Artemis asked, holding the heart in front of her.

Marc looked around and noticed the queasy looks on most of the party's faces. Then he saw the irritated look on Artemis' face.

“I'll taste it,” he said, grimacing.

She hopped down from the dragon and walked over to him, proffering the heart. Marc leaned in, closed his eyes, then took a bite. The meat was tangy, almost acidic tasting, and he had to force himself to chew and swallow. Once he did, though, his notification light started flashing.

System Message:

You have eaten of the heart of a mighty opponent. Since the heart was removed and prepared by a Hunt Master you gain +1 to your Strength. In addition, as the opponent had innate magical resistances, you will take 5% less damage from magical sources in the future.

 

“Guys? This is gross, but I really, really recommend that you partake,” Marc said.

Artemis shot him a knowing smile.

“I would recommend that you do so within three minutes if you wish to gain the bonuses that have caused Marcus' change of heart,” Artemis said.

At the mention of bonuses, Jeff darted over, but Beggar was there before him, pulling himself up and tearing a piece off of the bottom of the heart with his teeth. Beggar also picked Matilda up so she could reach it and take a bite of her own, then the two raccoons backed off to chew and give Jeff his chance.

“Uck, sharing my food with animals,” Jeff said, but still took a bite.

“I'll have you know that humans are animals also, Jeff, so you're always sharing your food with animals, even if it's just yourself,” Beggar said, swallowing and smiling as he got his notification.

Rob was next, right behind Jeff.

“Is it really worth it?” Felicia asked, coming up from behind Marc.

“I got a point of Strength and take less damage from magic, so you tell me,” he replied.

Felicia stepped around him and winced as she leaned forward and tore a chunk off with her teeth.

“Ella, do it,” Jeff said.

“Stats and resistance to magical damage,” Marc added.

Ella, whose face had revealed her obvious distaste for the whole thing, looked at Marc.

“Seriously?” she said.

“I got Strength and five percent less damage from magic. You've got about thirty seconds left to decide,” Marc said.

Meanwhile, Eleanor had come up, said something to Artemis, then took a large bite of the heart for herself.

Ella, with about five seconds, darted in, took a small bite, chewed once or twice and swallowed it.

“Now, our victory is complete and we've stolen the strength of our opponent,” Artemis said, the heart disappearing.

Marc assumed she'd put it into her inventory, and had a thought.

“Hey, Rob, can you hack through this thing's neck?” he asked.

“Why?” Rob replied, looking over at it.

“Because our Training Grounds has room for more trophies. Can you imagine the bonuses mounting a dragon head would bring?” Marc said.

“And as the one who assisted me the most with damage, I will not contest your claim on the head as a trophy. Consider it your added quest bonus,” Artemis said.

 

* * *

 

Watching Rob remove the dragon's head left Marc slightly nauseated, especially after eating a bite of raw dragon heart. To distract himself, he was talking with the rest of the party. Artemis was ready to leave, having obtained her desire, but he and the rest of the group were more interested in visiting the dragon's lair.

“Who the hell know what's in there?” Jeff said. “I know the damned thing was raiding people and spawns left and right, and dragon's love hordes, right? I'm bringing the ship up. It'll let us hop over that acid and also get back without having to walk again. It can home in on the remote.”

He pulled the item in question out of his inventory, then punched a series of commands into it. Meanwhile Marc was voted to go explain what they were doing to Artemis.

“Even with your group pilfering the lair, this will still return us to Deacon's Falls sooner, yes?” she said.

Marc nodded.

“It'll take less than half an hour to fly back there once we're done, as opposed to the days it took to get out here on foot.”

“You have my approval then.”

Not that we were looking for it, but if she took a stand against it I suppose we could've flown her back, then come back out to check the lair, Marc thought. 

It took about a half hour for the ship to arrive and by then Rob had achieved his objective. They left the dragon head propped up with the neck portion facing down so it would drain while they looted the lair. Artemis had approved of them taking the head as a trophy so she had no problem with the little extra time they'd need to pick it up once they were ready to return to the Safe Zone.

Everyone looted the dragon, even convincing Artemis to join the effort, so the corpse would disappear.

“I'm gonna leave the ship hovering,” Jeff said. “We'll leave the rope ladder hanging out for better access, I don't think anything is going to be on the other side of that acid moat. There's no way I can land on all that loose rock though. I worry that the ship would slide down along with the rock and end up in the moat.”

“It isn't a problem. If we have to load anything, we can just put it into our inventories and then unload in the cargo bay, or you can hover a foot off the ground while the rest of us load,” Marc said. “Let's go, so we can get back. We still have one more quest to go for Zeus and I'd like to get it out of the way.”

Jeff took the ship across the moat and left it hovering about ten feet off the ground. Artemis was uninterested in pilfering the lair, so she simply made herself comfortable in the ship while the group climbed down and entered. With a few Light spells from Ella, they were sure they weren't going to miss anything. While their night vision spells were handy, Marc didn't think they'd be the best option for trying to clear all the loot out of a lair.

They moved in cautiously, but there was apparently no need. The tunnel led in about a hundred feet and then opened into a larger area. It wasn't natural, the stone of the walls was far too smooth, so Marc wondered if the dragon had carved it out, then smoothed it with its acid.

On the far side of the cavern there was a mound of metal. A mix of gold, silver, and copper formed a pile that came up to about Marc's knee, but was big enough that the dragon could lay on it with only its tail on the floor.

“Damn, that's a lot of money,” Jeff said.

“I think there are a few items mixed in there as well,” Felicia added, pointing.

“Not very many, but the dragon was only here for less than a year,” Rob said, “so any at all is lucky.”

The party set to clearing out the treasure, just stuffing everything into their inventory for now.

“We'll sort all of this out later on,” Marc said. “I'd prefer not to piss off another goddess though. Artemis strikes me as far more dangerous than Bastet, although more stable, so better to keep on good terms with her. Why did she want to go to Deacon's Falls instead of back to Olympus though?”

“She's going to be there for a couple of days to do some more training, then she's going to bless the shrine I have being built for her,” Eleanor said.

“You were serious about that?” Marc asked.

“As a heart attack,” Eleanor replied. “She's exactly what I want to be and if I can get more training from her? Well, we may not hunt the same things, but we both do hunt. Plus, she's gorgeous. I've got no qualms about worshiping her, and I can get a bunch of others to do the same so they stop causing trouble.”

“Ah, I see,” Jeff said. “It's for your benefit and it lets you control those unruly teenyboppers better?”

Eleanor sighed.

“I wouldn't put it that way, but if you view it uncharitably, that description works,” she said.

“Good, I was right,” Jeff replied. “I'm glad you got those girls under control. I thought Felicia was going to murder some of them last time.”

“Murder is not out of the question,” Eleanor said, glaring at Jeff, “but those girls wouldn't be my first choice of target.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

The trip back to Deacon's Falls was uneventful, except for picking up the dragon's head, and when they landed Artemis immediately departed the spaceship. The rest of the group took some time to count up the treasure they'd found in the dragon's lair. Unsurprisingly, all the items that they'd found there were magical and needed an Identify spell, unable to be Analyzed.

Which makes sense because some of the debris looked like normal equipment that had deteriorated from acid. I'm surprised that the coins didn't get messed up, but they are of System creation, so it probably does something to them to prevent that, Marc thought. 

In the end there were twelve items that Marc had to Identify. Three swords, two shields, a suit of leather armor, a suit of what looked like light armor made from exotic materials, three rings, a necklace, and a pair of boots.

The swords were a mixed lot. There was a two-handed sword that applied bonuses to both attack and damage, a short sword that did the same, and a scimitar that had a minor attack and damage bonus, but an added affect of highlighting its opponent with a shimmering light that applied even more attack bonuses.

Rob claimed the two-handed sword after testing and seeing that he could use it one handed.

“It's better than the other sword I'm carrying in inventory, a little smaller, but the one I've got doesn't have any bonuses,” the tank said.

No-one wanted the short sword, so they decided to either sell it or add it to the armory at Any Port, but Jeff claimed the scimitar.

“It's a nice piece,” Jeff said, “besides it reminds me of one of my favorite characters from back when I did read some.”

No amount of questions would get him to tell them what he was talking about though.

The leather armor was claimed by Eleanor since it provided an additional ten points of armor over its normal value, the exotic light armor was designed for a caster, and Ella ended up with that. She was grateful for a chance to actually increase her armor rating since it wasn't something she had managed much so far.

“Besides, whatever material they used for this, I like the color,” she said. “Black, with a purple shimmer to it, really does it for me.”

Of the two shields, one was set aside for the Any Port armory and Felicia claimed the second one since it was noticeably better than the one she currently had.

Beggar laid claim to one of the rings, one that could add three points to his unarmed combat ability, Matilda took the second ring and the necklace, the ring providing armor and the necklace giving her a once per day use of the Fireball spell, cast at the wearer's level.

Marc ended up with the boots. They could, three times per day, reduce his weight along with the weight of whatever he was carrying. The reduction was fifty percent and he envisioned using it along with his Cloak of Flight since the cloak had a five hundred pound weight limitation.

“Okay, we've gotten that out of the way, now how much gold are we looking at?” Jeff asked.

With Artemis out of the split, each of the other party members ended up with a little over seven hundred gold worth of coins, a combined mix of gold, silver, and copper. More silver and copper than gold by a large margin.

“Good haul,” Jeff said, “that's another sixty years or so worth of meals from the shop. Speaking of which, I'm hungry.”

I mean, I suppose relating coins to food make sense for valuing it, but really Jeff? Sixty years worth of food? Marc thought. I'm sure there are other ways you could put a value to your loot, but whatever floats your boat.

As Marc put on his new boots and tucked his coins into his inventory, Jeff and Ella left for Deacon's Falls proper, so Jeff could visit the shop to get something to eat.

 

* * *

 

“So, are we just going to hang around here until Artemis is ready to go back to Olympus?” Jeff asked, lounging in the chair he kept in the ship for times like this.

They were sitting out in front of the entrance to the ship and both sipping the cold drinks Jeff had brought back from the Shop.

“Well, I don't know that we could get much done in Any Port before we'd have to head back this way,” Marc said. “Plus, I know that Hank wanted to talk to me more, and I wouldn't mind spending some time with the Mages here, see if they have any other spells I might want to trade for or buy.”

“So, we're taking down time then?” Jeff said.

You might be, but I don't consider delving into the intricacies of Safe Zone and network manipulation to be down time, Marc thought. Although maybe talking shop with the Mages might qualify.

“Marc, I wanted to ask something,” Felicia said. “If the answer is no, then that's fine, but there are some people here who want different classes than are available here. They don't have any class as of yet, so can we take some back and let them learn at our school?”

“So, maybe I won't get to take a break,” Jeff said, sighing.

“I don't have a problem with that, but there's just one thing. When we left, the professors hadn't opened the school yet. I'd rather wait until they have it open. We don't know if just studying the material will give the class or if there's something else that needs to be done as well,” Marc said. “So, you can tell them that we'll be able to teach the classes. You can even list them out, except for Reggie's and my secondary classes, and tell them that we'll be able to teach all those classes pretty soon.”

“Maybe make a sign up sheet and create a waiting list?” Ella interjected.

Felicia nodded.

“Okay, I'll do that.”

“Tell them that we'll either come get them in the ship when we're ready, or we'll send a message and they can come to Any Port on the trade zeppelin,” Marc said. “Well, a few of them at a time at least, we don't want to overload the zeppelin if we end up doing it that way.”

“That should work. I wish I had a schedule to give them, but if I explain that we're still digging into all the minutiae of how it works, they'll probably be willing to wait,” Felicia said.

“As far as I know, you'll have a couple of days to take care of that while Artemis does her thing,” Marc said. “I'd say you could talk to Eleanor about updating the list when we're gone, but she disappeared right after we split up the loot and I haven't seen her since.”

“She's working on the shrine thing she was talking about,” Ella said. “She should be back tonight and you can ask her then.”

“Okay then,” Marc said, hauling himself up out of the comfortable chair he'd been lounging in. “I'm going to go talk to Hank and see if I can answer his other questions. Actually, he really ought to talk to my dad, but I don't see him coming out here any time soon, so hopefully I have the answers Hank wants.”

Rob waved from over in his own chair.

“If we do go back, I want to stay there until we're taking Artemis back to Olympus. This is nice and all, but I'd prefer to spend my down time with Janey.”

“We'll keep that in mind, Rob. Honestly, if you can convince Jeff to take you back, go for it. We'll stop and pick you up on our way to Olympus. Jeff can also check on the progress of the school while he's there and see if we can get an estimate as to when we can take people over there to learn classes,” Marc said.

Rob stood up and walked over to Jeff.

“What is it, big guy?” Jeff asked.

“Do me a solid. Do what Marc just said and I'll let you off the hook.”

“Off the hook for what?” Jeff asked.

“You know I still owe you one, more than one really. Do what Marc said, take me back and check on the school and I'll let it drop.”

“Like you could do anything to pay me back. Owe me one, yeah right.”

Oh Jeff, don't poke the sleeping bear. I would've thought you'd have learned by now, Marc thought. 

“Well, in that case, let me get my next installment of payback,” Rob said.

He stepped behind Jeff, wrapped his arms around the Thief, chair and all, then lifted them and started walking towards the small, muddy stream that the Dark Guard used for irrigating their crops.

“Wait, what are you doing?” Jeff yelled. “What have I ever done to you to deserve this?”

“Do you want the short list or the long one?” Rob said, without slowing. “Also, did you want it verbally or do you want a printout? It's several pages long.”

“Alright, fine, I'll fly you back,” Jeff said.

“See, I knew you could be reasonable,” Rob said, setting Jeff back down.

 

* * *

 

Since Marc and Felicia would be staying, they made their way into town to eat at the inn they'd eaten at before during their first visit to Deacon's Falls. Beggar and Matilda were going back to Any Port and they'd pick them up when they got Rob on the way to Olympus. Ella was with Jeff for the flight, so it was just the two of them.

“Is this like a date?” Felicia said. “I mean, we sort of get them at home, but it seems less like a date when we're the ones running the place.”

“Definitely,” Marc said. “I'm finally managing to take you out on a real date.”

“Did you check out your experience?” Felicia asked. “The dragon, and the other stuff we killed on the way out to it, gave me over a hundred million experience.”

Marc paused and checked his own experience.

“Oh, that sucks. Artemis will give us another hundred million for completing her quest, we should've asked about that before she left, but I didn't think of it. Once she does, I'm only going to be about seventeen million away from level twenty-three. I wonder if there's a way to get seventeen million experience quickly enough that when Zeus comes through with his promise of a level it pushes me to twenty-four instead of just partway through twenty-three?”

“Well, let's not worry about that for now, okay? You'll just have to live with me, and probably the rest of the party, having caught up to your level for a while.”

“You leveled?” Marc asked.

Felicia nodded.

“I think the others did as well, Jeff was being all hush-hush about things for a bit and I think that was right after he leveled. I know it was right after I checked my own notifications. I can see him not telling you either since the last couple of times he did, you just replied and told him you had also. Now he can gloat about having caught up to you for a bit.”

“Congratulations on the level then. Thinking we'd hit level twenty-five before the end of the year seemed like a long shot when Zeus first brought it up, but I'm really close now.”

Felicia smiled at him.

“We'll just do what we can. If Zeus' last quest is any good, then we'll make it in time, or at least you will. I'm sure you'll find a way to get the experience you need to get the most out of Zeus' reward. I'll help if I can think of a way. What about that Kingdom Quest you were talking about. Will your dad have everything connected by rail when we're heading back through?”

“He might at that, I think it's at thirty-one Safe Zones connected, too. So that would be another fifteen and a half million. That means I just need a million and a half and we wait until that quest is completed before returning Artemis. This might be doable.”

“Hmm, the giants were giving a lot before. Should we go out and hunt some with one of Eleanor's groups?”

“It'd probably take too long without the ship. If we wait until Jeff is back we might be able to do that,” Marc said. “Now, though, we're at the inn. So let's drop all of that and just have a pleasant lunch date, alright?”

Felicia took his hand and smiled at him.

“What would you like to talk about instead? Maybe try to set a date and do some preliminary wedding planning?”

Oh, shit. What have I gotten myself into? Marc thought. 

“If that's what you want?” Marc said, tentatively.

Felicia laughed out loud, the throaty sound catching the attention of the innkeeper who hurried over to them.

“I saw that look on your face. I haven't seen it for a long time though. You're telling me that you're willing to fight a dragon, but the idea of setting a date for our wedding terrifies you?”

The innkeeper paused, a smile spreading over his face as he overheard them.

“Take a seat wherever you like and someone will be out to take your order shortly,” he said.

“No, not at all. We can set a date if you like, it was the other thing,” Marc said, as they made their way to a table.

“Wedding planning? You're scared of that?” Felicia asked.

“Not that, exactly. Honestly, though, I'm not going to do any wedding planning unless my mom authorizes it. Do you know how furious she'd be if we started in on that without her present?”

Felicia's eyes widened slightly.

I didn't realize that my mom scared her a little bit, too, Marc thought. 

“You're right, no discussion of wedding planning,” Felicia said.

 

* * *

 

They had their dinner date and relaxed in the inn for a little while. Then Marc drafted Felicia to come with him as he talked to Hank. The holder made time for them as soon as he knew they were there and they spent several hours speaking with him. The upshot of their meeting had Hank increasing what Deacon's Falls' library held for books, music, and movies. Plus, he planned to get one of the larger screens like Marc had gotten to show movies in Any Port, but he'd have to make a new building to hold it first since there wasn't anything preexisting of adequate size.

They covered more than just the entertainment options, but Marc made sure Hank knew they were important for the inhabitant's morale as well as being a qualification for certain Safe Zone advancements.

Marc, remembering his Kingdom Quests, also negotiated for Hank to send people who wanted to learn any of the classes they could offer in Any Port there in exchange for a variety of goods and information. He made that official with a written document, not knowing what would qualify for the quest.

When they left, it was nearly dark. They headed back to the Dark Guard's area, which was now in Captured Lands, and found that Jeff was already back.

“Hey Marc, your dad said that the school will be ready in another week or so by his estimate. He also told me to let you know that the first Kingdom Quest was almost finished, just a day or two on that.”

“Good, thanks.”

“How far do those thanks stretch?” Jeff asked. “The ship could use another charge on the in-atmosphere engine.”

Marc rolled his eyes.

Although most of it was for the group or training Ella, so I suppose I can take care of it right away, he thought. 

“I'll dump my current mana in there before dinner, then another batch tomorrow morning. How low is it?”

“It's at about twenty-five percent, but I didn't want to just keep running and forget about it,” Jeff replied.

So it needs about seventy-five hundred mana. I'll do three runs of twenty-five hundred and that should take care of it, Marc thought. 

“Should be done by the end of the day tomorrow if you aren't flying anywhere,” Marc said.

Jeff gave him a thumbs up.

“That's what I like to hear. I've got no plans of flying anywhere else until Artemis is done here, so that ought to be good.”

Marc proceeded into the ship, asking Felicia to track down dinner for them in case they were a bit late, then poured mana into the spaceship's battery. Despite leaving himself a good four hundred plus, he was still a little woozy after dumping that much mana in one go, but he made it into the building and found that Felicia had a place set for him alongside of her.

“They keep a stew on and bread around all the time since no-one's schedule matches up all the time,” she said. “Eat, you look like you need it.”

“Yes, no matter how often I do it, if I use a lot of mana, and I mean a lot, in a short time it still affects me,” he said. “Twenty-five hundred in one go is more than enough to trigger that, but this way it'll be done in three sessions, and maybe I'll start adapting?”

“Well, no headache, right? You didn't pass out?” Felicia asked.

He shook his head.

“Then you're already doing a bit better than you were for a while. Let me know if it continues to get easier. That might be something I ought to train up also, if I can.”

After dinner, they took themselves outside again. The Dark Guard had a bonfire roaring, with a bunch of people sitting on logs around it.

Felicia looked at Marc.

“Can we?” she asked.

Marc looked around and actually recognized a few of the people sitting on logs. He stopped cold when he spotted Artemis sitting next to Eleanor, the two of them conversing. Then he continued his scan and stopped again when he saw Jeff squatting near the fire, stick in hand.

“What is Jeff doing?” Marc asked, pointing.

Felicia looked and started laughing.

“Roasting marshmallows if I'm not mistaken, see the boxes beside him?”

Marc looked and noticed that there was a familiar blue box, one he associated with graham crackers, as well as a small container that looked to hold fun sized chocolate bars. As he watched, Jeff grabbed something from each of the containers, finished making a s'mores and handed it off to someone.

Marc walked over.

“Campfire cook one of your skills also?” he asked.

Jeff's head snapped up, but the marshmallow on its stick didn't budge from its position over the flames.

“Nah, I was just going to make some for Ella and I, then she told me I ought to make some for everyone else, too. Want one?”

“Really, you're doing something because Ella told you that you ought to?” Felicia asked, suspiciously.

Jeff shrugged.

“She said she'd make it worth my while. What can I say?”

“Yes, Jeff, two please,” Felicia said. “One for Marc and one for me. Although you might want to be careful. I think that bear the druid tamed might've caught scent of these too.”

Marc looked over to where Ella was sitting with the druid. She finger waved at him, her other hand buried in the fur of the aforementioned bear while she spoke with the druid herself.

“Don't worry, I think you're safe, unless the druid over there can't control her animal,” Marc said. “Although I'd also make sure the druid gets a couple, just so she can share with her bear.”

Jeff looked over at Ella, who repeated her finger wave.

“They already got a bunch,” Jeff said. “Ella said she wanted to sweeten them up a bit, I don't know why, but I wasn't going to argue with my girlfriend, or with a girl who controls a bear. I just did it. Here you go, now get out of my limelight. All these women love me because I'm giving them chocolate.”

Felicia rolled her eyes where Marc could see her, but the two of them took their treats and headed for an empty spot on a log that was big enough for both of them.

 

* * *

 

The next day had Marc charging the spaceship again. He also returned to Hank and told him that if they didn't mind staying an extra week the first four or five people that wanted to learn a different class could return to Any Port with them, then get brought back out by zeppelin after they'd learned their class. He'd changed his mind about bringing them back now when he'd found out how close the school was to opening.

The majority of the day was spent in the company of the Mages, Alchemists, and healer types of Deacon's Falls. Felicia was with him but they were talking shop with different people for most of the day. Marc didn't find any new spells he wanted and ended up Scribing a lot for others, but Felicia was given a pleasant surprise. Donna, who she'd taught how to use Life magic, had an item that she gifted to Felicia.

Marc ran a quick Analyze on it at her request, he was ready to cast an Identify, but the item wasn't magical, despite having what seemed a magical effect.

Bracelet of Healing Focus:

Item type: clothing – wrist

Effect: Healing spells cast while wearing this item will do 10% more healing than normal.

 

“Wait a second,” Marc said, looking at Felicia's upper arm more closely. “No wonder it looked familiar. It matches your armlet thing, pattern wise. They look like they might be part of a set with how they match. The abilities are relatively synergistic as well, reducing healing cost and increasing healing effects.”

Felicia nodded.

“Donna said that's why she grabbed it for me. She's got two bracelet slots full and it wouldn't let her wear this one also, but she noticed that it matched the armlet I was wearing.”

“That's a heck of a thank you,” Marc said. “I might not like some of the people here, but others are top notch, you know?”

“I do know. That's why I volunteered to let them train classes at our school. I didn't even qualify it to ask that none of the former teenyboppers get classes that way. Although if they try something in our home Safe Zone I'll be furious.”

“Not that we'll be there much for the next month and a half, I'd guess,” Marc said. “Although this quest didn't take as long, it was really Artemis' quest with Zeus offering a bonus.”

Felicia nodded.

“They're talking about heading out for drinks. I'm ready to head back to the spaceship, how about you?”

Marc offered his arm and, when she took it, walked her back to the Dark Guard's encampment.

“Artemis said she'd be ready to leave tomorrow,” Jeff said, when they got back. “A little after lunch was her guess.”

“Well then, I guess I'll have to go tell Hank first thing tomorrow, see if he wants to send any prospective students with us on this run,” Marc said.

“Did we ever find out about re-classing?” Felicia asked.

“Not that I know of,” Marc replied. “I imagine they'll know by the time they open the school though. We can send word back with the first batch of students if you know people who wanted to do that also.”

“There are, I don't want to clutter things too much though, there were limited desks in the school and we don't want to fill them up with people from here in case there are those back in Any Port who want to be using them,” Felicia said.

Marc nodded his agreement.

“I limited it in my agreement with Hank. They can only have five at a time training there.”

He pulled out the written agreement they'd signed and showed it to Felicia.

“Why the written agreement, though?” she asked.

“It's for Kingdom Quest number two. I'm pretty sure this will count as a recurring trade agreement with an outside Safe Zone. Now I just have to go talk to Todd at Uni and figure something out, then someone else. Maybe Melissa? Although I'd rather not do that, I'll check with Pete first and see if he has anything to trade.”

“Heh!” Jeff interjected. “I know how to make trade with Melissa easy. Offer her prepackaged meat like you used to get in the grocery store. That way she doesn't have to associate it with an animal, but she still gets what she wants. She'd go nuts for an offer like that.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Marc did absolutely nothing the next morning. While he couldn't sleep in, he just couldn't force himself to get more than four hours worth of sleep unless he was wounded or exhausted, he also didn't go anywhere. The Dark Guard's complex served a communal breakfast, so he just ate that instead of going into Deacon's Falls to hit up the shop, like certain others of his party insisted on doing.

“Hey, Marc,” Jeff said, when he got back from the shop. “I think some of the Mages were looking for you.”

“Well, they know where I'm staying, but I don't want to get roped into Scribing more spells for them. I didn't mind doing a few yesterday, but the requests just kept coming. They didn't even have anything to trade for the scrolls, except for some money which I turned down, so while I want to support them, I don't want to spend my time being someone's copy slave.”

“You never turn down money, Marc. That's where you ran into a problem,” Jeff said. “If they had to actually pay for those things, even with a discount from what they were worth, I bet you'd get a lot fewer requests.”

“Could be. I'll just stay here though. If any of them want it badly enough to come find me, I'll consider it if we have enough time before we leave.”

They didn't show up before lunch, when Artemis herself got back to the complex.

Maybe they still aren't willing to leave the Safe Zone, although they're adventurers so I doubt that was it. Actually, if Jeff didn't tell them they'd have no idea where I was, but the spaceship is here so that should tell them I'd be around at some point. I don't know, maybe they were just using me for spells because it was convenient and it wasn't worth it to them to have to put some effort into trying to get more.

His question was put to rest a little bit later, while Artemis was eating her lunch. They were planning on leaving as soon as she was done, but Hank showed up in the meanwhile.

“Hey Marc, I heard that my guys were taking advantage of you yesterday. I told them to stop that shit, that your time was better spent doing things other than increasing their spell loadout,” he said. “Also, I got them to do something to reimburse you, since word was that they had you doing it for free.”

“Well, they didn't have any spells to trade that I wanted,” Marc said, “and I didn't need any more coin, so...”

He shrugged.

“Well, this isn't a spell, but it's probably one better. It was found by a group without a Mage and the Mages were all trying to save up to get it. Instead, I had all the ones you Scribed for chip in and buy it for you.”

Hank held out a bracelet, a chunky looking silver thing with slivers of gemstones adorning it.

“What is it?” Marc asked. “Never mind, I can Analyze it.”

When he tried, the Analyze didn't work, so instead he cast an Identify on it.

Bracelet of Mage Focus (magic):

When worn, this bracelet will cause the spells of the wearer to cause 5% more damage. For non-damage causing spells with a duration, this bracelet will increase the duration by 5% instead.

“Well now,” Marc said, slipping the bracelet on and fastening the clasp, “maybe they weren't taking advantage of me.”

“No,” Hank said, “they were trying to take advantage of you. When Alec told me what was happening I decided to put a stop to it. You're the only other Safe Zone network we currently have direct contact with. We sort of have contact with the ones you're in contact with, but only through you. There's no way I'd let the possibility of ill will grow between us by some of my people being greedy and selfish.”

“I imagine they didn't like that much,” Felicia said.

“I explained it to them like I just did you,” Hank said, “only more drawn out and exploring the consequences of them alienating you. They liked it less before I did that, still didn't like it after, but they understood what they had to do.”

“This is probably worth more than the spells I Scribed for them though,” Marc said. “So, look for an assortment of scrolls heading out on one of our trading zeppelins, or maybe I'll send them back with the people who come to learn classes from us.”

“Speaking of that, I've got three folks to head back with you now if that's okay. They understand they'll have to wait a week or two before they can get their class, but they're okay with that.”

“Sure thing, we're leaving as soon as Artemis is ready, so I hope they're with you and all packed.”

“Yes, they are. They're the only three who could get ready this quickly, so I wanted to encourage that enthusiasm and get them on their way to a selected class. I thought a lot of the people without classes were just screwing around and freeloading, but then I found out that some had turned down classes because they didn't want anything offered from the choices they were given. That's the problem with assigning people to the jobs that need doing, regardless of the person's interest. I wouldn't want someone to end up with a class they hated since that could cause long term problems.”

“I won't promise anything, but my dad and the people investigating the school are trying to find a way to change class. It's mentioned, but they hadn't found any details by the time we left,” Marc said.

“Well, that'd be a load off of my mind. Some people did jump at whatever was offered and are already upset with their choices, so if we can get them something they actually like, that would head off a lot of future problems if I'm not mistaken,” Hank said.

“I'll keep you updated on what we find out,” Marc said, “and with that, it looks like Artemis is about ready. Let's get your people on board and then we can head back home.”

It only took a little convincing for Artemis to agree to stop at Any Port first. Her agreement was conditional on her being able to see the dragon head mounted on the Trophy Wall in the Training Grounds when it was placed there.

 

* * *

 

The flight from Deacon's Falls to Any Port might have been long enough to need a dedicated zeppelin for the run, but in the spaceship it was significantly quicker. The party was home well before dinner time and Marc took the time to lead the three potential students to the Town Hall and introduce them to Michelle.

“So, they'll need lodging until the school is up and running. Then they'll need slots in the first class when the school is open.”

“That's not a problem. We've got a waiting list, but we haven't informed anyone of when they'll be going yet,” Michelle said.

“Where's dad? You said he was in charge of the trading, right?” Marc asked.

“In his office, I think, unless he slipped out without my noticing. If he did, you know where he'll be.”

“The watchtower?”

Michelle nodded.

“I don't know why he loves that thing so much,” she said. “I do know that if I can't find him during the day he's either there or dealing with the Legion. Less dealing with the Legion now that he has a new position, but he still does that sometimes.”

“Well, if he's in charge of trade I need to get a contract to him,” Marc said.

“Oh, well he's already set up a couple of things with Uni Safe Zone and Pete's Safe Zone, so he'll know if there's more that needs to be done. What contract?”

Marc pulled out the agreement to train people in classes that he'd made with Hank.

“On paper, even? Impressive,” Michelle said. “I know your dad got the contracts he made on paper also.”

“I'm going to go look for him then, see if there's anything this needs to be official.”

Michelle dipped her head and gestured towards the door before turning back to her screen and getting back to work.

Marc headed out, planning on checking his father's office first, but sure that he'd have to head to the watchtower instead. As a result he was very surprised when he knocked on his father's office door and heard Sean call out to come in.

He stepped into the office and found his father staring at his screen, Marc started laughing as a comparison came to mind.

“What's so funny?” Sean asked, turning to face Marc.

“Nothing much, I was just thinking of how much you looked like mom when she's buried in her terminal.”

Sean grimaced at him.

“All the more reason to get through the stuff I need to do here and get out of the office,” he said. “I love her like crazy, but I certainly don't want to emulate her. What did you need?”

“I've got a trade contract for you, mom said you already had a couple?”

“Yes, I've registered them already. So we're two out of three for Kingdom Quest number two. I don't suppose you got a physical copy? We require that to register the agreement so it qualifies for the quest.”

Marc grinned and pulled out the copy of the agreement again, sliding it across the desk to his father, who skimmed it quickly.

“See, I knew people could write agreements without all that legalese,” Sean said. “Perfectly understandable, no wiggle room, and you wrote this yourself?”

“Hank and I did, he's the holder there now.”

“I like the idea of trading services, hadn't thought of that myself except for adventuring groups and dungeons. Since this is ongoing, it should count as a recurrent agreement. Here, let's go check.”

With obvious relief Sean stood up from his monitor and headed for the door to his office. He headed through Marc's office and down into the build pedestal area.

“We need to register it down here. There are some new additions here that you might not have seen,” Sean said.

He placed the contract on one of those additions. It was simply a flat surface on top of a box. When Sean turned and interacted with the build pedestal, the contract flared blue for a moment before disappearing. Then a notification light started blinking for Marc.

When he pulled it up, he found that it was a System message requesting confirmation of a trading agreement. The text shown was identical to what had been on the contract so Marc confirmed it. A few moments after that his notification light started blinking again. When he pulled it up this time, he was surprised.

System Message:

You've completed Kingdom Quest #2 – Trade With Me. Experience shares have not been set for this quest. Please set the shares so that the quest experience may be awarded.

 

* * *

 

With a little fiddling with his interface, Marc set the experience share to fifty percent, just like he had with the Ease of Transport quest. As soon as he had it set, his notification light flashed again.

System Message:

You have completed Kingdom Quest #2 – Trade With Me. You have been awarded 7,500,000 experience for being the holder of the main trading partner. You have been awarded 1,500,000 experience for being the negotiator for one of the three trades.

 

“Wow, I didn't expect that much experience,” Marc said.

“I didn't expect any at all, but I just got three million,” Sean replied.

“Did you negotiate the other two trades?”

“Yes, I did,” Sean said. “I used the trades as an excuse to get out and see some of the other Safe Zones held by others. I hadn't yet, you know?”

“I thought you had, your guys found some of the others, didn't they?”

“The Legion did, but I wasn't with those groups. The only Safe Zones I'd seen were the ones on my way back here and all of Any Port's. It was interesting to see Uni's plans. They're going in a wagon wheel pattern to make it more defensive as opposed to spreading out to Capture more land like we're doing.”

“I noticed that the last time we flew over them,” Marc said. “It does make more sense for them to do that, there's a long stretch with no major Safe Zones to the east of them. I bet there are lots of spawns out that way and if no-one's been clearing them, some may be strong.”

“Well, that's neither here nor there for the moment. Let me assign my stats here and then I'll get a message out. We're only a few rails away from completion. I had them hold off since I didn't know if you had to be here to complete it or get your experience.”

“Well, I do have a new trophy to put on the Trophy Wall in the Training Grounds. What do you think about a dragon head up there? Plus, how soon can you get the word to the guys working on the tracks? I can probably delay Artemis a little but not for more than couple of hours”

Sean chuckled and pulled out his phone.

“They're in range. We've got a little bunkhouse set up where they stopped, so they'll be to work in fifteen minutes unless they're sleeping.”

“I'll try to keep Artemis here for long enough for them to finish up then. I'll need to track her down and mount this trophy first, we'll see how long that takes.”

Sean spoke into his phone briefly, then put it away and turned back to Marc.

“I'm going with you. I want to see this dragon head. This was actually one of your quests from Zeus? Slay a dragon?”

He shook his head incredulously.

“Even almost a year into this System thing there are still some things that really throw me off,” he said.

“Actually it was a quest for Artemis, backed by Zeus. That one was for us to help Artemis hunt the dragon. We only have one more from Zeus and we'll find out what it is once we get back to Olympus with Artemis.”

Sean nodded.

“Still, dragon slaying is not something that resonates well with how I view the world, even now,” Sean said. “Anyhow, let's go track her down and get your dragon head mounted.”

 

* * *

 

Marc spent a little bit of time halfheartedly looking for Artemis, thinking that it was a way to buy more time. When he did finally find her, he was amused to realize that she'd been at the Training Grounds waiting for him all along.

“So, here we go. We've actually got two more slots open on the Trophy Wall, we just haven't found anything else worthy of going up there. I wish we'd known before we destroyed the Labyrinth for Zeus, the Minotaur's head would've gone well up here,” he said.

“You've what? A giant bear pelt so far?”

Marc nodded.

“At the time the Training Grounds was built, it was the best we could manage.”

“It is not a bad choice, bears are powerful creatures and can be a problem for hunters. This one appears as though it were quite large.”

“Yeah, you wouldn't believe what it looks like when its charging at you,” Rob said.

Artemis caught his eye and held it.

“Okay, maybe you would,” Rob admitted, “but at the time it was terrifying.”

“Let's see this dragon head,” Sean said.

“Make sure there's room. This thing was barely small and light enough to fit into my inventory,” Marc said. “It might have been too heavy if we hadn't drained the blood out of it first.”

After ensuring that a wide area in front of the Trophy Wall was clear, Marc removed the head from his inventory. Sean's shocked gasp was the only sound since everyone else had seen it already.

“It isn't in perfect condition,” Marc said, “But I hope that the trophy wall doesn't hold that against us.”

He touched the Trophy Wall plaque with one hand while the other rested on the dragon head.

System Message:

Do you wish to add this head to the Trophy Wall? (y/n)

 

Yes, Marc thought. 

The dragon head disappeared from the ground and appeared on the wall, all damage that had been done to it apparently fixed.

Head from dragon added to Trophy Wall. Bonuses of +5% to experience earned, and +25% of the normal chance to increase a skill, or spell, have been added to Training Grounds.

 

“Huh, it looks like the System thinks the dragon head is worth five times the bonuses that the bear pelt gave us,” Marc said. “Five percent bonus to earned experience and plus twenty-five percent added on to the chance to increase a skill or spell.”

“That sounds like it will be beneficial to your people,” Artemis said. “Now, although I'm in no hurry to return to Olympus, should we depart?”

“Can we wait just a little while longer?” Marc asked. “I've got a few things I really ought to get done now. Also, can you award for your quest?”

“I will award once we've returned to Olympus. Getting me home safely is a part of the quest.”

“Okay, I'd forgotten exactly how it was worded,” Marc replied. “We'll leave right after dinner at the latest and that will have us in Olympus an hour or two after dawn.”

“That is acceptable. Have you converted our previous residence to other usage yet?”

“Uh, no?” Marc replied.

“No, we haven't,” Sean answered for him. “It's kind of a stretch as to what it can be used for with how it's designed.”

“You should make it a place of worship,” Artemis said. “Set small shrines or altars in the main hall with representations of what those being worshiped represent. It will not harm the worshiper, but it will assist those being worshiped.”

Not more of this, Marc thought. I don't get why they're so down on the worship thing, aren't there easier ways to do the same? Although, I suppose a way to do it that's set and forget like worship isn't that horrible.

“I will be there when we are ready to leave,” Artemis said.

Since the spaceship was parked relatively close to that area, Marc didn't have any problems with that at all. So he nodded to Artemis.

“We'll let you know when we're ready,” he said.

Jeff started following Artemis out of the Training Grounds, a smile on his face, and Ella's hand in his as he dragged her along.

Just what is he getting up to now? Marc thought. 

 

* * *

 

His musing about Jeff and what he might be doing disappeared as Sean turned to Marc.

“They're putting in that last rail right now, should only be a minute or two.”

They were walking back towards the Town Hall, slowly, when Marc's notification light started flashing again. When he pulled it up he received the message stating that Kingdom Quest number one had been completed. He was also told that under current experience split, he was receiving another fifteen and a half million experience.

“Wow, I get why the Kingdom thing isn't available until higher levels. The experience for the quests is helping me, but even just a few months back I'd be shooting up levels from this.”

“Like I am?” Sean said. “I didn't have a chance to plan out where I want these points yet, so I'll wait on assigning them until I have a chance.”

“How much did you get there?”

“Another one and a half million. The last experience award almost gave me two levels, so this one pushed me right up,” Sean said.

“Well, congratulations on your levels today,” Marc replied.

Sean shook his head.

“It's a mixed blessing. I always get some Constitution with my levels, with two more levels, that means I'm going to need even less sleep. Your mom gets mad at me when I slip out of bed in the middle of the night. She tells me I'm going to hurt myself by not getting enough sleep. I tried to explain, but she doesn't have the endurance score to get it, not really.”

“Then, condolences on your levels?” Marc said, aiming for humor.

“Oh no, definitely congratulations. I just got some new skills available and it looks like one might help us get to Space Age more quickly.”

“I hope so since Zeus told us we have to be in the Space Age for his last quest.  So, we've got thirty-one Safe Zones in the network now? That's what it looks like from my experience award.”

Sean nodded.

“If there was time I was going to get some of the ones to the west done, but they aren't finished yet and the rails have only reached two of those sites so far.”

“This is good enough. I'm hoping there's some sort of unwritten bonus to the Kingdom. I mean, the obvious bonus of moving stuff faster is just that, obvious, but maybe there's something else?”

“I wouldn't count on it, but it wouldn't surprise me to find out that that's the case either. Anyhow, are you going to go get Artemis now and head out?”

“No, I wanted to look into the school in more detail. Are either of the professors there? I want to see if they've found anything else out about class changes.”

“There should be at least one in the school itself. As to class changes, I've heard about more references to them. One of them hints that the school needs to be upgraded before they become available.”

Marc groaned.

“I should've thought of that, but I haven't even seen an option to upgrade the school.”

“It's probably like the Training Grounds and can only be done on a Safe Zone expansion,” Sean said. “Since that's how it was originally available. It would explain the double special building bonus if a lot of things can only be upgraded that way.”

“Of course, it's the System. I should have known that getting two special buildings per upgrade was too good to be true,” Marc said.

“I know we taught you that anything that sounds like it might be too good to be true probably was, but this one had me fooled also. I figured it was a reward for doing well,” Sean said.

Marc nodded his agreement.

“Well, the next time we expand Any Port, we'll see if there's an upgrade for the school, although if there are other things only available on expansion, like more upgrades for the Training Grounds, or other new buildings we want, it'll be a tough call.”

“I think it might be worth it though, especially if we start getting more classes in the school. We've already got a lot in there, including the ones from the elves, and if people start getting restless because they hate their job, a class change might be a good thing to have available.”

“I can't imagine it will be without penalties though. Would it still be worth it if it reset your level to one or something like that? I think I'll spend some time perusing the shop and see if I can find any information about that. If it's a normal hurry up and wait, like some of Zeus' quests have been, then I'll do it while we're in Olympus.”

“Good plan, although someone under level ten or so probably wouldn't have any qualms about dropping back to level one to get the exact class they want,” Sean said. “I know the teachers for the school would and if they get experience from doing their job, they'd quickly get back to their current levels if they threw themselves into it.” 

“True, I can see people being more enthusiastic if they're doing exactly what they want, but I'll still check anyhow. It would be good to know any ramifications of the process before using a special building option on an expansion to obtain it.”

“Well, I've got to get back to my desk,” Sean said. “I'll see you at dinner, or if not, then when you get back from Olympus.”

 

* * *

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Marc did see his father at dinner and said his farewells for the moment. He had no idea what Zeus' last quest was, he just knew that it would require Any Port, and the rest of the Kingdom as a result, to be in the Space Age before they could complete it. Because of that, he wasn't sure if they'd be coming right back after receiving the quest or if they'd be off on another adventure that could last for a while.

Artemis was impatient to return to Olympus at this point. She'd spent her time in the quarters they'd built for the gods creating a shrine to herself, but was complaining that Jeff had been watching her, and asking questions, every step of the way. Now she was besieged by questions. The gods hadn't eaten in the cafeteria when they were here before, although most of the inhabitants at the time had seen them around. Artemis was doing so now though. The crowd was familiar enough with her to recognize her, but not beyond that and Marc shuddered when he thought about what might happen if she lost her temper.

“I need to get moving, dad. I want to rescue Artemis from that crowd before she does something we'll regret,” Marc said.

“Touchy is she?”

“It's more that she's a loner type. A huntress? She's more comfortable in the wilds than in a cafeteria. I can tell she's getting a little edgy from all the people crowding her as well.”

“I've got this,” Felicia said, stealing Beggar's tagline.

She stood up and walked over to Artemis. Once she was there, she leaned over and whispered in the goddess' ear. When Felicia walked back over, Artemis seemed to be in a better mood, or at least she'd started talking even if it didn't look like she was answering anyone's questions or comments.

“What did you say to her?” Marc asked.

“I just pointed out that if she wanted anyone to use her shrine here, she probably ought to first let them know it's there, and second, give them a reason to use it,” Felicia said. “That ought to buy us enough time to finish eating at least. I wonder where Jeff is? We aren't going anywhere without him or Ella to pilot us.”

“Last I saw he was following Artemis, plus she said he was pestering her with questions while she set up her shrine,” Marc replied.

“Huh, I can see why she's irritated with people right now then. It's probably a hold-over from Jeff.”

“Maybe, or it could be what I told my dad. She's a loner type, more at home in the wilds than here.”

“I did hear that. I still think it's Jeff though,” Felicia said. “I know what he gets like when he starts pestering people.”

“Well, let's finish dinner then go find him. If Artemis is still doing well, we can leave her here while we look for Jeff. Maybe she'll get what she wants, but I'm not sure anyone in Any Port is interested in worshiping a goddess who actually shows up in person.”

Marc snickered.

“Yes, it probably won't happen. Because it's a lot harder to misinterpret a god's intent when they can physically show up and correct you,” he continued after a moment.

Now it was Felicia's turn to chuckle. They'd had discussions about religion in the past. Marc had been raised mostly agnostic, although Felicia's parents had said they were religious. Their treatment of her had been enough to turn her off of any religion since she now associated religions with her parents. The end result of their discussions had been that religion wasn't for them, so being associated with gods and goddesses had been very amusing to the two of them.

“Okay, I'm ready. Let's track down Jeff. We'll check the area near Artemis' shrine first since she said she saw him there while building it. Besides, I want to make sure the shrine isn't anything too outré,” Marc said.

“Ooh la la,” Felicia said. “Going bilingual are we?”

“Hey, come on, I was an English minor, I've got a great vocabulary. You know how English got its vocabulary, right? Luring other languages down dark alleys, mugging them, then rummaging through their pockets for loose grammar and vocabulary. Just because it's from a foreign language, doesn't mean it isn't English also.”

Felicia shook her head, smirking, but stood.

“Well, let's go find our wayward Thief,” she said.

 

* * *

 

When they walked into the building they'd created to house the gods the first thing they heard was Jeff, cackling.

“What is wrong with him?” Felicia asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Marc replied, heading towards Jeff's voice.

The first thing they saw was a shrine that was obviously built for a hunting god, or goddess as the case actually was. Once they got past that, though, they saw a series of another five shrines. There was a sixth that Rob was just completing as they walked up.

“I still don't like that you tried to leave Beggar out,” Rob said. “I took care of it though.”

Marc looked closer at the shrines, noting that the one Rob had just completed showed a masked mammal with glowing claws.

Beggar, like he said. What are these others that Jeff made though?

With that, Marc looked closer at the others. The largest, in the center, had a pad inset into it. One that was showing videos. He groaned as he got closer and saw what the one playing was. It was one of his Renown videos he hadn't seen yet. The video was of their fight with the dragon. A quick glance around showed that the other four shrines didn't have a pad, but one had a caduceus, another had an image of a zeppelin, a third had a massive ax, and the last had a book.

“Jeff, you did not make shrines for our entire party, did you?” Marc asked, afraid that he already knew the answer.

“Nope, I left the rodent out, but Rob insisted on adding one for him,” Jeff said, barely intelligible from the laughter that he couldn't seem to contain interrupting his sentence.

“What were you thinking?” Marc asked, his volume increasing. “Get rid of this crap before my mom or dad see it.”

“No can do, my man,” Jeff said. “Once they're in, they need to be destroyed forcefully, and that draws negative attention from the System. I've got enough of that already, thanks, but if you want to build up your Notoriety, feel free to do the deed yourself.”

He gestured, his sweeping arm including all five of the shrines he'd made.

“I thought you'd like it, thought you'd like any help we could get with the way things have been going.”

That was when Marc noticed the inscription on the front of the shrine he was standing at.

Pray at this shrine, or keep him in your mind to keep him safer than he would be otherwise.

The same text was on the front of each of the shrines when he looked for it, or a minor variant for the women in the party.

“What I was thinking was that maybe, if we generate enough worship, we can get to a point where we don't have to worry about Zeus or Hera having a slipped gear, or maybe to where we can deter Bastet without having to drug her. Dude, we're already doing stuff for Zeus that could get us crucified by the old System, we need to take advantage of any source of additional power we can get. Like you said the other day, even a little bit adds up over a while. Don't worry, I posted a missive on the quest boards telling people that these are here and about how they'll help us keep the Kingdom safer.”

Marc wilted. He couldn't bring himself to destroy the shrines, not when knowing Jeff's motivation for making them, but he also didn't really want to be associated with them.

“We don't have the levels to be able to do what you're talking about,” Marc said.

“But we will,” Jeff replied. “We've made it this far and we're almost at the max for the first year. We just have to keep up the same rate of progression for the next three years so we can keep ourselves safe from anyone who shows up.”

Marc groaned.

Where, exactly, does he think we're going to get enough experience to do that? Marc thought. 

“I've got it all planned out, man. Your dad's getting the Legionaries equipped with railguns. We'll already have Space Age so the spaceship won't be only good for atmospheric flight, and I've got this.”

Jeff brandished a book.

Marc took a close look at the title, then groaned again.

Wild Magic Planets – Where to Find Them, and How to Use them to Increase Your Power

“You're insane,” Marc said. “Certifiable, did you know that? We wouldn't survive for a minute on one of those planets.”

“That's where you're wrong. Wild Magic planets are all at different levels. We just need to find one that's appropriate for whatever level we're at when we manage to make the trip. Imagine the experience we can get for slaughtering hordes of monsters that are appropriately leveled for us,” Jeff said.

“You're insane, Jeff. I'm telling you, you've lost it,” Marc replied, shaking his head.

 

* * *

 

As he was leaving the building, Marc glanced back at the shrine to him one more time, only to see a different Renown video starting up on the built-in pad.

“Seriously, Jeff? What, are you having it run through all my Renown videos?” Marc asked.

Jeff grinned and nodded.

“Yup, and if more get added, when more get added, then those will get into the rotation also. It's all set on automatic.”

“I hate you,” Marc muttered under his breath.

“What was that, was that a thank you?” Jeff asked. “Well, you're welcome.”

Marc headed towards Beggar and Matilda's home with Felicia, while Jeff and Ella headed to the spaceship to get it all set to fly. Rob went to retrieve Artemis from the cafeteria so they could head back to Olympus. Eleanor had been left at the Dark Guard's compound on her request, since Artemis had only given her a lesser quest to guide them and she'd already been awarded for her success.

Rather than do anything useful on the flight to Olympus, Marc instead retired to a cabin with the intent of taking a nap. He was still disturbed at the thought of a shrine having been built to him, even if it was by Jeff. He was sure that Jeff had done it in a mostly joking fashion, but just the fact that it had been done creeped Marc out seriously.

I know they explained it in a way that didn't relate to religion, but it still strikes me that way and I want nothing to do with that. Although I guess I don't dislike it enough to catch some Notoriety by destroying the shrine, assuming that Jeff wasn't lying about that.

He eventually drifted off into a restless nap that only left him feeling a touch more refreshed when Felicia woke him shortly before they landed at Olympus.

When Artemis stepped off the craft, she turned and waited for everyone else to disembark.

“Now, I can reward you for your quest,” she said.

System Message:

 

You have completed the quest: The Game is Afoot

 

For assisting Artemis in her hunt of a dragon, keeping her safe, and returning her to her home you have been awarded 100,000,000 experience.

 

 

Marc's notification light started flashing. Sure of what it was, he spoke.

“Ding, ding,” he said.

“Damn it, even when I don't tell him I matched his level he outstrips me a few days later,” Jeff said.

Marc just grinned and pulled up his notifications.

System Message:

 

You have gained a level (22->23)

 You have two ability points to distribute.

 Your Intelligence has increased (30->31)

 Your Constitution has increased (27->28)

 You have one new skill point to distribute.

 You have learned the spell: Tag Team (1)

 You have learned the skill: Drama Queen (1)

 

“Well, time to see if your theory about getting all the stats to tier two is correct or not,” Marc said, assigning one of his ability points to Allure and the other to his Willpower. He kept using prodigious amounts of mana and the Willpower point would help him regenerate it faster.

I swear, these skill and spell names are getting more outlandish every level, Marc thought. 

Then his notification light started blinking again.

What now?

System Message:

 

You have increased all of your stats to Tier two. As a result, you now qualify for a Racial Upgrade. Do you wish to undergo a Racial Upgrade? (y/n)

 

Shit, what does that mean? Marc thought, quickly trying to pull up the help files for a Racial Upgrade. 

Racial Upgrade:

Individuals whose statistics reach certain levels are entitled to a Racial Upgrade. As your base race is human, your first Racial Upgrade option is to High Human.

 

That tells me nothing, he thought. Help High Human.

High Human:

This is the first of the upgraded versions of a human. The high human is still mostly identical in looks to a standard human, although they may appear fitter and taller. The process of upgrading to High Human will upgrade the individual's Body and Mind stats as well as giving them some resistance to mental effects. High Humans will gain bonus health and mana per level as well.

 

* * *

 

“Marc, are you okay?” Felicia asked.

“What? Yes, I'm fine. I've just got some crap going on with my notifications. You were right, there is a special at tier two with all stats, a Racial Upgrade.”

“A what? Upgrade to what race?” Felicia asked.

“High Human. Evidently, they're mostly identical to a standard human, but get some bonuses. There is also a reference to future upgrades to race, too. What do you think, take it?”

“It's not going to mess with you?” Felicia asked. “What exactly does it say?”

Marc shared the help screen with her.

“Great, you're already four inches taller than me, now you'll be even taller?”

“Well, until you get your own upgrade,” Marc said. “Do you think I should take it then?”

“Hell, yeah. Did you see that reference to mental effects? I bet that would help you deal with the gods without your spell. Or maybe just make it easier with the spell? I'd say yes, take it.”

“Done,” Marc said, choosing the 'y' option.

He went through a brief moment of intense pain, then found himself thinking clearer and feeling better than he ever had. When he opened his eyes, he found that he'd grown three to four inches. He couldn't be sure how much without a way to measure since he'd been growing on and off with his Constitution and Strength increases, but the sudden shift of viewpoint from when he'd closed his eyes at the pain and when he opened them again told him it was more than just an inch or two.

Felicia was staring at him when he opened his eyes.

“That was just creepy,” she said.

“What was?”

“It was like your flesh all shimmied as though there were something moving under it, then you just shot up a few inches.”

“Um, sorry?”

She shook her head.

“Don't worry, it just took me off guard. How's it feel?”

“Like I'm in better health than I've ever been and I can think clearer than I ever have.”

“So, I'm hearing that it feels good?”

“Yes, it feels good,” Marc said with a chuckle. “Now I've got some more weirdly named skills and spells to check out though, so hang on for a minute.”

“Sure, I'll just sit while you check that out,” she said, pulling one the chairs from her inventory and setting it up before taking a seat.

Help Tag Team, he thought. 

Tag Team:

At a high cost of mana, the caster may cause either himself or a target to switch positions with a second target in range. If the caster is using it on two targets other than himself then the cost is 10% higher than if the caster is one of the targets. The range for Tag Team is 45 feet, plus 5 feet per point in the skill.

 

“Hey, that's not that bad,” Marc said. “Plus that should give me symbols for some sort of teleportation.”

“Did someone say teleport?” Jeff said, coming in very close to Marc.

“Yes, yes I did,” Marc said. “My new spell is a short range swapping teleport.”

He caught Felicia's eye, then gestured between her and Jeff with his eyes. She nodded, so Marc went ahead and started casting the spell. He designated the targets as Felicia, who was about twenty feet away right now and Jeff, who was practically right up in his face. As he finished the spell, he felt the mana drain, even worse than the Constellation spell.

A moment later, Felicia was right in front of him, about to fall over because she was still in the sitting position. His hand darted out and helped her into a standing position. No-one was next to Jeff though, so when he was suddenly twenty feet away from where he had been, he jumped, ramming into Felicia's chair and tumbling to the ground.

“See, a short range swapping teleport,” Marc said.

Jeff growled at him, but Felicia simply leaned in closer and grabbed a kiss since she was right up in his face anyhow.

 

* * *

 

“Can we go get our awards from Zeus yet?” Jeff said, as he disentangled himself from the chair and stood.

“I've got one more skill to check out, then we can do that,” Marc said.

Help Drama Queen, he thought. 

Drama Queen:

This skill, when successful, allows the user to speak and act in such a manner as to be taken totally at face value, regardless of what is being said. It can be used for persuasion purposes, or to pass a lie off as the truth, or for any number of other uses that fall under the general description of the skill.

 

Okay, I won't screw around with that one, yet, Marc thought, but I still owe Jeff some payback from that shrine, so maybe I'll practice this one on him at some point here.

“Okay, let's go,” Marc said.

“Not going to share the other skill you had to check out?” Jeff asked. “Let me guess, it's another one of those really stupidly named skills that will turn out to be incredibly useful?”

Okay, maybe I won't wait, Marc thought, triggering Drama Queen and hamming it up. 

“Damn, Jeff, you really know how to wound a guy. I know my secondary class is useless and all that, but do you have to rub it in so much?”

Jeff looked taken aback.

“Dude, I'm sorry. I'm just ribbing you, okay?” he said.

Marc grinned and laughed as text flashed across the bottom of his vision.

Your skill, Drama Queen, has increased in skill level (1->2).

 

“Nope, you were right. You just had an introduction to my new skill, Drama Queen,” Marc said.

“I am not a Drama Queen,” Jeff said, overly loud.

“No, Jeff, I think that's the name of the skill,” Ella said, barely keeping her laughter in check. “He got you but good with it, too.”

Jeff glared at Marc, who just took Felicia's arm and headed for the temple that was at the center of the Olympus Safe Zone.

When they walked in, Zeus was waiting for them. Marc assumed that Artemis had let him know that they were there.

“Marcus, good to see you,” Zeus said.

Marc looked around at the rest of the group, only now realizing that he was the only one Zeus ever greeted by name.

He really does want me to be a mini him, it's not going to happen though. I know some of the stories might have been untrue or exaggerated, but I also know that a bunch of them weren't and I don't want to be like that, he thought. 

“Do my eyes deceive me or have you upgraded your race?” Zeus continued.

“No, they don't deceive you, I did upgrade it, just minutes ago. You could've told us that getting all of our stats to tier two would do that, you know?”

Zeus just shrugged.

“It's been so long since I've done anything with my race that I just assumed it was common knowledge. There are probably other things like that which I simply don't think of. Perhaps we could sit down at some opportunity and discuss them, perhaps that would spark a memory of them.”

He's laying it on thick. I wonder why he's doing that now when he never did before? Marc thought. 

“Maybe at some point, for now we've come to get your rewards for Artemis' quest,” Marc said.

“Ah, yes, that,” Zeus said. “One moment.”

He took on the look of working with his screens again briefly, then Marc's notification light started flashing. He pulled it up immediately.

System Message:

 

You have gained a level (23->24)

 You have two ability points to distribute.

 Your Intelligence has increased (32->33)

 Your Constitution has increased (29->30)

 You have one new skill point to distribute.

 

I love it when he does that, I bet he gave us each however much we need for our current level again also, Marc thought. For now, though, I think one point to Strength and one to Agility since I did Willpower last.

“Thank you, Zeus,” Marc said. “Now, about that last quest? According to my father we are very close to getting into the Space Age.”

“Yes, that. This quest would've been so much simpler for you to accept should you have gotten a Legendary token at any point, but since I've never seen one in your inventory when you've been here, I guess we have to do it the hard way,” Zeus said.

Do I tell him? Marc thought. Ever since I noticed that I couldn't use it to make a Safe Zone, I've had it mounted on the wall in my room. Should I tell him that I do have one?

“Yes, I was sure that, with the quests you'd completed, you'd get one, but apparently the System was being stingy,” Zeus said.

“Why would it make a difference?” Marc asked.

“Because of this final quest. It involves you having to loan out, and potentially lose, something very valuable to you. If you had one of those tokens, though, you could've easily replaced this item as soon as you made it into the Space Age.”

Okay, since there's a lot of emphasis on the Space Age bit here, I'm guessing he's talking about the spaceship since it needs us to be in the Space Age in order to repair it for non-atmospheric flight. Why, though, why would a god want a spaceship?

“Really?” Jeff asked. “How would a Legendary token replace our spaceship?”

Zeus looked shocked.

“I said nothing about your spaceship,” he said.

“Jeff is no slouch when it comes to brains,” Marc said. “Even if he doesn't always choose to use them. I figured that out as well. Why does a god need a spaceship?”

“Well, in order for our new System to take over everywhere, we need to destroy the old System's home base, which will prevent it from resisting our takeover. The only way to do that is to physically deliver a bomb to the system it is in. It's protected from teleportation directly into the system, so we'll have to teleport outside of it, and we'll need a spaceship to deliver the bomb. Since yours is the only one on the planet right now and we're tight on time...”

Zeus let his statement drift off.

“Hey, answer my question,” Jeff said. “How would a Legendary token replace our spaceship?”

“In the Space Age, there are numerous more items to purchase with your tokens. A legendary one can get the equivalent of a space yacht as opposed to the smuggler's craft you currently have. I had thought that might be a suitable replacement,” Zeus said.

“You bet your ass it would,” Jeff said, flipping a coin in his hand.

Marc recognized it as a Legendary token. The entire group had gotten one each, but no-one had mentioned them since that time. Now Zeus' eyes went wide.

“You? You have one?” he said, staring at Jeff.

“So do I,” Marc said. “It's not like I can use it most of the time though and they're pretty to look at, so mine is just sitting on my wall at home. You should've just asked me instead of trying to be sneaky and peek.”

 

* * *

 


Chapter Eighteen

 

It took several minutes for Zeus to recover after discovering his error. Most of it was spent staring at Jeff and muttering about how there was no way he should've received one of those tokens. His eyes also went to the rest of the humans in the group, who each nodded as he stared at them.

“How did I not know that your entire group received these tokens?” Zeus asked.

Marc shrugged.

“You never asked? I mean, I couldn't use mine for making a Safe Zone so I stopped carrying it around. I don't know about everyone else, except for Felicia. Hers is on the wall beside mine.”

Zeus seemed to boggle at the concept of using a Legendary token as a decoration.

“Are you not afraid that they will be stolen?” he asked.

“Not particularly. I imagine anyone trying to steal from my room would first, be caught rather quickly when I noted the access to it, and second, would try to steal the more obviously valuable items like the gold System coins that are more of a pirate fashion, or some of the the gems that I've got up there also. The tokens are quite pretty, but I don't imagine anyone would actually recognize them for what they were. A thief would take what he knew had value and not gamble on something that only looked attractive.”

Marc cleared his throat, slightly embarrassed to be talking so much.

“Mainly it's number one though. I've set mine and Felicia's rooms to log access and who's entering them. Unless they fled the Kingdom, they'd be caught quickly.”

“That might deter someone,” Zeus said, “but you could've used these to grow stronger at any point.”

“What, with stat points? It seems a waste knowing what else can be done with the tokens. Plus, we'd already noticed that more things became available for them as our tech level increased. So, why would we use them right away when there might be things we want to use them for a lot more later on, like yacht style spaceships?”

Zeus opened his mouth to reply, then snapped it shut.

“That is beside the point, but I've less hesitation knowing that you can replace your spaceship should we fail.”

“I think that if you fail, we'll have a lot of trouble from the System holding us to account,” Rob said. “At least, it sounds that way from everything you've told us.”

Once again, Zeus began to answer but stopped himself before getting a word out.

“That may be the case, although the old System will not have the records from the new one should we fail. We designed it that way so that even if we have problems with sectors that use the old System converting, it wouldn't be able to find out anything about those that have been converted.”

“Is that a likely problem?” Marc asked.

“Not if things go according to plan,” Zeus said. “Should we manage to destroy the old System's primary processors, the nanites from the new System will simply spread, converting the ones from the old System whenever they encounter them. Most intelligent beings shouldn't even notice the change at the time, only afterwards when the new rules are applied. Such as the limits to levels of those landing on a newly acclimatized planet.”

“Why program a fail safe then?” Ella asked.

“Because things rarely go exactly to plan,” Zeus said. “I believe someone in the history of this planet put it most succinctly at some point after we left: no plan survives contact with the enemy. Because of this we have taken some precautions that we might otherwise have not bothered with. After all, if we are not successful in the main with our first strike it could cost Hera and me our lives.”

Now it was Marc's turn to stare and mutter.

He's going to put his own life in danger to get this done? Hera's too? Why is it so important? Marc thought. 

He couldn't not ask, not after Zeus' last statement.

“Why are you willing to risk your lives on this?”

Zeus looked at him intently.

“I told you that we fled to a Wild Magic planet, did I not? Well, the System will not allow us back into fully Systemized areas after that. My people, my son, are limited to the planet they are on and any other Wild Magic planets that are close and we know the location of. I wish for my people to have access to all of the Systemized areas. Should we replace the old System that will be possible.”

“Why did the System block you out?” Felicia asked.

Zeus smirked.

“Those who spend a great deal of time on a Wild Magic planet, and survive, tend to be much stronger than those who have not. Both in level and in their actual power levels. Many who spend time on a Wild Magic planet find their mana increasing drastically, a few their health, all of them will have to have constantly fought to survive and tend to surpass the level of the planet they are on. Other intelligent beings in the System tend to have a problem with this, thinking that their meager levels that they easily earned should count for far more than they do when faced with an individual who spent time on a Wild Magic planet.”

“See, I told you so,” Jeff said after catching Marc's eye.

“Yes, but you didn't mention anything about being trapped there,” Marc said.

“We wouldn't be, smuggler's craft, remember? We could still leave. I've been studying up on what information I can find before we're in Space Age and I know how to operate the machines in there so as to spoof the System,” Jeff said.

“What are you speaking of?” Zeus asked.

“Oh, Jeff just found a book about Wild Magic planets and how to use them,” Marc said. “He was saying we should go there to increase our levels once the cap on them increases.”

“That, surprisingly considering its source, is a sound idea. So long as you are aware of the dangers associated with doing so,” Zeus said.

Marc blinked, not only at Zeus' casual dig at Jeff, but also at the fact that he agreed with Jeff's idea.

Although, considering that he's spent thousands of years on a Wild Magic planet, it shouldn't surprise me at all, Marc thought. 

 

* * *

 

“Alright, enough of all that,” Zeus said. “Here is the final quest that I have for you during the acclimatization year.”

Quest Notification: The System is Dead, Long Live the System

You have been offered a quest by: Zeus. The System is a tyrant and needs to be replaced. This quest has stages. The first stage of your quest is to increase your Kingdom to the Space Age technology level. The second is to allow access to your spaceship for it to be repaired and spaceworthy. The third is to help acquire the necessary weapon to destroy the System. The final stage is to allow Zeus and Hera the use of your spaceship that they may travel to the System's system and destroy it, replacing it with the kinder, gentler System that they have created.

Rewards: An amount of experience equal to the full amount needed for your next level, Title: Resistance Fighter, an item to be determined at a later date.

The final reward is contingent on Zeus and/or Hera surviving their attack.

Do you accept the quest? (y/n)

 

Well, this is the big one they've been working towards I guess. The time frame is tighter than they wanted also, I think they intended on doing this right when they got here, but we weren't actually in the Space Age then, Marc thought. Knowing that we can replace the ship if it's destroyed makes this a little more tolerable at least. I wonder what that title does though?

His thoughts passed through his mind in just a moment, and right after them Marc selected the yes option to accept the quest.

As he looked around the room he saw that the others had also made their choices.

“Good, you have all accepted. It would've been difficult if some of you had not and there were strife about the ship. Since you've all accepted the quest, though, it will be much simpler,” Zeus said.

“Does this have to be done in order?” Marc asked.

“It is in the order listed for a good reason. You'll need Space Age to repair the ship, we'll need the ship to recover the weapon, and the weapon will be necessary to destroy the old System,” Zeus said. “So, the answer to your question is yes, it has to be done in order. We have, from my calculations, just over a month to get all of it done if we are to succeed.”

“In that case, I think we need to get back to Any Port and see if there's anything we can do to hasten our increase to Space Age. I know my father has been working on it, and I think we're close, but I don't have the details,” Marc said. “So, if you'll excuse us.”

“Certainly. Once you are in Space Age, return and pick us up. We will assist in the repairs, and direct you to the weapon. Unfortunately, you will need to retrieve the weapon itself. Only those who were on the planet when the weapon was confiscated by the System will be allowed access, and that will be a struggle as there will be guards on it. Fortunately, the guards will suffer from the same level limitations as everything else on this planet during acclimatization. Once we've retrieved the weapon, it will be on Hera and my heads to finish this, you'll have done your part.” 

“Alright, if you say so. We'll be off then and see what we can do to speed up whatever is still needed for Space Age,” Marc said, turning and starting to leave the temple. “Oh, by the way, do you mind if I take a look at some of your building materials before I leave? The ones Thoth was making?”

Zeus looked perplexed as to why Marc would want that, but gave permission and directions to where the materials were located. Then, Marc finally left the temple.

“I'd say that was a waste of time, but it was still a level,” Jeff said, “unfortunately it was the same level our fearless leader got when Artemis awarded us so he's still ahead of us by one.”

“It doesn't really matter,” Marc said. “I didn't get any new skills or spells from the level Zeus gave us, just some more stats, health, and mana.”

“I'd say that matters,” Ella said. “Knowing what my own health totals are, it matters a lot. I'm working on that though, bringing my Constitution up to second tier as the first step on my quest to achieve a racial upgrade like Marc here did.”

Rob just grinned.

“I've got the health, but I'm missing lots of other stuff. Slowly balancing it out though.”

“Same here,” Felicia said.

“I wonder just what sort of racial upgrade we'll be offered, assuming we get one too,” Beggar added.

“Well, maybe that's how Bastet and the other Egyptian gods got their humaniforms?” Marc mused aloud.

Beggar shook his head.

“No clue, but I'll let you know when I find out,” he said.

Matilda nodded her head in agreement.

 

* * *

 

Marc spent the time on the way back to Any Port musing over what he knew they needed for Space Age. He thought that he could probably help with any research that still needed doing.

If I'm lucky, it will even count towards my Research skill. If I can complete research on a couple of items I'll get another big Research topic I can use my skill on. That might hasten us along, although I'll want to be careful that it doesn't hit me like Anti-gravity did, that really sucked.

Felicia was leaving him to his own thoughts, just staying close. She'd asked once, what he was thinking about, and he'd told her. The running monologue of his inner thoughts caught her off guard, but a few seconds later she'd just held up her hand.

“Stop, I get it. I'll let you be so you can think about it. I'm just going to snuggle in here for a bit.”

So, his thinking was slightly distracted by the feel of her warm body snuggled up to him. It took a while for his thoughts to get fully back on track and when he finally noticed her again, she'd fallen asleep.

They arrived back in Any Port and he was all set to get to work, only to realize that it was a few hours until dawn still.

Jet lag might not make me tired any more, but it sure does mess with my sense of time, he thought. 

Since Felicia was still asleep he went ahead and helped her sprawl on the bed, then laid down beside her to sleep until dawn.

When dawn arrived, Marc tried to extricate himself from Felicia, who had thrown an arm over him. He ended up waking her and she decided that she'd had more than enough sleep. Marc had been planning on doing his normal walk around the Safe Zone until breakfast was ready, but it ended up not being quite normal. Felicia joined him, both of them sipping on a massive latte like the one he normally purchased for himself.

So, not quite normal because I've got company, he thought. 

Wait, visible company I should say since Beggar frequently trailed me while I did these walkthroughs, he corrected mentally. It's not that bad if it's him, even if he were visible, or her though. I'm glad Jeff sleeps late, I think these little tours would be a lot more irritating if he were around.

When they finally got to the Menagerie, Octavius was glad to see them. The little octopus darted back into the tank and this time when he returned with a fish, Felicia found herself the recipient of the gift.

“Um, what do I do with this?” she asked.

“He likes you, he's trying to give you food,” Marc said. “As far as I know the only other two people to get those gifts from him are Katie and me.”

“You want me to eat this?” Felicia asked, staring at the fish.

“Oh, hell no. I never do. I don't think Katie does either. Just slip it back into the tank right over him.”

He turned to Octavius.

“Sorry, bud, she's not hungry right now, but thank you,” he said as she dropped the fish into the water right over him.

Octavius' tentacles shot up and grabbed the fish, drawing it down to take a bite out of it.

“Okay, that's how I normally end my tour. If I've got time, I'll hang out here for a bit, but I think the cafeteria ought to be serving breakfast by now, so we can head up there if you like,” Marc said.

“Please? I need to wash my hands, then maybe I'll be willing to eat. I am hungry, or at least was before I was holding a raw, dead fish.”

Marc grinned.

“The hazard of associating with other species. Their idea of hospitality doesn't always match well with ours.”

Felicia just shook her head at him.

“Let's go get something suitable to eat.”

 

* * *

 

Right after breakfast Marc got down to business. He got a list from his father of everyone doing research that would lead to the Space Age technology level. Once he had that in hand he started writing, using his Creative Writing skill in an attempt to give them an edge. He was two-thirds of the way through when text flashed across his vision as he continued to write.

Your skill, Creative Writing, has increased in skill level (3->4).

 

The orders he was writing were consistent with the instructions Sean had given the researchers, but these also specified a timeline, hopefully giving them an edge on getting it all completed with sufficient time left for the rest of the steps of Zeus' quest. Marc also planned on putting his Research skill to use as well, jumping in to help with what some of the researchers were working on. If he could manage to raise it another two points, then he had an ace in the hole they could use if any one of the tech chains they were researching looked like it wouldn't be completed in time.

I seem to recall it went up relatively quickly before, when I just sat down and did research. Hopefully researching the tech chains works as well as what I did before, he thought. 

With a stack of orders in hand, he headed out into the Safe Zone and started distributing them to the researchers, letting them know that there was an effect on the orders that, once read, should help them with their research. By lunch time he was done with that project and ready to eat.

After lunch, Marc went through the list of tech chains being researched and decided to focus his efforts on a tech chain called 'Mana Metallurgy Interactions' thinking that his recent experiences suited him well for that one. The person working on that was doing it out of the library in the basement of the keep, so Marc headed there to join him. A few minutes of discussion let him know, in general, what the man had already discovered, so he mentioned what he was going to focus on, then pulled a copy of the book already being used to research the tech chain and started reading.

Between the two of them they made a fair amount of headway in the research before dinner time arrived. Marc had been right, his recent experience with Mana Molding various types of mana infused metals meant that he did have an easier time working on this research and it showed as he helped the other researcher over a hump that had keep him stymied for a couple of days. The man hadn't been thinking about a metal actually holding mana in its structure, he'd been picturing it as more of an overall container like the mana stored in the mana batteries as opposed to the mana that was an actual part of the metal that made up the batteries. That one epiphany sent their research speed surging and Marc promised that he'd be back the next day, after going through the rest of the book, in order to help more with the research.

While he was eating Sean came over to talk to him, mentioning that the researchers did seem to be making faster progress, in general, after reading his written orders.

“It's the same thing as the iron mine was, right?” Sean said. “We just need to give it enough thought to determine how the capabilities we have can assist in whatever we're doing?”

“It won't always work, but this is another case where it will. I'm glad for that. I feel like we've a countdown timer ticking now. Zeus said it was just over a month until the end of the acclimatization year, but he didn't give us an exact count, which makes it even worse in my opinion.” 

Sean grimaced.

“A month ought to be enough, but I can't be certain just what we need to learn for these tech chains.”

“I assume you checked the shop for books to give us an edge? I've got one I'm reading for the research I'm helping with that I assume came from the shop.”

Sean nodded.

“Yes, they weren't available directly from the shop, but from others selling items on it. We got all the ones we can find and I've got someone searching daily for more that might help. It's a steep cost for the System to translate these books, but I'm pretty sure we've already been paid back for that and the cost of the books with how much they've sped up the research.”

Marc nodded.

“Well, if you can think of some other way I can help with this, just let me know. For now, I'll just help the researcher I was with today. If we finish before the others, I'll switch to something else I think I have a prayer of helping with.”

“If I think of anything, I'll let you know. Is there any way to use that Textbook Writer skill you have to help with this? Or the Technical Writing one?”

“Well, maybe? You asked before it anyone else could learn the Research skill. It's possible, theoretically, that it could be done with Textbook Writer, and Technical Writing could also improve their chance to learn it. I have no idea how long Textbook Writer takes to use though, I haven't used it yet.”

“So, wait, you can share the load on that skill? I thought you said you couldn't before,” Sean said.

“I couldn't, at that time. I didn't have the Textbook Writer skill yet.”

“That's the one that makes reusable books, right?” Sean asked.

“The Textbook Writer one is, I think Technical Writing manuals are reusable also. In addition, I thought about using these a while back, I can create a flyleaf for each of these books with Creative Writing, heightening their chance to learn the skill even more.”

“I think I know what you ought to be doing then. Helping research a single topic is useful, but if you can make it so others can use the Research skill and learn them all flat out in one sitting? That's game changing.”

“Alright then, I'll need to talk to the guy I was doing research with in the morning since he's expecting me back, but then I'll give it a shot. Hopefully it tells me how long it will take before I get all the way into creating the textbook and accompanying Technical Writing manual, at least I know the Creative Writing bit will only take long enough to figure out the best way to phrase it.”

 

* * *

 

Marc's plans were spoiled again the following morning. When he was done eating and ready to start in on using his writing skills, he remembered that he'd finally gotten to examine the metal that they needed to armor the hovercraft. Since his father had parts for those under construction already, the majority of the tech necessary for them having been in the Anti-gravity tech chain, he wanted to see just how much of an ingot of it he could make. When he'd examined it he could tell there was an incredible amount of mana infused into each bar. 

So, instead of heading to the Town Hall to start in on writing manuals, he headed to to the metallurgy building.

“Hey Marc, got a new metal for us?” one of the employees asked when he walked in.

“I hope I will in a few minutes.”

“You doing that metal creation thing again? Hang on, I want the rest of the guys here to see it. See if any of them can follow what you do for that since I can't do it to save my life.”

“Sure, I'm going to take a seat because this one's going to be a whopper. I expect I'll totally drain my mana and not even get an ingot of it.”

“Wow, that's something. What's it called?”

“You might have a listing for it, but not a sample. Did my dad give you the specs for the metals used in the hovercrafts? This is for the optional armor coating, I think it's some sort of mana infused titanium or something like that.”

“I think I saw something like that. It'll be good to get a sample of it, even if it's tiny. The more you know and all that, right?”

Marc nodded agreement, then closed his eyes and pulled up the memory of what he'd seen and felt when he examined the metal back in Olympus.

When he opened his eyes again, he found he had an audience of four, three men and one woman that all seemed to work in the metallurgy building.

He shook his head to try to shake the discomfort he experienced having an audience, then closed his eyes again. This time he poured mana into his Mana Molding skill, trying to duplicate the metal he was after.

His mana dropped precipitously, even before he had to start filling the metal with mana. Creating the combination of titanium and what he was guessing was transparent aluminum was bad enough, but putting in the network of mana veins that spread throughout it cost even more. He had no idea just how much mana this stuff was going to hold either, especially since he managed to create a full ingot. That alone cost him nearly a thousand mana. Then, just in case, he pulled out his stash of mana batteries, dropping them in his lap where he'd be able to reach them easily.

With about twenty-seven hundred mana remaining he started pumping more mana into the metal. He could tell that this mana wasn't like the mana batteries, it wasn't meant to come out again. The metal grabbed onto it, forcing it into the tiny network of mana veins he'd left in the metal and expanding those veins.

When he was nearly empty of his own mana, he started reaching for batteries, trying to go slowly and not duplicate what he'd done to himself when he helped make Home Grove a Safe Zone.

When he was done, the ingot itself had taken a thousand or so to create, and he'd had to pump another five thousand mana into the ingot to get it to where it felt identical to the one he'd examined. Most of his mana batteries were exhausted and it would take him days to recharge them all unless it was the only thing he'd did.

Marc grinned weakly, the beginning of a headache stirring behind his forehead.

“So, yes, I've got a whole ingot of a new metal for you. My dad wanted these for his hovercraft. I don't know how many he needs, but I'm only going to be able to do about two of these a week I'd guess.”

The metal now had a golden tint to it. Before he'd filled it with mana it was more of a dull gray, with a little flaring of color along the mana veins, but now the whole thing had the golden tint that the veins alone had shown before.

He stood, a little unsteadily, then walked the ingot over to the counter.

“Here you go,” he said. “It's a lot lighter than it looks. I think the base metals before they react with the mana are titanium and transparent aluminum. Which I suppose makes sense, since the main reason he wants it is to armor up the hovercraft he's making.”

He got several wide-eyed looks at that statement, but brushed them off quickly.

“Sorry, I can't stay to chat. I've got some other stuff I've got to get started.”

“Um, thanks? How much mana did you just use? I could kind of see it with one of my abilities, but I've got no clear picture of it,” the woman asked.

“About a thousand for the material itself, and another five thousand or so to get it properly infused. I had to drain most of my mana batteries here,” he said, turning and picking up the batteries he set down.

He dropped the batteries into his inventory one at a time.

“I think there's a limited amount of time to get the mana in after the metal is created, otherwise I could spread it out over a longer period of time.”

Marc straightened and looked back at the counter. The woman and one of the men were staring at him, while the other two men were staring at the ingot of metal that he'd just created and set on the counter.

“Let my dad know that I can make that stuff, but it'll be even slower than the mana batteries I'm making for the railguns, would you? I'm going to be face down in a book for the rest of the day,” Marc said, before turning and leaving.

 

* * *

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

His first stop was at the shop. Although the Safe Zone could make paper and probably had materials for book covers, he didn't know if they had a bookbinder or anything of the sort. Rather than take the time to find out and hunt the person down if they did, he simply stopped at the shop and purchased another pair of books similar to the one he'd gotten for the book he'd made Thoth.

Settling himself in at his desk, he stopped before actually engaging his Textbook Writer skill.

Shit, if I do this without letting Felicia know first, she'll be pissed. I guess I'm not starting for a little bit longer, he thought. 

He didn't think there'd be an issue doing this, but since he'd had so much problem with the Research skill, he was a little leery about using some of his English Major skills for the first time. Felicia was even more worried about him doing it.

“Okay,” he said to himself aloud. “I've got everything right here that I need. Hopefully Textbook Writer is like Technical Writing, allowing me to determine how long I'm going to be working on it at a time. First, though, I'll go tell Felicia what I'm doing. I could send a messenger, but I think she might have a problem with that. It's only a few extra minutes, so it's no big deal.”

The last he'd said to reassure himself. He felt as thought most of the acclimatization year had already sped by and despite having made a lot of progress, both with his own power level and the Safe Zone, which was now a Kingdom, he also felt like he'd gotten nothing done.

Because of that, he headed for the Alchemy lab at a quick pace. He was pretty sure that was where Felicia was supposed to be today and he wanted to let her know so he could get working on the book that would allow the other researchers to learn the Research skill.

Because if it works, then maybe we can finish even faster, let Zeus and Hera have more time for their plans since they sound dangerous. Well, dangerous to them if not the rest of us. Although who knows how the old System might react to a planet that supported an effort to destroy it.

He winced at the thought, his feet speeding up even more without his conscious decision to do so.

When he got to the Alchemy lab he had to wait, despite his haste. Felicia was obviously involved in something complicated. Her long hair was up in a bun on the back of her head and she was wearing a pair of goggles as well as thin gloves as she worked with, essentially, a Bunsen burner. She had some concoction over the flames while she slowly and carefully mixed in a fluid she was pouring with one hand by gently stirring the concoction with a glass rod.

A variety of scents filled the air. Some acrid, some sweet, and a few that Marc couldn't really describe. He did notice that Jeff was there also, but the Thief was holding off on his own Alchemy, watching Felicia. It took almost ten minutes for her to finish mixing, then shut the Bunsen burner off and move the concoction to a set of glass vials that she corked then set out to apparently cool.

“Marc!” she said, startled. “What's up?”

“Well, I needed to let you know what I was going to be doing, but it didn't look like a good time to interrupt you.”

“I'm glad I didn't notice you arrive, no offense, because it might've distracted me. Those particular ingredients could've caused a few problems if mixed wrong, or even just poorly. Like uncontrolled growths or even a poison fog from the notes I've seen on that potion.”

“What potion were you making?” Marc asked.

“Well, we got all that troll blood when we were near Deacon's Falls hunting for levels, then more recently. So, I splurged and bought the recipe for a full regeneration potion from the shop auctions.”

She nodded towards the cooling vials.

“Those should all heal a person based on their normal healing rate, accelerating it by something like twenty-five to fifty times. Plus, it will regenerate missing mass, like closing a hole in someone or even replacing a missing limb.”

Marc's eyes went wide.

“That's impressive.”

She grinned at him.

“That's just the first batch, too. I've got enough for a lot more of those and if it keeps increasing my Alchemy skill like that batch did, they should be even more effective. You didn't come here to check on my Alchemy skill though. What did you need?”

“Wait, let me check on it first. What are you at in Alchemy?”

She smiled proudly.

“As of a couple of minutes ago, it's up to a fifteen.”

Wow, I didn't realize that she had it that high. It makes sense though, she's always using it when she can, Marc thought. 

“Congratulations then. You should've told me when you hit tier two in it, we could've celebrated,” he said. “It's an incredibly useful skill, we use your potions a lot.”

Her smile twisted and now looked rather wry.

“Alright, what crazy stunt are you about to pull that has you buttering me up?” she asked.

“Nothing like that. I'm just using one of my English Major skills for the first time and you expressed concern about that before. I thought I should tell you first.”

The smile dropped away and she looked more serious.

“Which one?”

“Textbook Writer. I thought it should be like Technical Writing was, but I'm not sure about that. So, I thought I should come over and let you know before I did it.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I want to be there, just in case. You never know what these things are going to do to you. Admittedly it's mainly the Research one that's messed you up do far, so it probably isn't an issue. What skill are you putting in the book?”

Now it was Marc's turn for a twisted smile.

“Um, I'm going to try to put the Research skill in it.”

“Now I understand why you came to get me,” Felicia said.

“I love the fact that our ruler has his own pocket healer who's invested enough to drop everything and watch over him when he does crazy shit,” Jeff said.

Marc turned towards Jeff.

“Jeff...” he said, the intonation on the word rising at the end in warning.

Then Marc's head snapped to the side, back to Felicia. She'd done the exact same thing so it had come out in stereo. Jeff just looked between them and laughed as Marc caught Felicia's eyes. She just shrugged, but Marc started to blush.

“Not only does he have his own pocket healer, she's so much on his wavelength that the two of them might as well be sharing it,” Jeff said.

Felicia turned to Jeff, flipped him off, then took Marc's arm and escorted him out of the Alchemy lab.

“Come on, we'll get you started,” she said. “If it starts up like Technical Writer did then I won't fret, just make sure to not make your chunks of work too long if it does. You'll still need food and the little amount of sleep your body still wants.”

 

* * *

 

System Message:

Do you want to use your Textbook Writer skill? (y/n)

 

He chose yes.

What skill do you wish to write about?

 

Research, he thought. 

Textbook Writer will require 72 hours to create this manual. Do you wish to segment your efforts? (y/n)

 

“Good, it's just like Technical Writing. It's asking me if I want to segment my efforts,” Marc said.

“Make sure you meet me for dinner so I can make sure you're alright,” Felicia said. “I'll stick around while you start just to make sure there aren't any hiccups.”

Marc nodded, then focused on his prompt.

Yes, he thought. 

How long do you desire this segment to last?

 

He thought for a moment. Six hours hadn't been bad for Technical Writing, it just left his hand a little cramped.

Six hours, he thought. 

Insufficient mana. Textbook Writer requires the input of 100 mana per hour while active. Your current mana is at 472/3672 (+10).

 

Marc blinked. The skill description hadn't mentioned anything about mana.

Okay if I Meditate for just a little bit then I can have my six hundred, and I think that I should still be able to get six hours worth done before dinner too.

“Felicia, I'm going to need mana on this one. It's going to be a half hour if you want to wait, or you can leave. I'm pretty sure this one isn't going to be a problem.”

After about thirty seconds of what looked like internal debate, Felicia took her leave.

Marc dismissed the attempt at Textbook Writer. After a half hour of Meditation, he checked his mana and saw that he was well over six hundred now, so he started the whole process again. This time when he specified the time to write for, he almost instantly lost track of everything and the next thing he knew he was sitting in front of a partially filled page. He'd cut off writing in the middle of a sentence and he shook his head for a moment before his hand started cramping.

A quick check of his mana told him his plan to start charging mana batteries was out of the question. In addition to the one hundred mana per hour the skill had used, it had also taken all of the mana he'd been regenerating, leaving him almost exactly where he'd started for his current mana total.

By the time he reached the cafeteria, his hand was no longer cramping on him, but he was still a bit early. Claiming a cup of coffee, which the cafeteria now had available all day long, he took a seat at his normal table and waited.

Felicia also arrived before dinner was served.

“You missed lunch,” she said.

“You knew I was going to miss that, you only specified dinner.”

“I just wanted to let you know that you shouldn't keep missing it. You were starting in at an odd time today so I let it slide.”

“That's because I went down to the metallurgy building and created an ingot of that hull armor metal dad wants. It's insanely expensive manawise, it almost kept me from starting in on the textbook.”

“Why?”

“Textbook Writer needs mana, unlike Technical Writing. One hundred per hour while it's engaged, plus all the mana I regen while using it, and Research is going to take seventy-two hours. So, seventy-two hundred mana base plus everything I regen in seventy-two hours.”

“Oh, and you were low from making the metal?”

“I was out when I finished making the metal I had to tap a lot of the mana batteries to make it at all,” Marc said.

“Ouch?” Felicia said.

Marc shook his head.

“Maybe a little pressure up there,” he said, gesturing towards his head, “but not even enough to qualify as a proper headache. Just a bit of pressure and some lightheadedness.”

“And you didn't think to come to me for that one also?” she asked.

Marc shrugged.

“I remembered at the last moment that I had to make that stuff, plus I had no idea how much it was going to cost in mana. I do think that you were right though and that going low on mana quickly is something you can sort of train yourself into. It isn't affecting me nearly as much when I do it now as it did the first few times.”

“Good, I'll have to spend more time on the potions that require a lot of mana to be infused into them then,” she said. “I think that will be my best way to train on it. At least without being on a full battlefield, which I think I'd prefer to avoid.”

 

* * *

 

After they ate, they both agreed that they'd meet back at the room a little after midnight. Felicia was going back to work on more of the regeneration potions she was making and Marc wanted to put another six hours in on the book. He knew he'd have to do the Technical Writing book for Research after he finished the textbook for it. He wanted to wait and deliver both with the appropriate Creative Writing introduction all at the same time to increase people's chances of learning the skill. He was anticipating the Technical Writing book to take just as long as the textbook did, so he needed to stay on this.

And I need mana for it so I can't recharge all my mana batteries and make another block of the hull metal first every day. Maybe I can do that during the Technical Writing book since that one doesn't require mana, he thought. For now, I just have to get back to this. If I burn the candle at both ends I can probably get eighteen hours a day in on this so it'll only take me four days to get it done from when I started.

At the end of this six hours session Marc was more than ready to get some sleep. He knew that he'd be bored out of his skull if the fugue state didn't kick in for the skill, but at the same time he was more than a little irked that he'd miss out on all the hours spent writing the book. Fortunately, his body knew how long he'd been awake, even if his mind was a little confused about it, so getting to sleep wasn't an issue. Especially after Felicia caught him massaging his cramped hand and took that task over for him.

He drifted off, knowing he'd be back up shortly to get back to work on the book. He planned on eighteen hours of making the book each day, which allowed him three hours for sleep as well as an hour for each meal. It was more time than he needed for the meals, but he felt the need to have some time where he wasn't in a fugue state each day.

Felicia decided to match his work efforts, or at least come close, since she still needed a little more sleep than he did. She started in on some potion recipes she had that she hadn't tried yet, ones that required large infusions of mana.

“I hadn't tried them yet, because I was always worried about running myself out of mana. Now that I've got this though,” she said, brandishing the engagement ring he'd made for her, “I'm not nearly as worried. I can run out my personal mana and still have access to the mana in the ring so I've always got enough for a few healing spells, just in case.”

Marc settled into the rhythm he'd be using for the next few days. He took the extra time near meals and spent it with his group, in the cafeteria for Jeff, Ella, Rob, and Felicia. After dinner he'd take a walk down to say hi to Beggar and Matilda, chat for a few, then head back for his next session with the book. When he was returning to the Town Hall from visiting Beggar, he'd normally drop in to say hi to Octavius in the Menagerie.

A couple of times he ended up with less than three hours of sleep from spending too much time with Beggar or Octavius, but it didn't affect him very much. He was pretty sure he could consistently function on two hours of sleep if he needed to do so, but three hours of sleep seemed to be where his brain thought he ought to be at, so that was what he tried for.

At the end of the last session he looked at the book on the desk in front of him. It had a title worked into the cover. The skill even put a title on the book, one which Marc was sure his mind had supplied. It read: Research for Dummies.

I hope no-one is insulted by that. I wish I'd known, maybe I could've focused on giving it some other title, he thought. Although for now, I'm taking a break. I won't start in on the Technical Writing book on Research until tomorrow morning. I wonder if Felicia would be willing to take a break for the night also. If not, it serves me right since she's only following my example. 

 

* * *

 

As Marc wandered around the Safe Zone a bit, relishing not being caught in a fugue state while writing a book, his father found him.

“Marc, are you finished both those books you were talking about?” Sean asked.

“No, I finished the first and its Creative Writing flyleaf,” Marc said. “I'm taking a break since writing those puts me in a fugue that means I'm missing most of my day when I do that.”

“Oh, well it beats things like the side-effects of learning Anti-gravity at least?” Sean said.

Marc winced.

“Yes, dad, it does. Although I worry that anyone else who learns the skill might have a similar problem.”

“We'll make it a general order that when using the Research skill the person using it is attended by a healer type, or they do it in the infirmary or something,” Sean said.

“Probably a good idea. What did you want, dad?” Marc asked.

“Why would I want something. Maybe I was just coming to see if you were done with the books?”

“You know I would've told you and gotten them right to you, so you were after something else,” Marc said.

“Busted,” Sean said, grinning. “I need you to take some time off of the next book. Just a morning or something though.”

“What for?”

Sean's grin widened.

“Well, it looks like we've got the materials for another upgrade on Any Port, and I'm hoping that we can upgrade the school and get that class change option before we even open it.”

“We already had a free upgrade though, no materials needed,” Marc said. “Did you forget?”

“No, I didn't. I actually did that one myself, like you keep encouraging me too. Then I felt guilty about it. If I'd waited, we could've had the school upgraded already since they found that the re-classing was available on upgrade the day after I expanded us. I also felt guilty for not discussing the upgrades with you first.”

“That's fine, dad. I have no problem with you doing that if needed. I imagine this happened when I was out of the Safe Zone for days at a time?”

Sean nodded, then Marc went back to another of his dad's earlier statements.

“The school isn't open yet? I thought it was due to be open now?” Marc said.

“The day after tomorrow, that's when we were talking about.”

Marc shook his head.

“See, I totally lose track of time when I'm making these book things, both with Technical Writing and with Textbook Writer.”

“There are worse fates, Marc. Trust me on that,” Sean said, growing serious.

The grin was back in an instant though.

“If you hate it that much then you won't mind skipping a writing session in order to upgrade the Safe Zone, will you?”

“Sure, first thing tomorrow after breakfast. We'll need to catch Amy so she doesn't head out on the train,” Marc said.

“Or we could just use whatever messenger is assigned to the Town Hall tomorrow,” Sean said. “We've got the position on retainer now so there's always someone there.”

Marc felt vaguely disconcerted that he wouldn't be dealing with Amy for a Safe Zone expansion.

Is Felicia right, do I really spoil Amy and Katie like that? Marc wondered. No, I'm sure I don't, but maybe I'll let her know at dinner that if she can manage it she wants to be assigned to the Town Hall tomorrow.

He stopped his wandering and headed for the cafeteria since dinner should be available shortly. He'd try to talk Felicia into doing something non work related for the evening since tomorrow was now even fuller than he'd been planning.

She was waiting for him when he got there and quickly agreed to his idea, especially when he mentioned he'd be back buried in creating a book by the next night.

As they were leaving he looked around. Spotting Amy, he turned.

“I'll just be a second,” he said to Felicia, then went over to Amy.

Informing her about his plans and telling her she should see if she could be assigned to the Town Hall the next day only took a few moments, and then he returned to Felicia, the two of them heading out for their planned evening of movies and hot tub.

 

* * *

 

Marc felt vaguely refreshed the next morning, although not quite willing to get back to writing, so he was relieved that his father had asked about upgrading Any Port. After breakfast he went down to the Town Hall, grinning when he saw Amy on the porch, playing a game on her pad.

“So, you were interested,” he said. “Good.”

“Of course I am. I get to know everything that's going in before it's even there? I get really popular for a few days after an upgrade, everybody likes to hear the gossip about what new things there are,” she said. “So I get to advertise my messaging service. We've got a bunch of people working as couriers and messengers now, so we can cover messages to anywhere in the kingdom, normally guaranteed within twenty-four hours, unless they try to hire us right after the trains leave in the morning.”

Marc groaned inwardly.

Who'd have thought that gossip was such an important thing? Well, I suppose everyone who participates in it, otherwise we wouldn't have the saying Heard it Through the Grapevine. Still, it's not for me. I'm glad that she can get something out of it though.

“Well, as soon as my dad gets here, we'll be upgrading again,” Marc said.

“As soon as I get here we'll be doing what?” Sean said.

“Upgrading the Safe Zone,” Marc said. “See, look who I found on duty today?”

He stepped aside to reveal Amy and Sean shook his head before cocking it at his son. Marc just shrugged.

“I like working with her, what can I say?” Marc said.

“Alright, let's get this going, figure out what we want, where we're expanding, and then send her out,” Sean said. “I've already got some preliminary options for the actual physical expansion that you can look through. It's mainly to the west to support the Safe Zones we're going to create there.”

The three of them went down to the pedestal and Sean showed Marc the plans he had. He'd forgone farther expansion to the east, since those Safe Zones were already situated, and planned it for the west, showing where the additional Safe Zones out there were being planned, the encampments underway already.

“So, we couldn't make those other Safe Zones until we expanded once more anyhow?” Marc asked, noting the distances.

“We did say we were going to upgrade Any Port repeatedly. So I planned for that,” Sean said.

Marc nodded.

“The expansion looks good, let's get a look at our special options, along with the regular ones.”

Upgrade Safe Zone.

You have sufficient resources to increase your Safe Zone.

 Resources required:

 Wood: 8000/8000

 Stone: 8000/8000

 Metal: 6000/6000

 

 Designated power source for Safe Zone:

 Monster Core – common – poor (3/3)

 Monster Core – Rare – Excellent (5/5) (+4 power slots 4/4 (Smith)(Communications)(Tannery)(Dairy))

 Dungeon core – common - good (4/4) (+2 power slots, Core allows jukebox, arachnid (giant), skeleton, zombie to be created)

 

 

 Power Slots  – Mill Wheel (3/3) (Sawmill, Grain Mill, Pulp Mill)

 

 The current power source allows for four expansions.(2/4) 

 

 In current configuration, Capture Protocol is available and may provide more materials for expansion now and in the future.

 

 You have specific materials that can be used to decrease the resources necessary to expand your Safe Zone. Due to your tech level you have iron and copper ingots available. Each iron ingot may be used to count for two metal on an expansion. Up to 250 iron ingots may be used this way. Each copper ingot may be used to count for two metal on an expansion. Up to 200 copper ingots may be used in this fashion. Wooden planks may be used to count for two wood on an expansion. Up to 1500 planks may be used this way.

 

Insufficient expansion slots, please choose a core to use for expansion.

 

Marc chose the Labyrinth Dungeon Core as the newest core for expansion and its stats showed up for him.

Use Labyrinth Dungeon Core for newest expansion slot? (y/n)

Labyrinth Dungeon core – Rare - Legendary (0/7) (+6 power slots, Core allows stone walls to be enhanced (+25% strength), Core allows summoning of minotaur defenders.)

 

Marc quickly chose yes, informing his father of the additional summons now available as well as the option to reinforce the walls even more.

The core was absorbed by the build pedestal and a moment later Marc was given his options for regular buildings. They'd discussed these and the choices were quick, and relatively standard for them. They had nearly all of the options listed for these choices and were working their way through the rest if they saw any use for them.

Then the special choices were shown. Marc immediately scrolled through them and spotted the school upgrade.

“Amy, extra duty here first, okay? Marc said.

“Sure, what do you need?”

He handed her a couple of gold, then pointed to the entry in the shop.

“The upgraded school needs a few more devices from the shop. Can you purchase these from there, deliver them to the school, and let anyone in there know that they'll need to be out for a bit since it's getting upgraded?”

“Sure thing, be right back.”

As Amy left, Sean and Marc settled in, looking through the choices. There were a few new ones that Marc hadn't looked at before.

“What's this?” he asked, looking at something labeled: Strategy, Tactics, and Logistics training center.

“That looks like a war room to me, or a war school. Those are the three most important things for an army, although your mom, and a lot of other leaders, would have put the logistics part first.”

“Logistics are a lot easier with an inventory,” Marc said.

His father went silent, chewing on that idea for a bit before acknowledging the point.

“We'll want one of those eventually,” he said, “but we can wait a year or two on it. We'll need to train our people up to lead small armies at the end of the three years the new arrivals are prevented from attacking us.”

“Are you sure we're going to be attacked?” Marc asked.

Sean nodded his head, slowly and sadly.

“I can't see it happening any other way, but I also think that we'll be victorious if we stick to defending.”

“For now, I think we should pick up something else. We don't even know who we'll want to train there yet, do we?” Marc said.

“I've got a few ideas, but yes, that can wait. What else do we have?”

In the end, another entertainment venue won out, one Marc would never have selected on his own, but that his dad said would be popular. As a result when Amy went out to notify people of the expansion, one of the areas she marked out was being set aside for a twenty lane bowling alley.

Once Amy returned, Marc triggered the expansion, then sighed since he knew that the rest of his day would have him buried in a book, in fugue state.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty

 

System Message:

Do you want to use your Technical Writing skill? (y/n)

 

He chose yes.

What skill do you wish to write about?

 

Research, he thought. 

Technical Writing will require 52 hours to create this manual. Do you wish to segment your efforts? (y/n)

 

Yes, he thought. 

How long do you desire this segment to last?

 

He was used to doing six hour segments at this point, and six hours would take him just a little past the start of dinner.

Six hours, he thought.

Marc's thoughts flashed out and when they came back, he was sitting at his desk, partially finished manuscript in front of him.

He began to massage his hand, working out the cramps that still struck it even after days of doing six hour writing segments, as he stood and headed for dinner.

So, the Technical Writing on a subject takes less time than Textbook Writer does for the same subject. I suppose that makes sense since the Textbook Writer skill is trying to teach the skill itself while the Technical Writing skill is just making it more likely that you can learn it and do so better, he thought. 

When he got to the cafeteria, Felicia was just finishing up eating.

“There you are, I was about to go looking for you,” she said.

“I was starting in on the Technical Writing book. I didn't get you to be there since I've already done the Technical Writing skill at least once.”

She nodded.

“So, how's it going?”

“Well, this one takes less time than Textbook Writer does when it's the same subject. I'm guessing it's because one teaches the skill, the other just enhances the chance to learn it.”

“That would make sense,” Felicia said. “I imagine making something to impart a skill is more difficult than just increasing the chance to learn it. You were up to something else earlier though.”

“Oh, yes, dad wanted to upgrade Any Port again, so we did that this morning.”

“And you didn't get me to help pick stuff out?” Felicia asked.

“Dad had a very specific reason for this one. The school is now upgraded so hopefully people can do class changes now.”

“Oh, okay, but we get two specials per upgrade now, don't we?”

Marc shrugged.

“We do, I should've gotten you, but I ended up letting dad pick that one, too. We did find a few interesting things for the future though.”

“So, don't leave us hanging,” Jeff said. “What did your did pick for the second one then?”

Marc swallowed once, sure that he was going to get shit for what he'd built.

“More entertainment stuff,” he said.

“Go on,” Jeff prompted.

“Well, Any Port now has a twenty lane bowling alley.”

When the laughter stopped, Jeff looked at Marc again.

“Seriously, a bowling alley? What's next, a discotheque? I—”

“A discotheque wouldn't be a bad idea,” Ella said, interrupting whatever Jeff had been about to say.

Jeff, wisely, did not continue with whatever he'd been about to say. Even so, another voice entered the conversation from behind Marc.

“Yes, a bowling alley. Remember, all the inhabitants aren't young folk like you, some are old fogies like me,” Sean said. “Oh, and once I spread the word that it was there, people were interested. We've already had people using the bowling alley.”

“You're not that old,” Felicia said. “Old fogies my ass. I've seen you in the Training Grounds, and Allan in the fields. If you guys are old fogies, then I'm looking forward to getting there myself.”

“It's kind of you to say, but if you look at the Renown videos, it's mostly younger folks.”

“Yeah,” Jeff added, “most of the older folks show up in the Notoriety videos.”

“Well, you know what they say?” Sean asked.

Marc just shook his head, inwardly wincing since this sounded like the setup to one of his father's dad jokes.

“In the end, old age and treachery will win out over youth and vigor,” Sean said, smiling smugly, “and us old fogies have loads of experience to work with to that end.”

 

* * *

 

Marc was very amused when Felicia informed him that he would not be going back to work on the book after dinner. She was dragging him to the bowling alley to, in her own words, test out the new addition to the Safe Zone. His father hadn't been kidding them either. There were a number of people there bowling and some just hanging out and talking with each other and the bowlers.

He was even more amused when he saw the alleys. Evidently the System had altered some of them from standard. There were ten of what he thought were standard lanes. The other ten were broken into three groups of three with increasing length and one that looked ridiculously long.

He found out why when they started trying to bowl on the standard length alleys. It was incredibly simple, between his Strength, Agility, and Intelligence scores, to hit a strike every time. Felicia was managing the same and he knew that her physical stats weren't on par with his.

Because of that, they moved on to the next length alley, and then next beyond that. At that level, Marc was still doing fine, although Felicia's scores were dropping off. Marc, by himself, moved on to the next length and discovered that the new length was a challenge for him, one that had him no longer bowling perfect scores. He glanced over at the last lane, the longest of them, and shook his head.

Nope, if this one is challenging me, I'm not even going to try that one for a while, he thought. 

After a couple of hours, they left.

“So, does it meet your quality concerns?” Marc asked.

“Actually, I'm surprised that it does. I suspected that it was going to be easier for us than you thought, but with the extended lanes, it actually still makes it a bit of a challenge. I noticed that even you didn't go on to the longest lane.”

Marc shook his head.

“Bowling was never my thing, I went a few times with mom and dad, but that last lane just looked insanely long. I was having to focus hard to still do well on the second longest lane.”

Felicia nodded.

“Good, that means that it might actually provide some level of enjoyment even for those of us who level up a lot.”

“At least for a couple of years, but I imagine that by then we'll have access to other entertainment things, maybe ones that aren't earth based, to keep people entertained.”

“I'm actually surprised that you've put so much focus into entertainment as it is,” she said.

“Well, first it was that I wanted people to be able to relax after working hard all day, more recently I discovered that the Kingdom has entertainment prerequisites. So I need to keep up on that. We'll probably need to put some sort of entertainment into each of the Safe Zones in the Kingdom as well. I'm not looking forward to that since it means we'll have to upgrade them all.”

“Marc? Are you forgetting that the System isn't the only way to build things any more? If we've got a good carpenter, a blacksmith, and people who can handle the new style electronics, then we ought to be able to build things without the System's help, shouldn't we?”

I'm an idiot. When did I fall into the mindset that the System should be building everything instead of us building things ourselves? Marc thought. It's just so easy to get the System to build something that I forget that we can do it ourselves. For that matter, I bet we can get the System to create a building that isn't one of the upgrade things and then just fill in the entertainment portion ourselves. That's what we did with the hot tubs at least.

“I did fall for that trap, didn't I?” he said. “Even after we've done some entertainment options without the System doing it all, I still fell into the pattern of thinking that the System should be doing all the building. I think we should look at the different options the System provides for entertainment, then make lists of things not there that we could make for ourselves. For example, maybe put a miniature golf course in at one of the Safe Zones? I've never seen that on the System's lists.”

Felicia smiled at him.

“Now you've got it. I'll start a list and mini golf will be the very first thing I put on it,” she said. “Maybe we should also start another list with non-entertainment type things that we want and the System can't provide.”

 

* * *

 

Marc took advantage of the time off to grab a little extra sleep. Felicia and he had returned to their apartment and gone to bed. Even with their additional activities he was still asleep earlier than he had been recently.

After a luxurious four hour sleep, Marc was up again and wide awake. His first stop was at the Shop for a latte, then he was off to the Town Hall. As soon as he finished his latte, he started in on writing again, running a slightly longer segment this time. His thoughts were that he might be able to make up a little of the time he'd lost spending the evening before with Felicia and get things underway that much sooner.

Soon enough, he was done with the book, the intervening day and a half disappearing into his writing fugues.

At least when I write these out I don't fugue, he thought as he wrote out the flyleaf for the book with Creative Writing, and then wrote overall instructions for reading the two books with another use of Creative Writing. 

It was almost dinner time so Marc bundled up the books and additional sheet of paper before heading to the cafeteria. His first stop was at his father's table. Sean wasn't there yet, but Marc waited, waving off the waitress when she came over. When Sean arrived Marc handed him the bundle.

“Tell them to read the separate sheet of paper first, it will tell them what order to go in with everything,” Marc said.

Then he stood and left, washing his hands of the whole thing that he found so distasteful since it seemed to eat up days of his life with him unaware of the world around him.

He sat next to Felicia.

“Okay, that's all done. Now I can get back to making more of the metal for the hovercraft hull armor. My dad mentioned that they're all ready to make those, but they're waiting for the armor because it's easy if the original construction contains it, if you try to add it on later on it's much more difficult.”

“Oh, something new to fly?” Jeff asked.

Marc nodded.

“These are armed also, or they will be. Dad has the firearms book and it contains blueprints for vehicle sized weapons. He needs me to make some of the better mana batteries for those also. So hull metal and mana batteries are my life for the next few days while the books I made are used by the current researchers.” 

“I'm glad I don't have your duties,” Jeff said. “A few hours in the Alchemy lab each day are more than enough for me. I don't know how Felicia does it, spending as much time in there as she does.”

“Only when Marc is buried in his own work,” Felicia said. “If he's working that hard, I think that I ought to be as well.”

“Well, I've been helping out where I can too,” Rob said, “at least while Janey's at work. Once she's off, I stop for the day.”

“Despite not being qualified, I'm still providing psychological support while we're in Any Port,” Ella added. “In case anyone thinks I'm not helping out also.”

“I didn't suggest any such thing,” Marc said. “I know we're all doing what we can while we're here. I'm sorry I don't acknowledge it more, but it seems like any time I'm back here I'm mostly buried in work.”

“You know what, I changed my mind,” Jeff said. “I don't want to be in charge of a Kingdom, not if that's what happens to whoever is in charge.”

“It's not the position, it's the fact that Marc can't bear knowing that he can help with something and not doing so,” Felicia said. “At least if it's something that affects all of us.”

Marc nodded in agreement.

“It doesn't help that I'm the only person who is capable of doing most of this. We need to get some more people leveled up higher so I can teach them some of the things only I can do right now. That'll take a load off of me some.”

Ella laughed.

“And then you'll go and find even more things that only you can do,” she said. “You and Felicia are both workaholics.”

“Am not,” Felicia said. “Although I'll agree that Marc is. I just don't think I should be idle if he isn't. I do tempt him into idleness more often than he prefers, but I think he needs the breaks and just won't acknowledge it.”

“Just another form of work, dragging someone else into fun,” Jeff said.

Felicia just shook her head.

“Shall we get out of here? Maybe a movies and hot tub tonight?” she asked.

Marc nodded again.

“Yes, let's go before they continue the character assassination on us. Workaholics? Really, I consider myself more of a pragmatic survivalist, working to keep myself and others alive. If there's nothing to do, I don't go out of my way to find things to do, well, not all of the time at least.”

“Quit while you're ahead, Marc,” Felicia said. “Let's get out of here.”

 

* * *

 

Marc spent the next morning creating another ingot of the hull armor for the hovercraft. Breakfast followed that and then he went to his office and settled into Meditation to regenerate his mana. Once it was back, he started in on making the larger mana batteries his father had asked for, also for the hovercraft.

Sean had told him that he'd created his own railgun and it worked perfectly, so he'd set his artisans to making one for the first hovercraft they were going to build. If it worked out, and Marc could get the batteries done in time, it could be installed at creation, once again avoiding the difficulties involved in adding it on after the fact.

He knew that three ingots of the mana infused titanium, which he'd discovered was mixed with transparent aluminum despite its name, would be enough for a single hovercraft with some left over. The armor coating was an incredibly thin layer over the hull, the alloy only there to deflect physical damage that made it through the shields. The mana matrix in the alloy, combined with the additional mana that it held, made the default shields on the hovercraft ten times stronger than the normal hovercraft without armor, so the armoring alloy itself shouldn't have to hold up to any incredibly strong impacts, the mana shield guarding the craft doing most of the work.

He shunted all of those thoughts out of his mind and focused on his Mana Molding skill, creating larger than normal mana batteries out of the same metal he'd used for the railgun batteries he'd already created.

It wiped him out and left him with nearly zero mana again, but he managed to make two out of the four that the hovercraft's railgun would require before lunch. After lunch he was back for another round of mana regeneration through Meditation followed by the other two batteries required.

His father wasn't in his office, but Marc left the batteries there along with a note about what they were for. Regardless of whether or not the railgun would be ready at the same time they were ready to build the hovercraft, he wanted the vehicular railgun tested before it was mounted on the hovercraft. This would give his dad a chance to do that, assuming the railgun itself was ready in time.

He settled in for dinner, but when Jeff showed up the Thief turned and practically cackled at Ella.

“See, look at him. I told you he'd overwork himself again today. Even after what we said yesterday.”

He turned to Marc.

“So, what were you doing today that left you exhausted. I can see the circles under your eyes and I doubt they're from not getting enough sleep. Making more books to train the entire Legion in your Constellation spell or something?”

Marc shook his head.

“No, Jeff. I was making parts for what you're thinking of as your new toy. I made more of the metal for hovercraft armor, and the mana batteries for a vehicular sized railgun.”

Jeff's eyes beamed.

“I take it all back. You aren't a workaholic, you're just focusing your efforts on what really matters. A hovercraft with armor and weapons?”

Jeff broke into a huge grin.

“That's the best news I've heard since Zeus mentioned the space yachts.”

Ella slapped him lightly on the back of his head.

“Don't make me Silence you,” she said. “Otherwise I'll do it and order your dinner for you when the waitress shows up. I know what you like, which means I also know what you don't like.”

Jeff looked confused for a moment.

“Yes, Jeff. I think that was a threat,” Felicia said. “Just a very well couched one.”

“What did I do this time?” Jeff asked, practically whining.

Marc couldn't help it, he had to laugh. It wasn't long before the rest of the group, aside from Jeff, had joined him. The Thief had just sounded so plaintive and clueless that it was hard to resist.

 

* * *

 

Marc's following three days followed the same pattern. Then Sean caught him before he started in on another ingot of hull metal the following morning.

“Marc, I've had all the researchers go through those books. Out of twelve people, only three of them managed to learn it,” Sean said.

“I'm happy anyone could,” Marc said. “It was a skill from my English Major class. I wasn't sure anyone would be able to learn it if they didn't have the class.”

“It's just weird though, a few of them said they thought they understood, but didn't actually get the skill.”

“Maybe it's got some sort of prerequisite?” Marc said. “What do you know about the three that managed to learn it?”

“Two of them were professors with me before all of this, the third was a freelance writer.”

“Knowing you the professors were the old school types? Not the newer ones embracing slang and sloppy writing?” Marc said.

Sean nodded.

“Why do you ask? It sounds like you have an idea.”

“I do, what do old school professors and freelance writers have in common?” Marc asked.

Sean shrugged.

“I don't know, what?”

“A more than passing knowledge of the English language, right? Like I said, the skill was from my English Major class. Maybe if you don't have enough knowledge of English, proper English, you can't learn it? It's only a hypothesis though, there's no way to know for sure.”

“Well, I've got a way to test that out,” Sean said, grinning. “Who do we know that's a self-professed grammar nazi?”

Marc had to think about it for a minute, then his eyes shot open.

“You aren't suggesting that you'll try to get mom to learn this skill? You remember what it did to me, right?”

“We'll make sure no-one tries to reach as far as you did with it, but I bet she'd love using Research on all of her System admin tools to know all the shortcuts and other things she can do, don't you? I don't think that would be overly stressful if phrased right, like 'all the tricks and tips to make using the System Safe Zone administration tools easier for the user'. I think that would be safe enough.”

“Maybe replace Safe Zone with Kingdom though? This is a lot like wishing in the old video games, except you end up screwing yourself over by reaching too far, it's not a genie doing it,” Marc said. “Yes, though, something with limits like that would still be useful while not impacting the user overly much, I would think. I can't guarantee that though, so be careful if you have mom learn it.”

“I will. That is mainly just to test your hypothesis though. We also tweaked the knowledge requests to finish off the research needed for Space Age. We'll get three of the five remaining tech trees out of it, and we've limited the phrasing to just what's needed to complete those tech trees.”

“How about the other two tech trees?”

“One will finish in a day or two, the other a week at the outside, hopefully less. At least that's what the researchers are telling me.”

Marc's forehead scrunched up in place for a moment.

“Maybe we can double dip here?” he said. “I wonder if research completed with the Research skill would still count towards the two successful sets of research I needed to get another use of the skill?”

“I'm not following you,” Sean said.

“Here, let me explain. Take your three people that succeeded in learning the skill, me too for that matter, and assign me and two of them to research one of those tech trees. Once we start research, have the other guy use his Research skill to complete it after we're already researching it. We'll see if that counts towards getting us the next use of the Research skill. If it does, we repeat that several times and we'll have multiple more uses that we can finish the last two tech trees with. Do you understand now?”

Sean was grinning, nodding his head.

“I get it, double dipping, using the skill to recharge the skill.”

“I doubt it would work if this didn't seem to be a one-off skill that the System made for my unique class. But since it might work, we ought to check it out at least,” Marc said.

“I'm on it,” Sean said. “I'll get orders out to the other three who learned the skill to start researching the longest remaining time tech tree. Maybe it'll even work for the one using the skill, yes?”

“I don't think so, but I wasn't officially researching anything I used it on so far, so I don't know.”

 

* * *

 

Marc's hypothesis was given a little extra credibility when his mother learned the Research skill easily. The double dipping also worked, although it was noticed.

System Message:

This message is being delivered to all those with the Research skill.

Bug is being patched. Using the Research skill to complete current research will no longer credit the skill user towards the next use of their Research skill.

 

The message was accompanied by a brief, painful buzzing in Marc's head, suggesting that the System was displeased, but on the other hand, the new Research skill uses were not removed. They finished the tech trees and were ready for advancing into Space Age with a little more than three weeks left in the acclimatization year.

While the researchers were recovering from using their skill, not nearly as bad of a recovery as Marc had with Anti-gravity, but a few steps above his recovery from using the skill on System help, Marc and his father were busy creating the first of the hovercraft they had planned.

The railgun test had worked flawlessly, the first shot they fired destroying a boulder that had to weigh several tons. Repeated firing showed that the weapon was made correctly and was able to handle sustained fire.

Marc watched as his father handled the creation of the hovercraft from the pad in his hand, remotely accessing the build pedestal. The metal, gemstones, and other various components of the hovercraft had been laid out on the landing pad Sean had built and seemed to dance as the hovercraft assembled itself.

The golden hull metal spread out to where it looked the thickness of aluminum foil before applying itself to the hull of the craft. The fully built railgun moved to its turret on the bottom of the hovercraft, the golden foil applying itself to the gun and turret as well as the rest of the hull.

When the movement ceased Marc was staring at a craft that was actually just a little smaller than the spaceship that rested in the nearby hangar. Sean tapped on his pad one more time and a ramp extended itself from the side of the ship.

Marc had intentionally not told Jeff about what they were doing, but he'd found out somehow. As soon as the ramp extended itself, the Thief revealed himself as a streak crossing the landing pad and headed for the ramp, mad laughter trailing in his wake.

“I hope you can shut that thing down remotely,” Marc said.

“Don't worry, it actually needs its mana batteries charged before it can fly or even do most of what it's capable of,” Sean said. “I was going to ask you to do that next, but maybe we'd better wait until Jeff's sane again.”

“I hate to tell you this, dad, but that could be an awfully long wait,” Marc replied.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Jeff was very disappointed that he couldn't take the hovercraft out immediately. When he found out it was only a matter of it being charged first, he hounded Marc over it relentlessly.

“First, I'm getting us into the Space Age,” Marc said, “then I'll start charging it.”

“Fine,” Jeff said, practically pouting.

Marc thought about it for a moment, even pulled up his notifications and was about to trigger the advancement, when he remembered that it was really his dad that had done most of the work to get them here.

“Dad, did you want to trigger the advancement to Space Age?” Marc asked.

Sean grinned.

“Nope, not at all. Just in case there's some sort of Renown or anything to go along with it, I'd prefer that you do the honors.”

Marc groaned, but pulled his notifications back up. He'd made a big deal of a tech advancement before, only to find it was a bit anti-climactic, so now he was just going to do it without any fuss.

Upgrade Any Port Safe Zone to Space Age technology level? (y/n)

He chose yes. His pad started chiming insistently so he picked it up and looked. The build pedestal remote access app on the pad had opened itself up.

Choose area to install landing pad and hangar storage for spacecraft. Existing landing pad detected, do you wish to integrate the existing landing pad with the ones added on due to advancement to Space Age? (y/n)

He chose yes again, glad that they'd left the area around the landing pad undeveloped so far.

A wire-frame, only 2d from the pad as opposed to the 3d ones he got from the build pedestal, showed on his pad asking him to choose specific locations for things being added in. Two minutes later he was done. He looked around, making sure the areas to be altered were clear of people or anything else, then confirmed his choices.

From the center of the existing landing pad it looked as though things simply faded into existence. Since they hadn't had to supply resources for this, he assumed the nanites and the System were simply generating everything on the spot. Within a couple of minutes he was now surrounded by a great deal more infrastructure for spaceships than they'd had previously. There was new hangar space for five additional craft, adding on to what they already had. One of the hangars was massive, while the others were approximately the same size as the ones they'd created for their existing spaceship and anticipated hovercraft.

The landing areas were causing a bit of cognitive dissonance though. His instincts were trying to tell him that they should he the size of airplane runways, while his brain was pointing out that the spaceship they had, along with the hovercraft they'd created, were all VTOL, vertical take off and landing, craft that didn't need anything larger than the spacecraft itself to land.

Each hangar had its own respective landing area right in front of it. The different hangars and landing areas were connected by roads made of whatever material the landing pads were. There was a larger building central to all of the hangars as well, also connected by whatever material it was that was used for the pads. It wasn't concrete, Marc was sure of that, but it was still a whitish-gray color that made him think of it.

“Okay, you got the upgrade. You gonna charge the hovercraft up now?” Jeff asked.

Marc sighed, but realized that he could now access all the Space Age help, reading through that while he did the relatively mindless task of charging up the hovercraft and it's railgun.

“Sure, Jeff, I'll get right on that,” he said.

Why is it that everything I'm doing recently seems to be mindless? As of late it seems that either I'm here and doing mindless tasks, or I'm adventuring and risking my life. Can't I find a happy medium somewhere in between? Marc thought. 

 

* * *

 

The hovercraft battery needed ten thousand mana for a full charge and its railgun needed another twenty-five hundred. Marc dumped almost his full load of mana into the battery on the hovercraft first, thirty-five hundred mana. It left him with just enough to keep the headache manageable. He actually had plenty left, over a hundred and fifty, but dumping thirty-five hundred mana out in a rush was enough to give him a little twinge in the back of his head that he knew would grow into a full blown headache if he kept going.

Besides, at this rate I can have the hovercraft and gun both fully charged by sometime tomorrow if I keep coming down and taking care of it whenever I'm full on mana again.

He shared that information with Jeff, who whined about it.

“I gotta wait until tomorrow to fly this baby and test out the gun?” he said. “That's totally unfair.”

“Well, learn how to charge mana batteries and get enough mana to make a difference and you could do it yourself,” Marc said.

“So, late tomorrow then?” Jeff said, his tone suggesting a complete turnaround in attitude.

Marc nodded.

“I'll let you know when everything is fully charged. Apparently you get about two hundred and fifty shots from the railgun on a full charge. I'm thinking I'll need to make spare batteries for each of the hovercraft to bring that to five hundred instead.”

“Only two hundred and fifty? Jeff said. “That's nothing.”

“You're thinking of guns, Jeff. These medium railguns are more along the lines of artillery with a flat trajectory when they hit. You weren't there when we tested the gun before putting it into the hovercraft. Two hundred and fifty artillery shells sounds like a lot more than two hundred and fifty bullets, now doesn't it?”

Jeff's face broke into a grin.

“You're right, that puts things in a whole new light for me. It's too bad we didn't have this thing when we went after the dragon though. If there are any more around, well, let's just say they're liable to have a bad day if I find them.”

Am I seriously thinking about putting Jeff in charge of what's essentially a mobile artillery platform with two hundred and fifty rounds? One where the platform itself can range to just about anywhere on the planet when the hovercraft's battery is full? I must be crazy, but he is one of only two pilots for these things so far. We've got to get Crystal and the others trained up on these things ASAP, Marc thought. 

“I'll let you know when everything is charged all the way up. No destroying other Safe Zones though, okay?” Marc said, groaning inwardly at what he must sound like.

“No problem, not unless they really piss me off,” Jeff said.

“No, not if they piss you off. Only if they're attacking other humans, even then you'll need to clear it with my dad.”

“Or you,” Jeff said.

Marc gave in on that one.

“Yes, or me. Me, or whoever is in charge of the Kingdom's military, which is currently my dad,” Marc said, glancing over at his dad who was enthusiastically nodding.

Jeff sighed melodramatically.

“Alright, fine, I won't blow up Safe Zones just for being irritating. I do admit, there would be a lot fewer of them around if you let me do that. I mean, just think of it, Melissa's Safe Zone would be right up there on my list since I really hate hypocrites. Wants meat, but won't let people hunt the good meat, stupid little...”

Jeff trailed off, but looked up and caught Marc's eyes.

“Tell me what the rules are here, Jeff,” Marc said. “Otherwise we lock you out of the controls on these things.”

Jeff pouted again.

“No attacking other Safe Zones or humans with the hovercraft without prior authorization from you or your dad, okay?”

“Okay. I'll let you know when it's all filled up.”

In the meanwhile I think I'll talk to dad and Ella about getting the other pilots trained up on the hovercraft. We're in Space Age now so we ought to be able to do it without Poseidon's assistance and I know we've got a fair number of pilots for the zeppelins. I'll ask dad to see how many want to upgrade their skill to include hovercraft and spaceships. Maybe if Jeff doesn't think of it as his craft, there will be less trouble. Although, he can now buy one of those space yachts Zeus was talking about, so who knows what trouble he's going to get himself into.

 

* * *

 

“Wait, Jeff,” Marc said as Jeff turned to walk away.

“What?”

“While I'm charging the hovercraft, why don't you progress our quest some? We need to pick up Hera and Zeus and bring them back here so they can fix the spaceship. So, go pick them up in it while I'm charging up the hovercraft?”

“Sure, I'm not going alone though. I'll bring Ella, assuming she's willing.”

“Honestly with more ships that require the higher piloting skills coming online I'd like you take one of our zeppelin pilots too, if you can find one that wants to upgrade their piloting skills.”

“I think I saw Crystal at dinner last night, I'll see if I can find her and if she's interested.”

“She's off for a few days,” Sean said, interjecting into the conversation. “I'm sure she wants to upgrade her skill, too. I have talked to a few of our pilots about it since we only have two pilots for the spaceships and hovercraft and we're about to have three of those.”

Shoot, I never told him that we're going to have to loan out the spaceship to Hera and Zeus, Marc thought. 

“Dad, there's something I need to tell you,” Marc said. “We may, or may not, have this spaceship in a bit. We'll need to loan it out to Hera and Zeus for them to finish their plan to replace the System with their newer one. That's part of Zeus' last quest for us.”

Sean shrugged.

“I'm sure they'll return it and if they've damaged it, they'll fix it right up.”

“I wish I was as sure as you were. Zeus was even saying it might be a suicide mission.”

“Between those two, I'm sure they'll survive and return, even if it takes them a little while,” Sean said. “So we'll need those pilots.”

“Plus, I'm gonna get my own spaceship,” Jeff said. “Just not quite yet, I don't think.”

Sean chuckled at that.

“Good luck with that. That's not even something I've imagined.”

“There's no imagining. Zeus said they're for sale in the shop once we're in Space Age.”

“Yes they are, for millions of gold.”

“Oh no, he said there are space yachts available for the Legendary System tokens, and I've got one. I'll have my own spaceship soon enough,” Jeff said. “I just want second tier on my piloting skill before I get it so I don't ding it.”

Sean rolled his eyes and Marc chuckled.

“He's right though, dad. Zeus did say there were spaceships available from the shop for Legendary tokens once you reach Space Age.”

“Huh, that's a possibility I hadn't considered,” Sean said. “I'll have to give it some thought and see how that might affect things.”

“I don't see how it's that horrible a thing unless it pulls our pilots away at a critical moment,” Marc said. “So I'm just letting him be excited about it.”

“Well, we'll definitely need to get more pilots trained up then,” Sean said. “I'm pretty sure Crystal will agree so I'll go track her down and see if she's willing to start training now.”

“I'll go check with Ella. Especially if Crystal is coming, she'll want to be there. For some reason, she still doesn't totally trust me,” Jeff said.

I can't imagine why not, Marc thought cynically. Although Jeff is definitely loyal, so he wouldn't do anything like that. Not that I think Crystal would agree to do anything with him anyhow.

“You both go do that. I'm going to Meditate and get my mana back faster so I can get this thing all charged up. Dad, you really need to make some sort of contract with the Mage's guild. Any of them with a decent amount of mana can recharge the batteries. Maybe even offer personal ones as payment for charging the ships' mana batteries. A hundred full charges gets you a personal mana battery or something like that?”

“I thought you needed that Mana Manipulation skill to charge them,” Sean said.

“No, I used it to figure out how, but it's easy enough once you know how. It's a lot like channeling a spell. I'd be happy to show a couple of people if they're willing to do it.”

“You'd still have to be the one to make those batteries for the rewards, though,” Sean said.

“Hmm, an hour, tops, to make a mana battery in order to save myself from a hundred chargings of the ship batteries? No problem, I'll make that swap in a heartbeat,” Marc replied.

 

* * *

 

Marc settled into the comfortable captain's chair of the hovercraft and set to Meditating. He'd decided to change his priorities and charge up the railgun all the way with his next batch of mana. There was already enough in the hovercraft to fly if it needed to, charging the railgun would make it into a weapon that could be used if necessary, once Jeff and Ella were back.

Whose bright idea was it to give the only spaceship pilot training in the Kingdom to a couple. Mine, that's who. I need to remind myself of things like that so I don't get a swelled head. I make stupid mistakes too, although I'm correcting this one if Crystal went with them to start upgrading her piloting skill.

After Meditating himself back up over twenty-five hundred mana, Marc went ahead and charged up the railgun. He'd had enough meditation for the moment and headed towards the Alchemy lab, hoping Felicia was still there.

She was, and he passed along the fact that Jeff and Ella wouldn't be around for a bit, but when they returned they'd have Zeus and Hera with them so the spaceship could be restored to spaceworthiness instead of just being suitable for atmospheric flight.

“And then we have to go retrieve the weapon they want to use for the System, or at least help retrieve it. I wonder, exactly, what that is,” Marc said.

“And why they need our help to retrieve it. Why don't they just do it themselves?” Felicia added.

“It might just be another effort of theirs to save their energy. I can't believe that their little pocket dimension in the sarcophagus has an infinite supply.”

“That's true,” she said. “I suppose they might tell us if we asked, but is it worth bothering with? It's a part of our quest, so if we want the experience, we do it.”

Marc nodded firmly.

“No, we'll just do it. If the topic comes up in conversation then it might be worth exploring, otherwise it doesn't matter, we just need to get it done.”

This time it was Felicia's turn to nod.

“Anyhow,” Marc said. “I can't stand Meditating any more today, so while I need to stop back down at the hovercraft when my mana fills again, I'm not doing anything else in the meanwhile. Want to do something?”

“I need about a half hour to finish up what I'm doing, then I'm free. What did you have in mind?”

Marc just shrugged.

“Anything that isn't related to all the crap I've been doing lately. Fugue states plus constant mana drain and Meditation are wearing on me. I need to do something else.”

“Feel like a little bit of physical exertion?” Felicia asked.

Marc grinned at her, nearly leering.

“Not like that, you animal,” she said, grinning to take the sting out of it. “Feron sent me a message saying they found some more plants underground that I might like. He asked me to come take a look.”

“Oh, that kind of physical exertion. Sure, I can pump the handle on a handcart. I seem to recall that I never got Feron as high in English as I could've before also, so I can take care of giving him one more instance of my E.S.L. skill.”

“There you go, a country outing ought to be just the ticket, don't you think?” Felicia asked.

Marc went and got a coffee, sipping it slowly to pass the time until Felicia was done. Once she was, the two of them grabbed a quick bite to eat from the shop, since they wouldn't be around at mealtime, then headed down to the rails.

The sheds holding the handcarts were easily accessible, but a schedule had been posted at the station they'd built for the rails. Marc checked it quickly to make sure they wouldn't be in the way of an actual locomotive, and then they were on their way.

Felicia assisted in pumping, and Marc was surprised that she was actually assisting until he remembered that she'd been working her stats up to try to get everything to tier two.

“Did you get Strength up to tier two?” he asked.

“You noticed,” she said, grinning. “Why yes, yes I did. I'm hoping to pick up some endurance by helping with this, the way you told me that you did before. I'm still a little irked that I can't catch up to your endurance levels. It's irritating that I need so much more sleep than you do.”

“Sorry, as best as I can tell endurance is just Strength and Constitution added together. Since one of my stats I gain on leveling is Constitution, I doubt you'll catch up,” Marc said.

He was amused that they were both pumping hard, keeping the handcart at the fastest speed he thought was safe for the turns coming up, and still holding a conversation without even breathing hard.

“I'll settle for getting myself down to only needing three hours of sleep a night, wherever that is,” Felicia said.

“That's possible. The three hour limit seems to be something my brain decided on, my body doesn't think it needs that much sleep,” Marc said. “Technically I'm probably good on an hour and a half to two hours right now, but my brain insists that I get three whenever possible.”

“Ah, I thought it just stopped there,” Felicia said. “I knew your endurance had to still be going up from levels, but you were still getting three hours worth all the time.”

“Nope, that's just a me thing. It's like Rob rolling over to go back to sleep despite having gotten more than enough already.”

Felicia chuckled, but didn't say anything else.

 

* * *

 

By the time they were heading back, Felicia had samples of three more plants she was going to try to grow and Marc had given Feron what he thought should be the final level of E.S.L. that he could impart on the Dwarf.

“Let me handle this on the way back? You were running it by yourself when you got the point of endurance, right?” she said.

Marc nodded.

“Okay, we can do that. I had a little break now so I'll try to Meditate while you take care of the propulsion.”

Midway back Felicia broke into a grin.

“I'm glad you told me about this. I just picked up a point in endurance. It still won't get me down to only three hours a night, but it's progress,” she said.

When they got back to Any Port, Jeff still hadn't returned. Felicia pointed out that she'd like to see the hovercraft also and since Marc was almost ready to charge the battery on it more, he led her down to it.

“What are all these buildings?” she asked.

“We entered Space Age and they gave us a spaceport attached to the pads we already had down here.”

“Sure, I can see the different pads and hangars, but what's the building in the middle?”

Marc had wondered that himself earlier, but been distracted by charging the hovercraft and railgun up.

“Let's go see. Maybe it's some sort of terminal or something?”

When they entered the central building he realized that he'd been partially correct. A large section of the building was sectioned off and contained chairs and the other things you'd expect to find in a waiting area. The smaller area that was partitioned off seemed to be a mechanic's bay or some sort of workshop. It even contained a specialized shop that, when he took a look at it, seemed to offer parts and materials associated with spaceships.

“Aha, this is the central area for people waiting to get on ships and for any mechanics to work on the spacecraft, or at least get the parts for doing so,” Marc said.

“Cool, we've got a formal hurry up and wait area,” Felicia said, snickering.

Marc shook his head.

“Come on, I'll show you the hovercraft and you can explore it while I charge the battery.”

Marc showed her the parts he'd looked at briefly earlier on, then left her to explore while he settled down next to the mana battery and started channeling another thirty-five hundred mana into it. 

By the time he was done, Felicia had looked through most of the ship.

“Very utilitarian cabins, a lot like the spaceship,” she said.

“I didn't expect anything else, did you?”

She shook her head.

“We can make them nicer if we want though, if we're going to use one of these a lot?”

“We can, although I'd suggest getting a few things to do that and keeping them in your inventory, then whether it's the spaceship or one of the hovercraft, we can quickly customize it.”

“Good plan. There's more cargo capacity on this than the spaceship too.”

“We thought there would be, this one only has atmospheric capability, not space capability. That means it's missing an entire engine, the larger of the two on the spaceship,” Marc said.

“Overall, I approve. Especially since it's something we can build ourselves now,” she said. “Even if it is a little trying for you since you produce half the materials yourself.”

“We'll build one more for now. Convincing me to make materials for more than that will take a very good argument,” Marc said.

“Good, I prefer it when you aren't swamped, because when you are I feel the need to bury myself in work also, just to keep up with you.”

“You don't need to do that, Felicia. This isn't a competition.”

“Really? Maybe not between us, but there's a very competition like feel to the System and if you feel like you need to overwork yourself to get an edge on it, I can't help but feel the same way.”

“Oh, I thought... Never mind what I thought. I might be being paranoid, but I always feel like I want to get everything done as soon as possible,” Marc said.

“Trust me, I've picked up on that. Now, you're all tense again. Let's go test out one of the cabins,” Felicia said.

“I'm not sure I need a nap right now,” Marc said.

“Who's talking about sleeping?” Felicia said, grinning.

“Oh, well in that case.”

Marc stood and offered his arm to Felicia, who took it with a giggle.

A while later, Marc was relaxing on the bed, enjoying doing nothing, when there was a loud bang on the hull of hovercraft.

“Marc, you in there?” Jeff called. “I can see lights on so I hope you are and aren't just wasting battery charge.”

Marc hurried to get dressed then went out to the door.

“Good, I thought you were in there. I've got Hera and Zeus here, Crystal hasn't gotten the skill advancement yet, but she's learning. Now, are you done charging the hovercraft?”

“No, Jeff, tomorrow, like I told you.”

Jeff sighed.

“Hurry up and wait, just like always.”

“What? I told you tomorrow when you asked me before.”

Felicia came out of the hovercraft from behind Marc.

“Ah, now I see what's going on,” Jeff said.

“She wanted to see the hovercraft,” Marc said, slightly defensively.

“I'm sure,” Jeff replied, dryly.

“Marcus,” Zeus called across the landing pad, voice booming.

“Zeus, good to see you back. I believe this next part of the quest was to get the spaceship repaired?”

“Yes, it is,” Hera replied from behind Zeus. “Direct me towards your depot and I'll get right to work.”

“Is that the mechanic style shop that came with the spaceport?” Marc asked.

“Yes, the depot,” Hera replied, crisply.

“Zeus was flirting with Crystal on the way back. She ignored him, but Hera noticed,” Jeff whispered in Marc's ear.

“Over there,” Marc said, pointing towards the larger building behind the hangars.

Hera bustled off, all business, while Zeus stayed right where he was, looking at the sky.

“So, how long for her to repair it?”

“Three to five days,” Zeus replied. “Three to replace the seals, then the other two to check out the rest of the ship and make sure the batteries are at capacity.”

“I can charge the mana batteries,” Marc said.

“Well then, three days.”

“And where are we going then? All the quest says is to retrieve the weapon to use against the System.” Marc said.

“Ah, well, the System is prevented from removing the trigger devices that allow it to return or arrive in the first place. There have been a variety of triggers, but all are of such devastating potential that they could destroy intelligent life on a planet. In your case, I believe your people called it a 'planet buster bomb'. A bomb designed to drill to the core of a planet then explode violently. They thought it would evaporate a large quantity of the core as well as severely damage the surface. That is what we're after.”

“Why would we build something like that?” Marc asked.

“Aliens,” Zeus said. “System aliens using non-system equipment to tease your scientists. They did it for years and posted videos of it to the System for the Renown. Your military wanted to find the alien home world and send the bomb there somehow.”

“So, this is what you want to use against the System?”

Zeus nodded.

“And where will we find it?”

“Well, that's part of the reason you needed to be in Space Age. While the System couldn't remove the device entirely, you'd already interacted with your natural satellite, so that was a viable option to store the device that triggered the System to return here.”

“Are you telling me—”

Zeus interrupted Marc, dramatically raising a hand to point at the sky. As his index finger extended, it was pointing straight at the nearly full moon.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Hera came bustling back out of the depot with an armload of boxes. Remembering the last time he'd offered to help her with the spaceship, and her cutting response to his offer, Marc made himself scarce, a whispered explanation to Felicia causing her to accompany him.

“Jeff or Ella might be of use to her, I don't know if that piloting skill would give them any knowledge she could use, but I don't know a damned thing about it,” he said as they walked back into the main portion of Any Port.

“Don't look at me,” Felicia said. “I saw some of the stuff she was taking out of those boxes, it looked like weatherstripping to me, but glossy and a lot thicker than the normal stuff. I'm guessing those are the seals that she was talking about, but I don't even know where they get put in the ship,” she said.

“Let's go do something else until they're engrossed in their work and then I can go back down and...” he stopped for a moment, considering.

“Heck, never mind going back down tonight. My mana isn't back to full and I shouldn't have any problem getting that to full charge tomorrow before I told Jeff it would be ready. So, let's just avoid the place for now, okay?”

“Definitely,” Felicia said. “You'll have to go back down tomorrow, but I think I'll avoid it until Hera is done working on the ship. She's so grumpy when she does that. I think she can do it, but prefers her electronics stuff. So when she's forced to do the other things that aren't electronics related she gets pissy.”

Marc nodded.

“I'm not tired yet, how about you?”

She shook her head.

“Then, how about we go over to the school and see if we can tell what we got on the upgrade? I know dad has his teachers searching for the exact method to change classes, but that can't be the only thing we got on the upgrade, can it?”

Felicia smiled.

“A treasure hunt then? Just not what, say, Jeff would call a treasure.”

“Exactly, let's go.”

The teachers weren't inside of the school, but the first of the changes was obvious when Marc walked in. There were ten more desks in there now, so more people could learn at the same time.

Which makes sense, he thought. I didn't look very closely at the list of items that I sent Amy to get, but there were more pads on the list. Those were probably for the extra places in here.

Marc plopped down into one of the chairs at a desk and turned the pad on. The list he'd seen before now had an additional entry on it. The new entry, the fifth one in the list, read 'class training'.

Marc tapped into it and saw the list of classes. Most of the common and uncommon ones were there, although it seemed to be lacking the rares. The unique classes present in the Kingdom hadn't been on the previous list either, so that didn't surprise him. The lack of the rare classes on this list did, until he pulled one up, just to check.

Oh, this is exactly how you go about getting these classes, it even references back to the other information the school holds, telling you what you need a grasp on for each class. With links to that information even. Still, I wonder why it's only the common and uncommon classes listed here?

He went hunting in the previous entries and found out why. Most of the rare classes needed some sort of trigger, non knowledge-based, in order for the class to be offered. For example, the Alchemist class they recently got for Ethan was a rare, one of its potential triggers was listed as using potions or alchemical mixtures directly in combat. Another was to successfully create a potion from scratch under the supervision of someone with the Alchemy skill.

I wonder why some people got offered that from the start? Did they have some sort of accident and hurt someone with chemicals or something earlier in their life? Or were they making chemical cocktails of some sort? It's no wonder Jeff managed to get the Alchemy skill though.

Marc wasn't sure if it was that, or if the System didn't have to follow those triggers on the initial class offerings of a newly System absorbed planet. He shook his head, not caring enough to actually try to track down the reasons. Instead he kept going, finding out that each of the rare classes listed had some sort of trigger to get it offered. Now, at least, they knew what some of the triggers were and could try to set people up to experience the triggers and hopefully get offered the class. Those who wanted common or uncommon classes could simply study their way into the class they wanted.

Marc grinned happily.

“It looks like we have a study course to get people most of the classes they might want, the rarer ones need something to trigger the class being offered, but we have the trigger conditions as well,” he said.

Felicia nodded.

“I just started in at the beginning of everything again instead of looking specifically for something class related. It looks like the areas of study have been expanded now also. There's lots more System related areas in the lists.”

“Which, I guess, makes sense. If someone is at the point that they're upgrading the school, then they've dealt with the System an awful lot by then. So, with it being a more comfortable topic, they offer more than just the basics.”

“System Astronomy looks good,” Felicia said. “Star charts and lists of System planets, along with mana pathways that lead to those planets. Evidently, from the overview, you have to follow the mana pathways to any given planet, at least if you're using System spacecraft or personal teleportation.”

“If the mana comes from the nanites, then that means the System has more control over them than I thought. If they can hold the nanites and mana to narrow lanes for ships to follow then they probably don't spread as uncontrollably as I'd decided they did.”

“For certain definitions of narrow,” Felicia said. “These mana pathways are the width of solar systems, Marc.”

“Yes, but they don't seem to be spreading out from the pathways? That's what it sounded like.”

“No, they don't, except for where branching pathways intersect.”

“So, there's more System control over the nanites than I thought,” Marc said. “Otherwise they'd be randomly spreading out to either side and widening the pathways, wouldn't they?”

“From the star chart I'm looking at, that's how it all started. The center of System Space, as they call it, is solidly filled in, nanite density wise, but then the paths lead out from that center to System planets. There's a density chart and it looks like they're expanding in all directions out from the center area since the nanite density fades out coming away from the center, except for the pathways, which are all just as dense as the central area.”

“I wonder how Zeus and his people got here then? They said that the System ships wouldn't go to their planet. Is that because there are no mana pathways? And if so, how did they manage to teleport eight of their people to Earth? That might be an important enough question to ask.”

“I hate to say it, but ask Jeff first? If he has a book on Wild Magic planets and how to use them, it has to include how to get to them, right?” Felicia said.

“Actually, yes, he does. Now I just have to decide if I want to have Zeus think I'm sucking up to him by asking about it, or give Jeff a chance to gloat by asking him,” Marc said, shaking his head.

 

* * *

 

Marc had the chance the next day. As soon as he showed up at the landing pad to finish charging the hovercraft, Jeff was there, sticking to him like glue. So, while Marc let the mana channel out of himself and into the battery, he asked Jeff.

“I knew you'd come around to my way of thinking,” Jeff said. “I haven't read all of the book thoroughly yet, but essentially, you have to use your own mana, or mana you have under your control, to get to a Wild Magic planet. Getting back from them is easier, you tap into the mana from the planet and use it to create a corridor that you can follow. It takes a lot of effort, but the mana expenditure is on the way to the planet. Coming home is more concentration and focus to direct the mana from the planet where you want to go than it is outright spending mana.”

“So, Zeus and his people used that same theory to teleport themselves here?” Marc asked.

Jeff shrugged.

“Maybe? You'd have to ask him. The book only deals with going by ship, not with personal spells.”

Marc spent the rest of the time he was recharging the battery thinking it over and realizing that he was going to have to talk to Zeus about this also, and deciding if he wanted an answer badly enough to do that.

“Okay, Jeff, take it easy on this thing until you're familiar with the controls, alright?” Marc said, once he'd finished.

“I'm familiar already. It's a standard layout, just like the spaceship. The only difference is that these are spaced to human size as opposed to the slightly larger spacing in the ship. The only unfamiliar thing will be the weapons systems. The spaceship doesn't have any.”

“Still, be careful with it. Maybe take Ella also since we'll have two of these beasties once we build the second one. That way you can both get familiar with flying them.”

Plus, I can count on her keeping you at least a little bit calm, Marc thought. I hope so at least, she's not as calming a presence on Jeff as she used to be. She keeps getting a little bit wilder while Jeff gets calmer, at least when he doesn't have something specific to be excited about, like a new hovercraft. Well, they're the only two pilots who can fly this thing right now, so we really don't have much of a choice.

Marc left the hovercraft after Jeff promised to take Ella along on the test flight. He thought about starting in on charging the spaceship back up, but he didn't really have enough mana to do it right now with less than a thousand left after he finished off the hovercraft.

So, spaceship later, after I regenerate mana, he thought. If I bite the bullet, though, I can ask Zeus right now. He's just standing there, staring at the ship.

Gritting his teeth, mentally at least, Marc approached Zeus.

“Zeus? I have a question that you might be able to answer,” Marc said.

Zeus snapped his head around, obviously startled by Marc's approach.

Is he okay? The only other time I remember seeing him startled was with Matilda's traps, Marc thought. 

“Sorry, Marcus. I was distracted. What question do you have?”

“Well, Jeff has a book about Wild Magic planets if you remember. It deals with ship approaches and departures from them, but you and the people you brought did some sort of portal or teleport to get here from there. I was wondering if it's the same basic theory. You know, create a channel of mana from here to there, or vice versa, and use that as your pathway?”

Zeus broke into a smile.

“Taking an interest in Wild Magic planets are you? Well, I'll tell you what. I'll escort you and your party to one that's suitable for your levels after the acclimatization year is over. You should level wonderfully there and that will help you keep up with your planet's slower scaling of level limits.”

Zeus' smile fell away and Marc was sure he wasn't intended to hear the mutter that followed.

“Assuming that I survive that long.”

He's actually worried about surviving this mission? Marc thought. Is that why he was so distracted? Damn it, I hate to do it, but maybe we need to do something for them before they go? Improve morale at least, maybe even hunt down some items that might help them?

“The answer to your question is yes, though. It's somewhat more complicated than you described, but your words were on the correct track,” Zeus said, his smile returning.

Marc had to wonder about that smile though, it just didn't look real to him.

 

* * *

 

With nothing else to do and Zeus none too interested in continuing the conversation, which Marc discovered with a few abortive attempts to draw him into one, Marc left. Since he was going to Meditate to get his mana back faster and start filling the spaceship batteries, he wanted to be alone, so he went to his office. The only stop he made before that was in his mom's office, sure that she'd have paperwork for him to complete again now.

After settling in and taking a half hour to breeze through his paperwork, Marc started Meditating properly, focusing his entire self on regenerating his mana. Even with Meditation, it took him several hours to completely refill it and by the time he did, it was lunchtime.

After lunch, and a brief discussion with Felicia, who told him that she'd be working in the lab all day, he returned to the spaceport.

My own spaceport, well, Any Port's I suppose, but still, he thought giddily. We even have a spaceship to dock in it and it won't be long until the ship is completely in good shape again.

When he got down there, Zeus was nowhere to be seen, but he could hear Hera banging around somewhere inside of the ship. He slipped in, hoping to remain unnoticed, and made his way to the mana battery that needed charging. As he sat there, channeling mana into the battery, Hera finally noticed him.

“Why does it not surprise me that you have no-one manning the depot,” she said.

“What is there to man? Parts dispenser? Open space?”

“No, the communications room you dolt,” she said.

Marc blinked, less at the insult and more at the thought that they'd somehow missed a communications room in the building.

Then again, we only gave it a brief look, Jeff didn't even look and neither did dad, since Jeff had distracted him. I'll have to tell dad about it once I'm done here.

“Well, one, I'm not a dolt, not by anyone's standards but yours, maybe,” Marc said, after a moment. “And two, we haven't even completely explored that building yet. I was too busy trying to get the hovercraft and this thing charged. Where is it?”

“It's one of the closed doors off of the depot section,” she said. “Apparently, we already have ships in orbit from what I heard when I was close to it.”

Marc grimaced.

“It's not like we'd be able to be understood. I don't think English is a major System language.”

“I don't think you've been paying close enough attention to what you've been doing. Even one tech level ago you should've been able to construct translators. The System sells databases for them in the shop. The one built into the communications equipment doesn't even have a cost, it's free. Although I would recommend upgrading it as soon as you can since the basic translator isn't the most reliable thing.”

“Wait just a second. You can't insist that we focus all of our efforts on getting into Space Age and then give me shit about not researching something else from the prior age,” Marc said. “That's not acceptable for you to blame us for not doing something that you told us to ignore in favor of something else.”

Hera had the grace to look slightly embarrassed.

“Sorry,” she said, after a few moments. “Zeus is very unsettled by this mission we're about to undertake and I fear that the feeling is rubbing off onto me. I get quite... prickly when I am nervous. I tend to take it out on others.”

“Well, we'll have the communications room covered within another day, if I don't miss my guess. Forty-eight hours isn't all that bad to fill an unexpected position that turned up, is it?”

She shook her head.

“No, it is not. The ships in orbit have detected a spaceport though and are requesting permission to land, even though they know the System will not allow it yet. I fear they think they'll simply land and take over here once the acclimatization year is up.”

Marc grinned.

“Then I've got two priority jobs for my dad. Getting someone in the seat in the communications room, and making the ground version of the railgun he has the specifications for. After seeing what the vehicle mounted versions can do, I think a ground one might be a good way to deter anyone from trying to land here.”

“Perhaps, it is likely that their shields will be in flux between re-entry and the switch from vacuum to atmospheric conditions, so if you fire early enough...”

“And if we don't, they'll most likely have to come out of their ships to do much of anything, no?”

Hera shook her head.

“You are not the only System inhabitants to mount weapons on vehicles.”

Marc nodded brusquely.

“Then, yes, any that look like they'll be landing here we'll have to fire on as soon as they're in range.”

“That is a better way to view the situation,” Hera said. “Excuse me, I must get back to work if I'm to stay on schedule.”

 

* * *

 

On the way out of the spaceship, Marc met Zeus returning. From the odor when Marc got close, he knew Zeus had gone looking for some liquid courage, and apparently had some of the alchemical concoction that let it affect him as well.

“Well met, Marcus,” Zeus said. “Are we all charged up then?”

“We will be soon. I'm going to get Ella to finish up on this, she should be able to do it in a session or two. Hera pointed out that there was a station in the new building that we'd left unmanned. She also pointed out some other issues that might occur come the end of the year. I've got plans for that.”

“Other issues?”

“Apparently there are spacecraft in orbit already, waiting for our year to finish. They've been asking permission to land here at the spaceport and she thinks they'd then try to take it from us by force.”

“That does sound like the way some of these scum think,” Zeus said. “I'd help you out on this, but I'll be defending my own area.”

“How would they do that, though? I thought the System was preventing us from being attacked for three years after the end of the year,” Marc said.

Zeus smiled, sloppily.

“Well, the old System would've allowed it. It's simply the new System we've created that will not. The same way that it will not allow anyone over level twenty-five during the first year, or over fifty the second year, to land on planet.”

“Wait, level twenty-five the first year?” Marc asked, finally noticing a flaw in their new design. “Is that the same year in which no-one can land here anyway?”

Zeus' brow furrowed.

“I believe that is the case. Which means it may have been an error on our part. Why don't you ask Hera? She knows more of the programming for this than I do,” Zeus said.

I've got a better idea, Marc thought. I'll ask Reggie, he can check, and maybe change it somehow. If a level fifty drops onto our planet a year and a day after System arrival, we're all screwed. Well, except Zeus and his cronies.

“That's alright. I've got some other things I've got to do right away. Be well, Zeus.”

Zeus gave a halfhearted wave, then headed for the entry to the spaceship. Marc made a beeline for the Town Hall. After scribbling out a quick note to his father about the need for someone to man a communications center in the spaceport, he headed upstairs to talk to Reggie.

Marc practically burst through Reggie's door as soon as the younger Mage answered his knock.

“Reggie, I've got something really important I need to know,” Marc said.

“Whoa, Marc, calm down. What is it?”

“Well, I was just talking to Zeus. He wasn't sure if their new System would allow up to level twenty-five during the first year or after the end of it. He was a little drunk, so I wanted to check with you to know for certain. Can you access that part of the code on the new System and check?”

“Sure thing, I remember seeing that before so it should only take me a few minutes to find. Have a seat and calm down while I check. You aren't doing yourself any favors by panicking.”

Marc finally looked around, only to notice that the room was spotless. There was some garbage, but it was all in a trash can or stacked next to it. The rest of the room was clean.

Probably even clean enough for mom's standards, he thought. I hope she didn't come up here and get on his case about cleaning up.

Reggie, who had sat down in front of his computer, then turned his chair to face Marc, noticed.

“Yeah, the place was a sty, you were right. I'm a lot more productive when it's clean, so I cleaned it up and keep it that way now.”

Good, it was his own choice. I'd hate to think that mom was trying to adopt Reggie against his will. I assume it would be against his will?

“Here we go,” Reggie said, after a couple of minutes of typing. “There's the limitations. It looks like up to level twenty-six can land immediately after the acclimatization year. After that, the level cap goes up by two per month, goes up three the twelfth month so level fifty-one after two years from the System and so on, up to level one hundred and one.”

Marc breathed a sigh of relief.

“Thanks, that's a load off of my mind.”

“This should be another load off, one you might not even have known about. It's like whoever wrote this System never even pictured a hacker trying to get into it. Their idea of security is using weird ass variable names and not commenting shit. I've been closing loopholes and potential security breaches left and right.”

“It's that bad?”

“It was that bad. I've gotten enough experience from fixing this shit to go up seven levels. On top of that, each level makes it just a little easier to find the problems and fix them. Don't worry, I'll have this code secure as soon as I can. All the easier stuff to find and get to I've fixed already, now it's more obscure stuff I'm working on. I was made for this class, Marc. I like having the Elemental Mage class, and I've been going to the Training Grounds to train the spells I've gotten when I go up levels, but the System Programmer one is where my focus is.”

“You go up like I do then? You get a level and it's like you get it in both classes?”

“I do now, at first it took a while where experience was just disappearing. I realized that I was bringing my programmer level up to my Mage level though, once they matched they started going up together,” Reggie replied. “Anyway, I patched the exploit those guys were using to drain the nanites from the satellite when I first started fixing things and everything just snowballed from there.”

“Good job, then,” Marc said. “I probably don't visit you and tell you that enough.”

“Don't worry, money speaks louder than words and I think I might be the highest paid person in the Kingdom, so I know how much you value me. I also know what you're doing all the time since you have frequent Renown videos going up, even in down times. You've been keeping busy, mostly.”

Marc groaned.

“I really don't like thinking about it. Most of the time I can forget and just be myself, but when I remember, I feel like I'm being constantly watched. It weirds me out.”

Reggie shrugged.

“Don't ask me to mess with the Renown stuff, those sections of code have the most security of almost anything I've seen, anywhere. If I didn't know that the System doesn't need money, I'd swear it was the cash cow of the whole thing.”

Marc's eyes widened.

“You know, it might not actually be making money for the System. Odds are that someone had to code that, right? If it has better security than the rest of the System it wouldn't have been written by the System. I'd imagine if it were written by the System itself all the security would be the same. What if it's the cash cow of someone else who wrote the Renown video portion of the code?”

“Then I'd have to say it was probably from some System Programmer from the old System and that they'll be pissed as hell when they lose access to the new one. Shit, man, you really know how to bring a guy down. Now I'm going to need to harden everything so that guy can't get access. He can keep his cash cow, I'm not messing with the Renown stuff, but I'd better harden everything else as best as I can,” Reggie said.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

“Sorry, Marc. We can't make those yet,” Sean said, delivering the bad news.

“I thought you said we have the specs for all the rail gun sizes?”

“We have the exact details, blueprints even, now that we've made them successfully, for the rifle style and the vehicle mounted ones. We have a rough idea on the ground mounted ones.”

Marc shook his head.

“Any chance of getting that idea translated into reality quickly?” he asked.

Sean shrugged.

“It would've been faster, but we had everyone working on researching the Space Age stuff. It's a lot like missing the translators you told me about, we were focused elsewhere. I'll get some of the researchers working on the ground mounted railguns though if you think it's that important.”

“Talk to your person manning the communications center in the spaceport. We've already got people in orbit with their ships, waiting for the end of the year. Hera and I were talking and it's quite possible that they intend to wrest control of the spaceport away from us ASAP. Since it's in Any Port, that means they'd be taking that also,” Marc said. “They keep asking for permission to land, even when they can't due to the System, so I'm a little worried.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” Sean said. “The comms person told me they had people keep asking them stuff, but I just told them to not reply. Ping people, so they knew we were here, but make no verbal or other type of reply, except the ping. But I thought we had three more years after the acclimatization year before they could attack us?”

“Ping, with a radio?” Marc asked. “As for the attacks, we've got three years if Zeus and Hera are successful, not with things as they are right now.”

“Pinging is an option there. It lets both ends know that communications are open and clear,” Sean said. “It seemed like the least offensive way to let them know we were here, but not talking.”

Marc slowly grinned.

“I've got a better one. Right now, I wonder if they think we're incompetent to use the radio, but what if we did this?”

Marc started writing as he spoke, sliding the paper to his father when he finished.

“Get someone to do a monotone voice, or maybe Reggie to do an actual computerized one. They just need to do one sentence, which we record. The little fake phone things we have can record, so that's easy enough. Get the monotone or computer voice to say 'System Restrictions prevent communications at this time'. Once we have that, set it as a reply to any incoming communication. As far as I can tell, everyone hates the System, but only Zeus and his people are willing to actually go against it. That might just quell the comm attempts, and remind the people in orbit that the System is watching. Even if we're just impersonating it, just the content of the message ought to be a good enough reminder, no?”

Sean grinned back at his son.

“I like the way you think. I'll get right on that. Plus, since you think it's important enough, and are obviously worried about Zeus and Hera's chances of being successful, I can get some of the researchers working on the exact specifications for the ground mount rail guns.”

He stood and started to exit the room.

“Make sure it can get a high enough elevation to fire on incoming ships,” Marc said. “I don't know if that was in the general specs you wanted or not, but it will have to deal with incoming spaceships as well as potential air attacks.”

“Don't worry, we'll get it done. You know we have two people who can still use the Research skill for an instant success, right? Do you think this is worth it? I'm not seeing how things are going to go very clearly, I can see it going both ways right now, them attacking or not.”

“If you do that, I can spend some time making mana batteries for the thing right away. If we can get the Research on it done immediately, then we can maybe have at least one ready in a few weeks, no?”

“If we focus on it to the detriment of some other things, like that translator I mentioned,” Sean replied.

Okay, it would be nice to have translators of our own, but we can just buy some in the shop if we need them right away. Defense of the Kingdom and Capitol should come first, Marc thought. 

“Do it,” Marc said. “There are other ways to get some of the other things we need, but I haven't seen any ground mount railguns that we could afford listed in the shop.”

 

* * *

 

As Marc wandered off, he wondered about that. He'd seen lots of personal weapons listed in the shop, but very few vehicular ones. There had been no ground mount weapons designed to defend a Safe Zone whatsoever.

Does the shop not sell those? Are they snatched up as soon as they're listed, or are they entirely prohibited for sale in the shop. I could see it being a problem delivering one of those things from the shop, a vehicular weapon might fit in the dispenser that comes out of it, but I suppose you'd have to do a larger one part by part and even then some parts might be too big to fit.

Dismissing the thought from his head, he headed back towards the spaceport, ready to finish charging the spaceship. It had still needed a little bit after his last efforts, but since Hera had still been working on repairing seals, or whatever she was doing, he hadn't worried about getting it completely full right then. The hovercraft needed more also and he was stopping Jeff from taking it out again until it was fully charged.

Jeff and Ella had already taken the hovercraft out once. According to Jeff it wasn't quite as fast as the spaceship, but close. He also said that the railgun was fully functional, having tested it out on some rock formations while Ella was controlling the hovercraft. They'd started with a shot from standing still, then as Ella slowly made faster and more complicated maneuvers, they'd continued with the testing. Jeff had said that the targeting was relatively easy, the targeting reticle stayed right on the target  once they locked on, despite whatever movement Ella had generated from the hovercraft.

Which means that we aren't utterly defenseless if we don't get the big railgun finished, but I'd rather not put them in danger that way. Who knows what kind of weapons or shields those spaceships in orbit might have.

The one drawback to Jeff and Ella's testing was that Marc had to charge up the hovercraft's railgun batteries again as well. He'd already drawn up instructions on how to do it and posted a quest, non System style, in the Mage guild. He'd happily make some more mana batteries for any of the Mages willing to help recharge everything that needed it. Otherwise Marc could see himself, in the future, doing nothing but running from place to place charging drained mana batteries.

Which is what he was doing at the moment. By the end of the day he had the spaceship and hovercraft charged up, although the railgun on the hovercraft was still only a little over half charge since he hadn't gotten to that. It was his intention to do that the following day after breakfast and a little Meditation which he'd need after creating another ingot of hull metal first thing in the morning.

His father had been adamant that they needed the second hovercraft completed as soon as they could manage it, completed with both armor and railgun, so Marc was trying to fit the creation of the components only he could supply in around the charging he had to do on the existing craft.

Which is exactly why we need more people that can charge this stuff. Ella can help, but she doesn't have the mana totals or regeneration that I do. So, other people, not in our group, need to help pick up the slack. Any of them that are lucky might actually pick up the Mana Manipulation skill in addition to earning themselves a mana battery, he thought. 

As it was, Marc felt like he was running himself down a bit. He was sure that it was a mental thing, not any actual physical problem or something with his mana. His mind just chafed at what he felt he needed to get done.

It wasn't quite as bad as being trapped in the fugue state for his writing, at least he got to actually experience the time passing, but it still felt as though he were trapped.

I'd say Jeff was right about being the ruler and his complaints, but I'm sure I'd still be doing this even if someone else was in charge. If I weren't in charge, then I might be doing this under orders and not of my own accord, so that, at least, is one good thing about being in charge. Not that it changes what I'm doing though, he thought. 

Fortunately, after another day and a half of all this, he was finished for the moment. He'd created another ingot of hull metal, the batteries for the vehicular railgun, and had everything charged all the way up. Since each hovercraft took about two and a half ingots of hull metal, he only needed to create one more of those before his contributions to the second hovercraft were done.

Until they need all the associated batteries charged, he thought with a mental sigh. 

 

* * *

 

The following day, Zeus intercepted him during his morning walk-through of Any Port.

“Marcus, Hera has completed her efforts. It is time for us to retrieve the weapon.”

“Should we do that today?” Marc asked.

Zeus nodded.

“The sooner the better. We will need to create a way to launch it and attach the launcher to the weapon itself. While the weapon itself is intact, by System rules, the delivery system has degraded by now if I were to guess.” 

“Well, we'll leave before lunch. I'd say right after breakfast, but I know Jeff and Ella won't be down that early.”

Zeus nodded again.

“As soon as is possible. She and I will be waiting in the ship.”

“Zeus, wait a second,” Marc said as Zeus started to turn away. “I've got something for you and Hera.”

Marc had discussed it with Felicia and although she was still leery about him learning all the healing symbols and her feeling unneeded, they'd collaborated to Scribe a pair of use only copies of one of Felicia's spells.

“These are for you,” Marc said, handing over the scrolls. “One for you and one for Hera. If either one of you takes enough damage that it would kill you, use the scroll on them. You'll have five minutes to get them healed back up as much as possible and possibly prevent their death.”

Zeus' eyes went wide.

“Marcus? Truly, you've done this for us?”

“Zeus, I know that you're a strong man. Even the best of us can fall though, and if I can prevent that for you, then I will. Hera as well. I know I would be destroyed if Felicia died, so I'll ensure that you don't have to go through that if I can help. To that end, these are for you as well.”

He handed over a small box, loaded with potions.

“These are to use with the scrolls. The more healing you can get into someone in those five minutes, the fewer deleterious effects will be suffered. The eight red ones are Felicia's strongest healing potions. The two blue-green ones are full regeneration potions.”

For a moment, Marc thought Zeus was going to explode, his face twisted with emotion. Then he noticed the watery gleam in the corner of Zeus' eye. A moment later, a single tear streamed down Zeus' cheek.

The god shook his head.

“I am unable to thank you adequately. While we do have items of our own to increase our chance of survival, something to retrieve us from the brink of death was missing. Not only did you provide that, but also a way to get straight back into the fight if needed. I shall not forget this, Marcus, ever.”

The god had flicked away the single tear that had rolled down his cheek, pretending that it had never existed, so Marc played along with him.

“You'll be fighting for us as much as yourself. It seemed like the least we could do was support you.”

Zeus glanced towards the spaceport, and the spaceship it held.

“As though you hadn't already?” he asked.

Marc just shrugged.

“I know that you're nervous about this one,” he said. “There's no shame in that.”

Zeus' face had begun to turn red with Marc's first statement.

“You are, after all, going into battle against a System that, essentially, controls almost everything,” Marc continued. “So, supporting you with something to try to ensure your personal safety when I realized that this one unnerved you was the least Felicia and I could do.”

Zeus shook his head, briskly, then turned towards the spaceport and began walking.

“We'll be waiting for you, please come as soon as possible. And Marcus? Thank you,” Zeus said.

 

* * *

 

Marc had to retrieve Beggar and Matilda separately since they weren't in the cafeteria at all over the course of the morning. Now the entire group was together though and headed for the spaceport. Rob had left the cafeteria after a quick breakfast, wanting to tell Janey what was up before Jeff and Ella showed up for breakfast. Even with that, he'd been back before the other two had come down for breakfast.

Marc knocked on the hull beside the door before entering, more than aware of what Zeus and Hera might be up to, but when he boarded, he found the two of them in the bridge.

“Marcus, good, is everyone here?” Zeus asked.

Marc nodded.

“All boarding right now.”

“Good, let me know when they are all on.”

Jeff moved onto the bridge and towards the pilot seat, which was occupied by Hera. She stared at him and raised an eyebrow.

“Where do you think you're going?” she asked.

“To pilot us,” he replied.

“And have you piloted a ship in space before?” she asked.

Jeff opened his mouth to answer, then snapped it shut again.

“I thought not,” she said. “I will be piloting us. If you wish to observe you may take the copilot seat.”

“Won't Zeus need that?” Jeff asked.

“Zeus is not a pilot, Zeus is the weapon system,” Hera said.

Jeff snickered for a moment before he realized who he was talking with.

“Um, there is no weapon system on this ship,” he said.

“I did not say he would operate the weapon system, I said that he is the weapon system,” Hera said.

Marc watched Jeff turn, only to freeze when he caught sight of Zeus' face. The god was grinning hugely, white teeth fully visible through the grin, which seemed almost as much a snarl as a grin.

“I am not only familiar with lightning and electricity. My skills extend to gravity, which is the best weapon to use in space,” Zeus said. “Although I have ways of making my lightning felt there as well.”

“Sorry, what?” Marc said. “Lightning needs air to do what it does.”

“Marcus, who says I have no skill with air as well?” Zeus asked. “I simply create a cylinder of air in space and shoot my lightning through the cylinder. It does well versus both flesh and electronics that way, and damaging electronics in space is nearly as good as direct damage to flesh.”

Marc heard the door close and his stomach lurched as they took off, straight up.

Jeff hastily buckled himself into the copilot seat as they lifted and less than a minute later, Marc felt his feet come unglued from the floor for a brief moment.

“Activating artificial gravity,” Hera said, manipulating the controls.

Marc's feet, an inch off the floor, slammed back down into it. He heard a surprised squeal from one of the raccoons, who had secluded themselves in a cabin, and a small grunt from Zeus.

The rest of the group was buckled in on the bench in the back of the bridge, so only he and Zeus had begun to float. Zeus had maintained his balance wonderfully as the gravity came back on, but Marc's legs buckled when his feet slammed back into the floor. His Agility was sufficient to keep him standing, but he was still a little stunned from his first taste of zero-g.

Zeus began to laugh.

“Wonderful, there's nothing like that. Flying comes close, but escaping the bonds of a planet and just drifting has no equal.”

He's right, I've never felt anything like that, even if my stomach does want to hurl now, Marc thought. A little warning would've been nice, although I don't know what I was expecting.

“Course is laid in, accelerating,” Hera said.

Marc expected to feel something from the acceleration, but he didn't. As he stood there expectantly, Zeus spoke up.

“You will need these for this next portion of the quest,” he said, pulling out a handful of necklaces. “These will create a bubble of air for you, refresh it, and keep a steady temperature within the bubble. They will last for twenty-four hours. You can recharge them, but not if they run entirely out of charge. Should that happen, they will destroy themselves with a last effort that will keep the bubble going for another hour. If you recharge them before they run out, they can last indefinitely.”

Zeus started handing out the necklaces, and was left with two in his hand when he finished.

“I'll get those to Beggar and Matilda,” Marc said, taking them. “They were staying in a cabin where they could keep it darker than out here. They can function in bright light, but prefer dim.”

“Very well,” Zeus said. “Now let me tell you what we've discovered about our target.”

 

* * *

 

Zeus lectured them as they flew, but Marc's eyes were latched onto the forward view screen, watching as they flew through space. The occasional flicker unnerved him, at least until he asked about it.

“When the shields intercept tiny bits of material that would damage us due to the speed we're traveling, that's the flicker. It isn't actually a flicker, just the screen going entirely black like the inside of the shield actually is,” Hera said. “So the screen still shows the view from the skin of the ship. Combat worthy craft have screens that can be seen through, but those aren't used on vehicles without weapons.”

Zeus had, apparently, given up talking for the moment and when Marc looked around he saw why. He wasn't the only one engrossed by the view, the entire party was, even if Ella looked quite white-faced and green around the gills.

Hera was still talking though.

“We do have a problem though. One of those idiots in orbit decided that they needed to follow us,” she said.

Well, this a smugglers craft, isn't it? Marc thought. 

When he shared that thought with Hera, she nodded.

“Yes, and there are things we can do to lose them, but they will cause additional mana drain on the battery.”

Marc chuckled and shook his head before volunteering.

“I mean, I spent the last three days as a living mana battery myself. If we need it, I can add a charge once the engines are off,” he said.

She nodded.

“Thanks for saying so. The forward screen is about to shut off when I engage the Stealth measures here.”

Jeff unbuckled and stepped forward.

“Unless you actually have Stealth, let me do this part. Even in a smugglers' craft if the user has Stealth it's going to amplify the Stealth of the ship.”

Hera grimaced, but gestured to the controls. Jeff grinned and stepped forward.

“Tell me when,” he said.

She made a quick maneuver with the craft and at the end of it nodded to Jeff, who triggered several controls.

“There, we dodged around some debris, out of their sight for a moment, which should have made the Stealth measures more successful. Now, I'll watch and see if they've lost us.”

After a pair of tense minutes she spoke up again.

“They're returning to orbit. I'm going to get us moving again, but keep the Stealth measures up for a bit in case they're still scanning the last spot they saw us in.”

After a few minutes Hera reached over to manipulate the controls Jeff had triggered before.

“There, now we're back to normal,” she said, as the view screen came back online.

They had to be moving incredibly fast, because it looked like they were already more than halfway to the moon.

“As I was saying,” Zeus said, before launching into the lecture he'd started to give before.

Evidently, he'd done some scrying and discovered where on the moon this next part of the quest would take them. Then he tried to warn them about varying gravity conditions on the moon and how to handle themselves there.

“We know,” Jeff said. “There's only one sixth of the gravity earth has on the moon. So long as Hera sets us down close enough to wherever it is we're going, it shouldn't be a problem.”

Marc, on the other hand, was listening very closely to Zeus since he heard worry in the god's voice. He caught Zeus' eye and gave him a thumbs up. Zeus looked slightly relieved then, but was interrupted before he could finish his talk.

“I believe that's our target,” Hera said.

She had the view screen zoomed in almost to the max, Marc could tell because the image was much grainier than normal, but what it showed was unmistakable. There was some sort of hangar, or the front portion of one, visible at the base of a crater in the moon. The hangar was built into the side wall of the crater, but was obviously not a natural construction.

“I'm taking us in,” Hera said.

 

* * *

 

The spaceship landed as gently as a feather drifting down.

“Activate the necklaces I gave you before you exit the ship,” Zeus said. “The shield will allow your passage since you are moving slowly, while holding the atmosphere inside of the ship where it belongs.”

Marc hastily got Beggar's and Matilda's necklaces to them, explaining what they were for. Then he stood up.

“Activate comm gear everyone,” Marc said. “I guess I ought to go first?”

“No way,” Jeff said. “This is all mine.”

He activated his necklace and practically launched himself out the door and through the shield. Marc activated his quickly before following. Before he got through the screen he heard Zeus groan.

“I'll get him,” Zeus said.

He'd been watching Jeff closely through the transparent shield.

When Marc got out, he found out what Zeus had been talking about. Jeff had done something, probably forgetting that his Strength and Agility were far over average now, that had him flying upwards higher than Marc was comfortable thinking about.

A moment later the area around Jeff's body shivered, and his momentum reversed itself, sending him straight back down towards the ground. Marc did notice that Jeff's landing was none too gentle and, for a moment, the Thief couldn't even stand.

“What the hell was that? I had to be pulling like five Gs there for a second,” Jeff asked over the comm.

“That was Zeus saving you from yourself,” Ella replied. “So make sure to thank the nice god, and be glad he didn't use a Lightning Bolt to accelerate your ass into orbit.”

Marc just glared at Jeff, who blushed a little bit.

“What can I say? I don't know my own Strength,” Jeff said.

“Check your stats more often then,” Rob deadpanned.

While everyone was chastising Jeff, they'd all come out of the ship. Now that they were all out, Marc turned towards the hangar, only about a hundred yards away. He carefully set out towards it, practically mincing his steps to stay in control.

“He's got a point,” Rob said, “It's hard to stay on the surface here with my Strength.”

“The difference between your Strength and Jeff's is probably an order of magnitude, Rob. That was just Jeff being Jeff,” Felicia said.

There was silence for a moment before Jeff cursed.

“Oh, come off it. Are we on a set for that godawful Star Trek stuff?” he said.

Marc looked up to see what had Jeff going off. When he did, he saw the symbol on the front of the hangar and an anger started building up inside of him.

“No, Jeff, that's not the Federation symbol from Star Trek, that's something else entirely. You've got the wrong symbol, this one is entirely reality based, more so than most people thought when it was introduced. You see those four letters beneath it?”

“What, USSF? You mean it's Russian and part wore off? They were USSR for a while, right?”

Marc groaned inwardly.

“USSF stands for United States Space Force,” Marc said, “and that's their symbol, not the one from the television show. Which means someone knew about all of this shit before the System arrived.”

Jeff's voice, when he answered, was low and tainted with anger.

“Do you think this means that someone in the government knew what was going to happen before it did?”

“I hope not,” Marc said, “but I wouldn't trust the most recent batch of politicians to change a light bulb without making sure they didn't steal everything else in the supply closet when they were getting the bulb itself. So, who knows? Maybe we'll find out in there since apparently that's where we're supposed to go.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

The front of the hangar had two doors, one sized for spaceships and the other for people. When Marc tried them, they were both locked.

“Okay, first problem. The door is locked,” Marc said.

“What problem?” Jeff said, brandishing his lock picks.

He tapped them to the door, gleefully calling out the word “Strike”. The door shifted slightly after that when Jeff tried the handle. He grinned and swung the door open.

“Airlock, guys. I don't think we'll all fit at the same time,” the Thief said, slipping in the door.

“Rob? You want to go in with him?” Marc asked over the comms. “If we need to split up, then one of us should stay with each part of the group.”

Rob ducked and went through the door. Ella followed and Jeff called out.

“That's about it, maybe one of the smaller party members could fit also, but not both, and I figure they want to stick together.”

Marc closed the door gently before Jeff could continue.

“Just open that door back up for us after you're all the way in,” Marc commed. “I'm sure there will be a way to do that.”

“Will do,” Rob answered. “The inside door wasn't locked and Jeff is opening it now. We're moving into the hallway beyond here and... Oh, shit! I didn't expect that.”

“Expect what?” Marc said, but the airlock door opening again.

“Just come on in, you'll see what I was talking about,” Rob said.

Marc, Felicia, Beggar, and Matilda all entered the airlock, closing the door behind them. A few seconds after it closed, the inside one opened and Marc stepped through to join the rest of the group that was waiting for them on the other side.

System message:

You have now entered the Space Force Guardian Dungeon. Increase your power levels by destroying dungeon spawns or through other means. Good Luck!

 

“Well, shit,” Marc said. “I wasn't expecting this either, but it makes sense that the System would put this bomb behind some strong defenses, and the strongest defense it has right now is probably a dungeon, so I should've expected it.”

“Look at the bright side,” Jeff said. “Repurpose this one to a training dungeon and maybe we can use it to train pilots and others on operations that don't take place on Earth, right?”

Yeah, except if it wants as much mana to move it as the other one did, I don't think my current totals plus all the mana in my mana batteries is enough to do it, Marc thought. I sure as hell don't want to build a Safe Zone on the moon to access it, either. I can just imagine how many fatalities we'd end up with from people without the sense of a baby duck trying to go out for a walk or something. So hopefully retrieving the core and using it to build a duplicate on Earth will offer some of the same advantages as keeping it here would.

“We can at least claim the dungeon core,” Marc said. “Maybe we can make it a training dungeon or something, but first we have to get through it.”

“Bah, what could we possibly find on the moon that would be dangerous to us? You're almost max level for now and we're all right behind you,” Jeff said.

Marc gritted his teeth.

“Please, Jeff, haven't you learned yet? Don't jinx us like that,” Marc said, to the enthusiastic nods of the rest of the party.

Now Marc paused and took a closer look at where they were while Jeff sputtered and fumed about superstitions.

They were in a hallway that, in addition to the door behind them, had two more doors. One on the left side of the hallway and the other at the far end.

That one on the left should lead to the hangar that the other door went into. Probably we ought to check that first since it's a large area and if there are spawns there we don't want to leave them at our backs, Marc thought. 

He voiced his thoughts and got the agreement of the party. Jeff stopped Marc as he approached the door.

“Marc? Aren't you forgetting something?”

“What?” Marc asked.

“It might look like a regular building, but it's part of a dungeon. Let me check for traps, okay?”

Marc stopped, then gestured towards the door. Jeff moved in closer and started to examine it.

“Okay, there's a trap on it, but I don't think it's going to mess with us,” Jeff said, finally.

“How so?”

“Well, I don't know if you noticed, but we've got normal atmosphere here. We don't need these shield things Zeus gave us right now. I think that when you open the door, the other side doesn't have any more atmosphere than the moon itself, so someone without that kind of protection would have a bad day if they just opened the door,” Jeff said.

“Everyone's shields still up?” Marc asked.

He got a series of affirmative replies and reached for the doorknob. As he twisted it, the door swung open forcefully, swinging into the hangar. Marc himself would've been pulled off of his feet if not for his Strength score and reactions. He shot his hands out and grabbed both sides of the door frame to avoid being pulled into the room.

Some of the party wasn't quite as lucky and Marc felt them slamming into his back, his Strength barely enough to keep them held back as well as himself.

Finally the rushing air stopped, it felt like it took forever but was probably less than a second in reality, as the pressure equalized. As those behind him started to regain their feet Marc peered into the hangar.

“Oh, those bastards,” he exclaimed.

 

* * *

 

Inside the hangar sat three spaceships. They weren't the same smuggler style that the party already had, looking sleeker and thinner. At least two of them appeared to be armed as well, things that just looked like weapons jutting out of the fore of the crafts.

“So all that crap about UFOS being real was probably true and the government was covering it up,” Jeff said, beside Marc's ear.

He was close enough that their shields were melded into a single shield, so his actual words made it  to Marc's ear without passing through the comms.

“Yes, it looks that way. I wonder how long they knew and how they got their hands on these things?” Marc said. “I mean, if it was before the System, how were they using these? They need mana to charge, or maybe they have a nanite version also, but still.”

Jeff pointed.

“With that, if I had to guess.”

He moved away then and they were back to using their comms.

Marc looked in the direction that Jeff was pointing and his eyes widened. What he was seeing looked very similar to Ahmed's combined astrolabe and orrery that he'd used to generate nanites or mana, Marc had never been perfectly clear on which, but far larger. This one, however, was in a giant orb with a hose leading to a large cylinder. The cylinder, in turn, had three hoses leading off of it, each mounted to a framework just outside of one of the spacecraft.

The biggest difference here was that Ahmed's device had been small enough for the man to carry. This one? Marc wondered if Rob could actually lift it if he tried, it was that massive.

“So, is this something they found, something they made, or what?” Marc asked, staring in awe at what had to have been a massive undertaking for whoever had created it.

“And how, exactly, did they get their hands on ships?” Jeff added.

“Easy enough,” Rob said. “The government treated whoever came out of them like they would anything else that scared them. They killed or captured the pilots and took their stuff.”

“I suppose enough study might have let someone drive one even without the System's Piloting skill,” Jeff said, “but damn that had to be a lot of work learning all that and keeping these covered up while they did.”

“Yeah, but the rich and powerful have a long history of covering things up they don't like,” Ella said. “So for them, it was Tuesday.”

Jeff turned to Ella, grinning, and gave her a thumbs up.

“Is it me, or is that thing completely filled with loose mana?” Ella asked, as she continued to stare.

She was looking at the orb that surrounded the astrolabe/orrery.

Marc looked closer and had to agree.

“It looks like it's almost pressurized even.”

“Hang on a second,” Jeff said. “Let me go look at that thing. That sounds like it wouldn't be normal, so maybe there's some sort of trap connected to it?”

Jeff cautiously made his way over to the device and started looking at a few things, then he went to the three ships and checked those as well.

“It's damned lucky I've got the pilot skill. These three ships are all pretty much uncharged. While the generator thingy is overloaded with charge. Is this a trap? I'm not sure. I'd be a lot happier with relieving some of this pressure before we go any deeper into this dungeon though.”

“So, you're saying this is an incidental trap dungeon?” Felicia asked.

“Maybe? I mean, if this is one, then sure, but if it isn't? I don't know. I'd just feel safer if we didn't leave this overcharged thing like it is when we keep going,” Jeff said.

“Are we sure nothing is going to happen if we do this?” Marc asked.

Jeff shook his head, then it turned rapidly, staring at the orb.

“No, but I'm sure something will if we don't,” Jeff said, pointing at the orb.

He quickly grabbed one of the hoses coming off of the large tank and connected it to a ship.

Marc looked up at the orb, and saw the crack whose formation had caught Jeff's attention.

“I'll help,” he said, racing out and grabbing another hose.

It took him a moment to figure out how to connect it, and another to get charge flowing through it into the ship. By the time he finished, Jeff already had the second one hooked up also.

They stared at the orb, willing the crack to not expand, and it didn't. A gauge on the large cylinder connected to the orb by a hose started dancing, dropping down before popping right back to the top.

“Good, it looks like we managed to avoid whatever would've happened if that orb had shattered,” Jeff said after a couple of minutes. “What would've happened anyway?”

“With a large blast of raw mana rushing out? I have no clue, anything from exploding the front of the hangar off, to summoning lots of spawns, to nothing at all except for the mana density here increasing,” Marc said. “I've got no clue.”

“I thought you were our mana expert?” Jeff said.

“Far from it. I know how to manipulate it, but I don't know everything it can do, not by a long shot,” Marc replied.

 

* * *

 

They waited for a fair bit, watching the charge level of the spaceships.

“I now get why you hate sitting around and charging mana batteries,” Jeff said, twiddling his thumbs. “This is boring and I'm not even doing it myself, just controlling the equipment that does it.”

Marc nodded. He hadn't made that connection himself, he'd been thinking more about gassing up his car, but it taking a lot longer than it had.

“More like gassing up an eighteen wheeler or something,” Marc said. “At least if I'm charging mana batteries directly, I'm using my mind. This is just boring. Although it beats the alternative.”

With his last sentence he looked up at the orb again. The crack was still there, but hadn't spread. The mana density within the orb was a lot lower than it had been earlier also.

Jeff finally let out a sigh of relief a few minutes later, followed by him disconnecting the first of the hoses.

“One down, two to go,” he said.

The first ship that had been disconnected was the one without visible weaponry. As they waited, Marc realized that somehow, it was probably charging the weapons as well, otherwise he'd have expected the others to finish shortly after the first one.

I wonder if there's a way that I can set that up on our hovercraft? Charge everything at once as opposed to separate charging. It's not that big a deal though, so if not, then it's fine. Unless we can figure out some sort of charging station like this thing seems to be.

It was another ten minutes before the other two ships were done, by then the rest of the group was fidgeting. They'd checked through the entire hangar, finding primarily tools and, as Rob pointed out, a rather distasteful calendar, for last year, hung up inside one of the lockers. That last had been enough to get Jeff moving in that direction, until he noticed Ella glaring at him.

“We should definitely destroy that calendar,” Jeff said, his steps stuttering as he caught Ella's gaze.

She stared at him as he went over and slowly tore up the calendar. Marc was pretty sure he was going slowly so he could look at each month as he went, but Ella had a self-satisfied smile on her face as the calendar tore.

“You know, this stuff is like a normal calendar, but with some sort of coating on it,” Jeff said.

“No atmosphere,” Marc said. “I would imagine they had to protect it if they didn't want some unwanted side effects. I can't imagine someone spending that much to protect a pin-up calendar though.”

“Unless they were testing other things and the owner volunteered to have that coated so they could test the effects,” Rob said.

Marc nodded as that explanation was as good as anything he could come up with.

“Anyhow, these are charged and the mana density in the orb is almost back to normal. I think we're good to continue,” he said.

With that, the group formed up again. They moved back out into the hallway and continued down it. This time Marc waited while Jeff checked the door.

“It's the reverse of the last one, so if there's good air inside it'll be fine,” Jeff said. “Brace yourself though, there should be another inrush of air when it's opened.”

Marc waited for everyone to grab onto something, then opened the door cautiously, worried about it flinging itself into the hallway on its hinges when the air rushed out. Instead, it opened easily, but only with his own efforts, not from rushing air.

“Huh, is there no atmosphere in here or is there something protecting it?” Marc said, seeing the recreation center that the door led into. “I'm surprised that they didn't use more airlocks than just the outer one too, it would've been safer.”

Ella shook her head.

“No, Marc. Look more closely, look for mana. There's a barrier there, right in front of where the door was. It looks like they were using something like the shields we're using right now, just larger.”

When Marc kicked in his Mana Manipulation he saw what she was talking about. The walls of the room were all covered with some sort of mana, almost as if it were infused into the walls themselves, except for the open door in front of him, where a blank sheet of mana hung in the air.

“Only one way to find out if it's a shield like ours,” he said, stepping forward.

 

* * *

 

Marc barely felt it as he passed through the shield. Once he was inside he stepped farther in to allow the others to join him, then looked more closely at the room.

There were three doors out of it aside from the one they'd entered through. All four were labeled: Mess Hall, Quarters, Command, and Hangar.

He turned to the rest of the group, now in the room. Jeff was breaking off though, pulling a pool cue off a rack and turning back to the group.

“Anyone for a game?” he asked.

Marc shook his head.

“Dungeon, Jeff. Time to be serious, remember?” Ella said.

“Fine,” Jeff said with a grimace, replacing the pool cue on its rack.

“Okay, Command maybe? They might have a map of the place,” Rob said.

“I thought military bases were supposed to have maps all over the place,” Ella said. “Why doesn't this one?”

“Black ops base, remember? No-one knew about it so why would they bother to follow the rules,” Jeff replied.

“I don't have a better idea,” Felicia said. “Does anyone else?”

“I know that one isn't lying,” Beggar said, pointing to the one that said Mess Hall. “I can smell food from over that way, kind of rotten, but definitely food, or it used to be.”

“Okay, well the Hangar and the Mess Hall are labeled correctly, at least,” Marc said. “Hopefully that means the others are as well and I agree that we're more likely to find information in Command than in Quarters.”

He headed for the Command door, only for Jeff to stop him.

“Traps, remember?”

“Fine, go ahead. I'm not too worried about it though,” Marc said. “Why would they trap the doors out of the recreation area?”

“Because it became a dungeon, not a base like it looks like it used to be,” Jeff said. “Give me a minute.”

As Jeff closely examined the door without touching it, he started cursing.

“Yes, there is one here, no I can't do anything about it. It's a magical trap and I'm shit with those still.”

Marc grinned.

“How about you let me look then? Maybe Mana Manipulation can tell me how to disable it.”

Jeff backed away, gesturing towards the door with both hands.

“Be my guest.”

Marc closely examined the door and saw what Jeff had been talking about. There was some sort of symbol on the door. It crossed from the frame to the door itself unbroken, due to the airtight nature of the doors in the base.

Which means it will probably trigger when the symbol is disrupted, Marc thought. 

“Everyone to the opposite side of the room,” he said, backing off as far as he could while still being able to take the actions he wanted.

Once everyone had moved, he triggered his Mana Manipulation and fed some of his own mana to it. He used the skills he'd built up making the mana batteries and the ring to chip out a small section of the doorframe that contained the symbol. As the material flaked away and slowly drifted towards the floor, there was a buildup of mana. When it reached a certain point, there was a bright blue-white flash as the doorway was enveloped in electricity.

“That would've hurt,” he said. “Thanks for finding it, Jeff.”

“Think nothing of it,” Jeff said, “but you're going first, right?”

Marc shook his head, but opened the door and entered the passage beyond. It went straight for a while with three more doors, one at the far end and one on either side of the hallway.

“Records Storage, physical,” Marc read off a side door. The other read, “Records Storage, Digital.”

Ignoring the two doors that led to the records he continued down the hall, gesturing towards the door while looking at Jeff.

“Clear,” the Thief said a moment later.

“Alright then, let's see what we've got,” Marc said, pushing the door open only to wish he'd left it closed when he looked inside.

 

* * *

 

Marc gulped as what he thought he was seeing resolved itself in his mind. It looked like there had been four people in here at some point, now there was just one creature, made up of the four humans who had been here all frankensteined together.

Eight legs touched the floor, while three of the four torsos had joined together to form one long horizontal torso. The fourth torso rose up vertically from the other three. The eight arms were spaced with four along the upright torso, the other four spaced two per side down the remaining three torsos. The four heads were all at the front top, rearing up from the upright torso like a macabre version of a centaur.

Marc shuddered and, in the time it took him to make sense of what he was seeing, took a pair of blows to his chest as the macabre creature rushed forward and slammed two of its arms into him.

Marc went flying back down the hallway, slamming into Jeff who'd been right behind him and getting all tangled up with the Thief.

“Kill that, that, thing,” Marc called out, “but remember where we are.”

Following his own advice, he started casting a Mana Dart spell since it would automatically strike its target unless said target had protection that allowed them to avoid it. He couldn't imagine that this monstrosity had any such protection.

I'm also pretty damned sure that it won't go down to a single Mana Dart spell, though, he thought. 

After releasing the spell, which caused the creature to back up a little, he scrambled to his feet. Rob had made it past him and Jeff in their tangled mess on the floor and was blocking the doorway with his shield.

“Marc, what do you want me to do?” Rob called. “I don't dare use most of my weapons here, they're too big and could tear through the walls.”

“Hold him for a moment, Rob,” Marc called.

“Alright, anyone with something that can damage this thing and not the base, get it ready.”

Marc responded to his own command by drawing his gladius. Although he couldn't cast his Lightning Bolt spell, he could still channel it through his gladius without worrying about rupturing the walls of the base.

“What the hell is a Guardian Amalgamation?” Jeff asked, “I mean, other than that thing.”

Marc was coming up behind Rob now, who was standing firm while his shield got hammered on.

“Space Force personnel were called Guardians, an Amalgamation is a combination. Do the math, Jeff,” he said.

“They told me there wouldn't be any math,” Jeff replied, trying to lighten the mood, but failing miserably.

Beggar and Matilda were right beside Marc while Ella was behind him.

“On three, Rob, drop your shield into your inventory so I can get by, and they can acquire targets. Move into the room, then try to hold its attention, okay?”

Rob grunted his assent and Marc counted.

As Rob's shield disappeared, Marc charged into the room, striking with his gladius at the arm that flailed his way. As his sword struck, he triggered a lightning charge from it, the Guardian Amalgamation going stiff for a moment. As soon as it did, Mana Darts from Ella struck it. A second later it started trying to move again, bringing a leg down to a violent, metallic 'snap' as it stepped in one of Matilda's traps.

Marc drew back to strike again and when he hit this time, he didn't trigger his lightning since he'd just seen Beggar appear on the creature's back, reaching around to its front and raking its upright torso with his claws, leaving it disemboweled.

Marc was unsurprised when that didn't seem to do more than slow the Amalgamation slightly. As Beggar was bucked off the creature's back, Marc struck a third time with his sword, triggering his lightning again.

More Mana Darts flew past him to strike the creature, two different sets and it took him far too long to realize that Felicia was using her ring. Then Rob Taunted and the creature turned to face the tank, moving towards him. When it closed, Rob let loose with a Shield Bash that sent the creature staggering, right back into another one of Matilda's bear traps.

Jeff's boomerang dagger flew past to strike the creature, then disappeared  only to reappear back in his hand.

“Felicia,” Jeff yelled. “The damned thing is some sort of undead, can you do something about that?”

She didn't answer him, but a couple of seconds later the Guardian Amalgamation glowed with a white light, then stumbled, dropping to all of its knees. Marc took the chance to move in closer, dropping his gladius into his inventory and removing an empty hilt. He cast a twisted Water Jet spell, the one that formed his flame blade, then struck. As one of the heads dropped from the upright torso, he yelled out.

“Rob, got anything to decapitate with that you can keep under control?”

The Amalgamation was writhing now, the loss of a head seemingly causing it problems. Marc struck again, removing a second head as the creature tried to stand, but before it got to its feet, Rob's smallest ax, only half his height in length, swept through and removed the last two heads, sending reeking black blood everywhere.

“I'm glad I never get rid of my axes, just keep them in my inventory” Rob said, as the beast collapsed. “I never thought I'd need to use this one again, but I sure am glad I had it.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

“Alright, I might not be Reggie, but I bet I can do something with this,” Jeff said, stretching his back, then cracking his knuckles.

As he headed for the one remaining terminal that wasn't either destroyed or covered in reeking, black blood, Ella quickly slipped into the seat in front of it before he could.

“Hold onto your horses, hacker boy,” she said, mockingly. “I know your idea of trying to find information in a computer. Leave it to me, instead.” 

She moved the mouse and the screen came to life showing a desktop, not a login screen.

“It doesn't need hacking, it's already logged in,” she added.

“I'm surprised the login didn't time out,” Rob said. “Don't most accounts that can access sensitive information have timeouts on the login time?”

“Yeah,” Ella answered, “but most accounts aren't in black sites and haven't somehow survived Systemization. This is a dungeon, remember? I'm sure this isn't the original computer system, but if this is how the dungeon wants to play things, it'll have what we need and we'll have a way to access it. Besides, even before it became a dungeon I don't think they were worried about anyone walking in off the street, you know?” 

“Ah, I guess that makes sense, unless it puts false information in there to lure us into a trap,” Rob replied.

Ella shook her head.

“Marc, I know you wanted to skip the records areas, but they might actually have the information you want there in hard copy. We could use that to verify anything I find here, if you want to look.”

Marc sighed.

“Why is it that I can't escape paperwork, even in a dungeon?”

“Hush you,” Felicia said. “I'll come help.”

Good, after making her living with online sales before the System, Felicia is a lot better about figuring out filing systems and the like than I am. Maybe this won't take forever like I was worried about, Marc thought. 

The two of them slipped out of the room gratefully, escaping the rotted blood scent that permeated the control room. Even if they couldn't smell it through the air shields Zeus had given them, Marc could practically feel its presence filling the air.

“I hope these doors aren't trapped. I can check for the magical ones, but not physical ones,” Marc said. “Just a second. We'll use physical records, since who knows what they have for digital ones.”

A scan of the door with his Mana Manipulation going showed no mana based traps on it, so he reached out and opened it. Inside were multiple metal racks, each loaded with cardboard boxes that, if Marc had to guess, were filled with files, records, and assorted paperwork.

“Alright, let's get to it,” he said. “Any suggestions?”

An hour later the best they had found was something talking about the 'weapon' being in 'deep storage'. 

“I don't think we're going to find anything else,” Marc said. “We can keep looking if you want though.”

The papers had been surprisingly free of dust, at least surprising until Marc thought about where they were.

There's not a lot of dust to collect up here, I'd think. Anything that comes in is what came from used spacesuits, or stuff on the spacecraft, or dried and flaking skin or hair, that's about it. Plus, I'm sure they've got top notch filters on the air system here.

“Let's go see if they found anything,” Felicia said. “There's lots more to go through here, but from the labels, I'm not sure anything else is going to help.”

When they got back to the control room, Jeff was glad to see them.

“Do me a favor, would you? Both of you loot that damned thing so it goes away,” he said, pointing at the corpse of the Amalgamation.

Marc did so, and surprisingly received an ID card on a lanyard for his loot. Felicia didn't get anything other than coins, but after she finished looting the corpse broke down and disappeared a moment later.

“Thank god that thing is gone. Looking at it was giving me the creeps,” Rob said.

“I'm with the big guy on this one,” Jeff added. “That thing was freaking me out. I've heard of getting attached to your coworkers, but that was just ridiculous.”

Marc just glared at Jeff for a moment before looking back over to Ella.

“So, did you find anything? We found hardly anything.”

“It's stored in hangar three,” she said. “Where hangar three is, I don't know. There's a map, but from what we've seen of the place the map shows a much larger area broken into three sections. I don't know where the other two are. We're in section one, the others are sections two and three, but I can't see how to access them.”

“Can I see?”

Marc agreed with her. Looking at the map was like looking at maps of three different areas all on the same sheet. They weren't joined by anything and each one was a discrete area all by itself.

“Well, the only thing I see about this is that they all have a hangar in the same spot, or something the size of one. What we found in the records is that the weapon, I'm assuming that's what we're after, is kept in deep storage. What do you think? Is that literal? Maybe deep means underground?”

 

* * *

 

Jeff came over and looked at the maps for a bit, then he stopped.

“Did you see this?” he asked, pointing at a marking in the hangar map for each of the levels.

“Yes, what about it?” Ella asked.

“Doesn't it look like something of significance?”

“Yeah, I think there was a support pillar there.”

“These are support pillars, but this mark is different,” Jeff said, pointing to two different spots on the map.

“We looked all over that place while you guys were charging up the ships,” Ella protested.

“Hmm, that might have been a more effective trap than we considered,” Jeff said, lost in thought. “If there's access to the other levels from there, then that thing blowing up would've made it impossible to get any further into the dungeon without a lot of trouble.”

His head came up and he looked around the room.

“I want to go back to the hangar.”

“Alright, I don't have any other ideas except searching the rest of this level of the base,” Marc said. “Anyone else?”

He got a bunch of head shakes in reply.

“Let's go then.”

Minutes later they were back at the hangar and Jeff was examining one of the circular support pillars. He knocked on it and it sounded hollow.

“Those others are solid,” Jeff said.

Marc looked more closely and realized that the support pillars were large enough that they might well contain something.

“Heck, these things are big enough that Rob could fit inside one if it were hollow,” Jeff said. “I just can't figure out how to open it.”

Well, if it isn't triggered physically, then maybe magically? Marc thought. They certainly had access to mana and nanites, so it's possible.

Looking at the support pillar with his Mana Manipulation activated gave Marc a start.

How did they do that? It's a symbol that's utterly invisible until you look through the pillar with magic. Did they mesh something into the material for the pillar?Or maybe they just gave it a light coating of whatever the material is after they applied the symbol. Either way...

Marc fed a touch of mana to the pillar. When he did, a curved door, about one third of the circumference of the pillar, slipped open, recessing itself, then sliding out of the way.

“Woohoo! That's what I'm talking about,” Jeff said. “Magical secret doors?”

The last was directed at Marc, who nodded.

“Okay then, let me check this out,” Jeff said.

After a few moments of examining the doorway, Jeff pulled out a sword and pushed it into the hollow interior.

“Seems safe, and there are ladder rungs welded to the wall,” Jeff said. “I'm going down.”

He slipped into the tunnel, grabbing the rungs. He stopped for a moment, though.

“Are you okay, Jeff?” Marc asked.

“Just fine,” the Thief replied, turning to face Marc with a grin. Then he let go of the rungs and started drifting slowly down.

Marc rushed over and looked down inside of the pillar. The tunnel down was lit, and there were welded rungs, but Jeff was drifting slowly down the tunnel without touching anything.

“Smooth ride,” Jeff called up. “It's like they have gravity magic or something so you don't actually have to climb down. There was a setting up top with an up arrow and a down arrow, the down arrow was lit already, so I figured it was set for a drop. It would've been easy enough to grab a rung if I were wrong, besides it's only lunar gravity.”

Marc shrugged and looked around the rest of the group.

“Okay, let's go,” he said, then stepped into the tunnel himself, ready to grab the rungs, just in case.

 

* * *

 

Marc immediately realized that what was in use was some sort of Anti-gravity device, or at least something that manipulated gravity. Even with the one sixth gravity they were dealing with already just from being on the moon, this was still different.

He wasn't going to worry about it right now though, as much as he might want to find the machine or artifact in control of the drop tube, he knew he didn't have the time for that.

Once his feet touched down, he moved out of the way since the others were coming behind him. As he went out into the hangar, he saw that they had even more spacecraft than he'd seen, although these three were partially disassembled, obviously either being researched or repaired.

“Hey look,” Jeff said. “Spare parts if we need them.”

He was pointing to one of the disassembled ships, one that looked almost exactly like their own smuggler's spaceship.

“Yeah, if you want to come back into a dungeon to get them.”

“Won't have to if you claim the core. It'll either get moved with the core or just be left here. It'll be easy enough to come get the stuff either way.

Marc boggled for a moment at the concept that coming to the moon to get spare parts would be 'easy enough', but after a few seconds had to agree that Jeff was right. If their ship stayed operational, he knew just how quick a trip to the moon could be now.

“Ignore that stuff. There ought to be one more level down,” he said. “We need to find out how to get there.”

“Fine,” Jeff said, but without any snark behind it.

The Thief started moving around, checking out the other support pillars. Meanwhile, Marc started trying to figure out just how they'd gotten these ships down here. If the bomb was larger than the cylinder they'd just traveled down, they'd need to get it to the surface somehow.

“Shit!” Jeff yelled, then came tumbling back into the center of the hangar, literally rolling backwards and springing to his feet as he pulled out his bow.

An arrow shot out from Jeff's bow as Marc quickly moved over to Jeff to see what he was attacking, or at least he tried to. Quickly was a relative term as when he started to move, he put way too much force into his step and had to push himself back down off the ceiling to get down to the floor near Jeff.

He couldn't push too hard or he knew he'd just bounce back off the floor, so as he drifted down, he looked over.

Jeff was shooting at what looked like a man in an Operational Camouflage Pattern uniform. It took Marc a moment before he realized that it wasn't a man. It might've been one once, but now? Not so much. The head extending above the uniform was dark and had a bluish tint to the dark skin, even that wasn't so odd, what had finally tipped Marc off was the tentacles hanging from the face and making whatever it was look like a mini-Cthulhu.

Marc was wary of using most of his spells in an enclosed area like this. Lightning and Fire might cause some problems with the structure itself.

But I tested this out. I don't need to use the maximum spread for the spell, so this ought to work fine, he thought. 

As he drifted down towards the floor near Jeff, Marc began to cast his Constellation spell. This time he went far smaller than normal, placing all four points only two feet apart with the energy plane running right through the torso of the creature that was moving towards Jeff.

The Thief was now standing, utterly still, staring at the creature. His hands dropped to his sides and the bow fell to the floor as Marc finished with his spell. Ella had been the next one down after Marc and she came rushing over to Jeff, only to fall into a similar state as she set eyes on the creature. Marc felt a minor pressure on his mind, but it was nowhere near the force of Zeus' so he managed to shrug it off.

The Constellation's plane of force sprang into being as the creature opened its mouth to speak.

“You will—” it began before it was sliced in two by a plane of force running through its torso.

As the creature fell, so did Jeff and Ella. Although they were still breathing, while the creature was obviously dead. The blood that had sprayed from its initial impact with the spell slowed until it stopped entirely.

 

* * *

 

Marc eventually managed to get his momentum under control. His first jump and push off the roof had him bounce off the floor again when all he wanted to do was check Jeff and Ella. He managed to catch hold of a protrusion on one of the spacecraft though and got himself back on the floor. By the time he did, Felicia was already with the two fallen party members.

As he cautiously walked back over towards them, she turned to him.

“They're alive, just unconscious. It looks like some sort of mental attack or something. I'll have to try a few spells to see if any of them will help. What did it?”

Marc pointed and Felicia stood, slowly, then looked over to where he was pointing before shuddering.

“Is that a... Mind Flayer?” Rob asked, also looking where Marc had pointed. “In uniform?”

Marc shrugged.

“It might be, I was thinking of it as like a miniature Cthulhu, probably because Jeff mentioned that recently.”

“Be glad it wasn't some Cthulhu thing,” Felicia said. “It wouldn't have been nearly as easy to take down if it were. It looks like it was one arrow and one spell that did this one in.”

“Yes, somehow it made Jeff stop shooting at it. When Ella came running towards Jeff when she saw what was happening to him, it looked like the same thing happened to her,” Marc said. 

“So, definitely some sort of mental attack,” Felicia said. “I'll see what I can do.”

The two unconscious party members began to flash with white light as Felicia started in with her spells. Meanwhile Marc turned to Rob.

“We never did get the whole hangar checked out,” Marc said. “Jeff came running back with that thing in pursuit.”

“I'll take care of it,” Rob said. “Back me up though, okay? If that thing was in here, there might be other things also. Although they probably would've come running when they heard the fight, right?”

Marc shrugged.

“Let's check it out.”

When they got to the far end of the hangar, Marc was glad that Rob was with him. The Tank caught sight of something Marc missed, and his shield flashed into being on his arm, just in time to deflect a bolt of red light.

“Bastard tried to ambush us,” Rob said, then turned to the attacker.

“Hey, little wuss. What's a matter, are you scared of a stand up fight? Get over here,” he Taunted.

The ambusher's approach was obviously unwilling as he fired the weapon in his hand several more times, damaging Rob's shield, but not penetrating through it. As soon as the ambusher was in close, he holstered the pistol like thing he'd been firing and pulled out a sword in its place.

Marc quickly looked at Rob and found what he was looking for. The tank had the quill Marc had prepared for him with his Mighty Pen skill. They hadn't run into a lot of opponents using swords, so Marc still didn't have a great deal of practice with the skill. Even so, he always made sure that each party member had a quill to wear for combat so they could ignore a single sword strike.

Marc then made sure that he had his own quill on and moved forward so he was slightly beyond Rob, flanking the ambusher. Taking a good look at the ambusher, he was shocked into immobility for a moment. The creature looked familiar. With its reptilian looking blue skin and massive eyes, it obviously wasn't human, although the uniform it wore, another standard military OCP, suggested that it had been at some time. The Guardian's emblem that showed on the uniform only made that more certain to Marc.

While Marc had been shocked into inaction for a moment, the ambusher did something with his sword. Originally Marc had thought it was a rapier or something of the sort, but now it flared with light, a green glow encompassing the blade portion.

What the hell is that? Marc thought, before trying to Analyze it.

“Hey Rob, careful,” he called out. “I don't know what it means, but that's a force blade. On the bright side, it is still a sword type.”

Rob looked confused for a moment, then his eyes widened as he glanced down at the quill peeking out from under his armor. A smile grew across his face as he set himself for the fight.

The ambusher leapt towards him and Rob intercepted the blade with his shield, losing a corner of it as the weapon sliced straight through the metal. At the same time, the ambusher let out some sort of squeal targeted at Rob.

Rob shook his head, then grimaced and, when the ambusher attacked again, let the attack through. If Marc wasn't mistaken the tank's eyes were now glowing red, and the grimace shifted into some sort of a snarl.

As the force blade hit Rob, the quill he wore shredded itself, the attack that would've run Rob through glancing off. Rob took advantage of that, willing his shield away and then seizing the ambusher's wrist with the hand that would normally hold a weapon. His other hand, recently relieved of its burden, slammed into the ambusher's elbow, nearly tearing the forearm from the ambusher's upper arm. The ambusher screamed at the impact.

The hand spasmed, the force blade dropping to the ground. Rob kicked that over towards Marc as he drew the ambusher in closer to his torso. He seized the ambusher's other arm with his shield arm, then flexed and pulled.

Marc shuddered and turned away as Rob literally tore the ambusher into three separate pieces. A moment later Rob grunted and Marc heard the sounds of retching.

He turned back to find Rob doubled over, losing his last meal.

“Are you okay?” Marc asked. “What was that?”

“That guy used some sort of skill on me,” Rob said. “All of the sudden I couldn't think of anything at all. It took all of my will to kick that blade over to you so he couldn't pick it up. All I wanted to do was destroy him utterly, in the most violent way possible. No thought of defense at all, just attacking. That feeling stopped when I killed him.”

Marc blinked.

When you killed him by ripping him to pieces? he thought. 

“That idiot used some sort of forced berserking skill on you, when you're twice his size?” Marc asked.

“Maybe? I don't know, but I've got to get this cleaned off.”

“Get what cleaned off?” Marc asked.

Then Rob stood, revealing that the front of his armor was covered in their attacker's blood.

Marc moved in close to Rob, so their air shields meshed, then he let loose with a Water Jet spell to scour his friend's armor clean. A few seconds of that had the armor cleaned. Rob seemed to be taking the whole thing fairly well after he'd vomited. Even so, he winced as he closed in on the ambusher's torso.

“I'll be taking this,” he said, pulling the gun thing from the holster it rode in.

“Take the holster too, we can fit it to something your size instead of that tiny little belt,” Marc said, picking up the force blade.

“As nice as this is, I'd prefer to use my gladius,” Marc said. “Did you want it?”

“I'd love it, if it were twice its size or more,” Rob said. “Did you see what it did to my shield?”

Marc nodded.

“I'll take it, though,” Rob said. “Because I know who will want it, and I can hold it over his head and maybe give it to him if he straightens out his act some.”

“Who, Jeff?”

“Yeah, Jeff. You know how he's always denigrating Star Trek? That's because he's a Star Wars fanboy. This blaster and that force blade are pretty much the closest things we've seen to their kind of gear. I actually want to use the blaster, but I'll make sure that Jeff gets the force blade after harassing him about it some and getting some concessions from him.”

“I thought you said you were going to forget about all the crap he'd done to you if he flew you back to Any Port last time?” Marc asked.

“I did, this is for stuff he's done since then,” Rob said, “and no, don't ask, I won't tell you.”

 

* * *

 

Rob and Marc both looted the corpse, Marc only getting a few coins from it, although they were gold.

Once he straightened up, he jumped as someone cleared their throat behind him. He spun, ready to cast, only to find Beggar standing a few feet behind him, with Matilda farther back still.

“We checked this place out. Didn't find anyone else,” Beggar said. “Although there's some sort of control panel that might be of interest.”

Knowing that the hangar was clear of hostiles, at least for the moment, Marc led the others back to where Felicia had been working on Ella and Jeff. The two of them were sitting up again, but looked like they had the worst hangover ever. Marc glanced over at Rob, who shook his head.

Good, I'm glad he's not going to taunt Jeff about that now.

“Okay, we think the rest of this place is clear,” Marc said.

“Loot,” Jeff said.

“We're working on finding the way down, not looting the place,” Rob replied.

“No, that thing. Help me,” Jeff said, pointing to the corpse of the creature that had assaulted his mind.

“Oh, yeah, everyone loot that thing,” Marc said. “We can at least get rid of its corpse if nothing else.”

When he did, he got a few more coins as well as a folded piece of paper. When he unfolded it, he grinned.

It was a map of the base, or the dungeon now, but unlike the one they'd found on the computer, this one had notations that revealed more information about the place. Things that might be important like the locations of the officer's quarters and bar, storage for various common items, and the like.

“Beggar found some sort of control panel. I think we should go check it out,” Marc said.

Felicia nodded, then started helping Ella to her feet.

“I've done as much as I can with these two, they should just need an hour or two to finish recovering,” Felicia said.

Rob offered an arm to Jeff and pulled him to his feet.

“Lean on me, or I can carry you if you prefer. I think it'd work real well to put you in a princess carry,” he said.

Jeff immediately started trying to walk on his own, almost falling over from the effort. The Thief shook his head.

“No, I'll just lean on you,” he said.

“Are you sure? It'd be no trouble at all to carry you,” Rob replied, grinning.

Marc shook his head.

“Lead on, Beggar. Let's go check out this control panel.”

The panel was odd. It was in a large, circular area of cleared space, the panel itself right against on edge of the circle. Marc looked at it, but wasn't getting much out of it. It wasn't labeled and the only way to get a clue to its use was what looked to be a normal terminal on one end of the bank of controls.

“Damn it,” he said. “The two people with the best chance of pulling something out of that terminal aren't exactly in a shape to work with it.”

“You know computers, Marc,” Rob said. “Maybe it's easy. The one upstairs didn't really need anything except someone familiar with computers according to Ella.”

“I suppose I can look, at least,” Marc said.

He took a seat in front of the terminal and did what he thought he'd need to do to boot it up. Unlike the one upstairs, the power was off to this one and he needed to turn it on. That was easy enough, a simple rocker switch controlled the power to the system here.

Once it booted up, he was looking at a GUI. There were several icons on the screen reading: manual, AI assist, Full AI, and shutdown.

“Well, obviously this controls something. I was hoping to get a clue of what from the terminal here, but...”

“Try AI assist?” Felicia suggested. “I'm sure it won't do anything that you don't tell it to do.”

“So long as the AI's name isn't Hal,” Jeff offered from where he was sitting on the floor.

“What, you think they'd leave an insane AI connected in here?” Rob asked.

“Rob, it's a dungeon,” Jeff said. “What do you think?”

Meanwhile Marc had selected the AI assist option and was reading the screen.

“It's just an elevator between hangars,” Marc said, relieved. “It moves the entire area covered in the circle from level to level.”

“Then why does it have options for AI assist and full AI,” Felicia asked. “It it was an elevator, wouldn't it just be a button to press?”

“Oh, yeah, well reading further, elevator is probably the wrong term. Does short distance transport pad sound better?”

“You're telling me this is a teleportation platform?” Jeff asked.

“That's how I'm reading it,” Marc said.

“Then let's just get to that lowest hangar and see if the bomb we're looking for is there. This dungeon's been a real pain, you know?” Jeff replied, holding his head.

“Well, it needs an ID card apparently,” Marc said. “Only authorized personnel can operate it. We can use the full AI option without one though.”

“I don't like that idea, Marc,” Jeff said. “Did anyone find an ID anywhere so far?”

“I did, but like I said, I don't know how to run this thing and I don't know if the ID is one of the authorized ones or not,” Marc said.

“Marc, I refuse to allow an AI to be responsible for teleporting me. Who knows what they might screw up. I keep having to say it. This is a dungeon. I'm not trusting it to teleport me safely on its own, okay? Figure out how to do it and you can use the partial AI option, maybe, full AI is out of the question though,” Jeff said, stubbornly.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Marc selected the AI assist option and confirmed. He then puttered around until he found the destination options and set it for floor three. The controls on the rest of the board started moving on their own, settling into position.

“Recommended settings for transport to level three are now set,” a robotic monotone from the computer said.

“I've got no idea if these settings are correct,” Marc said.

“Did you read the help files?” Ella asked.

“What help files?” Marc replied.

“They've got to be in there. That's a human made computer terminal that you're using, which means the program used should be made to human standards, and there's always help for those.”

“You're forgetting, dungeon, black ops, and so on,” Jeff said.

Ella shook her head firmly, then winced from the motion.

“Try pressing the question mark key. That's a frequent option used to trigger help.”

Marc did that and what looked like a users manual appeared. He started flipping through it as quickly as he could with the computer controls, looking at each page as it passed. Before he made it very far, the screen went back to how it had been.

“Recommended settings for transport to level three are now set,” the robotic monotone repeated.

Marc shook his head and pressed the question mark again. This time, he knew what he was looking for, he'd spotted it last time but before he got a good look, the AI had closed the help files and returned him to the main screen.

When he hit the page that showed the controls, with notations on each one, he quickly triggered his Eidetic Memory skill. It was just in time since the computer once more closed the help files on him.

He moved over to the other controls and pulled up the image from his skill.

“Hm,” he said. “This is a variable that shouldn't need to be set except for in cases of transporting between heavenly bodies. All we're doing is transporting down a single floor. This one isn't needed either.”

As he scanned the panel, he adjusted the controls. Then he went back to the main screen and was about to trigger the transport when the controls moved back to the previous positions.

“Oh, hell no,” he said. “I know some of those are wrong.”

“Recommended settings for transport to level three are now set,” the robotic monotone said again.

“Alright guys, I'm pretty sure that even with just AI assist, the AI is trying to screw us over,” Marc said. “So, do we trust my very brief skim of the manual or stick with the AI controlling it.”

“You know my opinion,” Jeff said.

“I'd trust you over a dungeon AI any day,” Rob added.

Beggar and Matilda nodded at him.

“Follow the help files. Unless those got buggered by something also, they shouldn't lead you wrong,” Ella said.

Felicia smiled at him.

“You used a skill there, didn't you?” she asked.

“Eidetic Memory. I used it on the page that described all the controls and their settings. When I put them the way I thought they should be, the AI changed them back,” Marc said.

“Put it on manual and do it from your memory,” she said. “I trust you.”

Great, Marc thought, shuddering inwardly, hopefully I don't send us halfway across the galaxy or materialize us inside of something.

With no outward show of his inward thoughts, something he tried to make sure of by triggering his Drama Queen skill to show only confidence, he set the controls to manual, then moved across the control panel, resetting the ones that the AI had moved on him after the last time he set them.

“Everyone in the circle?” Marc asked rhetorically.

He'd already looked around and made sure they were.

“On three, then,” he said, then counted down while inserting the ID card he'd gotten into the appropriate slot.

“Six hundred and fifty mana needed, normal mana source is offline,” the robotic voice said.

A small rod of some metal he was unfamiliar with rose from the control panel. Marc grasped it and started channeling mana. As soon as he did, he got worried. Not only was he channeling it, but he could feel the rod ripping the mana right out of him.

Fortunately, as soon as the six hundred and fifty mana had been drawn out of him, the draw stopped. There was a brief shimmer, but nothing around him appeared to change. Then he heard Jeff give a long, low, exhale.

“Well, I'll be damned. That looks like a tough nut to crack,” the Thief said.

 

* * *

 

Marc pulled the ID card from the slot before turning to look where Jeff was.

Because if this is the only way down here, it's probably the only way out too. We'll need this card, he thought. 

Then he turned and looked at whatever was holding Jeff's attention. The Thief had been slowly moving closer to what he'd been looking at, a long bunker looking type of structure. It was in the absolute middle of the hangar, and the material it was made of was nearly mesmerizing.

Marc looked closer. The bunker was made of a black material, so black it seemed to suck in the light, but it was spotted here and there by little twinkling spots, looking almost like stars in a dead-black sky.

Jeff reached out towards the bunker, then drew his hand back fast when one of the stars flashed and a stream of blue-white light hit his finger.

He immediately started howling and shaking his hand.

“Stop, Jeff,” Felicia said. “Let me look.”

She took his hand by force, and examined the finger that had been struck.

“What the hell?” Felicia said. “That finger is as frozen as if it had been in a freezer for a week. Hang on, let me see what I can do. Let's see, frostbite, tissue damage...”

Felicia's mutter faded out before she began to cast. The first thing that hit Jeff lit his hand up with a pure white light so Marc knew it was a life-based spell.

She's probably trying to make sure all that tissue doesn't die straight out from being flash frozen, he thought. 

Rather than get close to the bunker the way Jeff had, Marc walked around it. It was rectangular in shape, and the second of the narrow sides he passed had two card readers mounted on it, one to either side of what he assumed was a door, even if he couldn't see it, and wasn't willing to get close enough to poke around and confirm his suspicion.

It's encouraging though, there aren't any of those little starlight spots on that side of the bunker. Which means that it's probably safe to approach. It'll need two key cards though. I've got one, but we'll need another. What was on this level besides the hangar? I know there were more quarters, was it the officer quarters? If so, then there's a good chance we can find another key card down here, he thought. 

He finished his circuit of the bunker and found Jeff flexing his finger and wincing.

“There's still some tissue damage in there,” Felicia said. “Some of it died right off from contact, so you've got two options. One is that we do nothing. The dead flesh might go necrotic and poison you or it might flake off and grow back. The second option is that I debride it and give you a sip of one of my new potions that ought to grow it right back.”

“This is gonna hurt either way, isn't it?” Jeff asked.

Felicia nodded.

“Only one of the options has a chance of killing you though.”

“Debride? That means remove all the dead flesh, doesn't it?” Jeff asked. “You're going to cut part of my finger off?”

“I can grow it back,” Felicia said patiently. “If you die from necrotic poisoning though, that's it. Nothing I can do about that.”

“Ella?” Jeff asked. “Would you do the cutting?”

Ella turned green.

“Not a chance in hell,” she said. “I may love you, but that is so far out of my comfort zone it's in a different solar system.”

Jeff winced at the 'L' word. Then Rob stepped up to him.

“If you want, I can remove all the damaged flesh and distract you. Assuming Felicia can mark all the flesh that has to come off,” he said.

Jeff's eyes widened.

“How?” he asked.

Rob grinned, and pulled the blaster from his inventory.

“With the other thing I got when I got this.”

“What is that?” Jeff asked.

Meanwhile, Marc nodded at Felicia, who pulled out a marker and grabbed Jeff's hand. Jeff was focused on the blaster as she sketched out the areas of flesh that needed to be removed. Marc had a good idea of what Rob was planning and hoped that the tank had a steady enough hand to do what he needed to do.

“Hey Marc, is it safe to fire this in here?” Rob asked. “I don't think it ricocheted off my shield, so I ought to be okay, right?”

“Sure, go for it,” Marc said, playing along.

As Rob fired the blaster into the farthest corner of the room, Jeff's eyes flew open.

“Where did you get that?” he asked.

“Off a little blue guy, while you were napping,” Rob replied, tucking the blaster away again. “Now, I think it's time for my pound of flesh.”

Jeff was still staring at the spot the blaster had been before it disappeared, so he didn't see Rob pull out the force blade with his other hand. Rob furrowed his brow, but nothing happened.

“Damn it,” Rob said. “Marc, can you figure this out?”

He handed over the force blade and Marc immediately cast an Identify on it.

“You need to channel mana into it for it to work,” Marc said. “Do you know how to do that?”

Rob shook his head.

“It's up to you, Marc,” he said.

“Hold his hand steady,” Marc said, then channeled his own mana into the blade before he could spend any time considering what he was about to do.

The force blade lit up, the green glow spread for an inch in all directions beyond the center rod.

Rob latched down on Jeff's hand and presented it to Marc. Jeff's eyes went wide as he saw the force blade for the first time.

“Is that a—”

His question was cut off by a scream as Marc cut into the dead flesh, and slightly beyond. Felicia had included the tiniest bit of live flesh in her markings to ensure that there was no dead flesh remaining when they were done.

It took four cuts to remove the dead flesh. Four cuts that Marc made as quickly as he possibly could while still being cautious with his unwieldy cutting tool. Jeff's eyes stayed focused on the force blade as the cuts were made, although watching his flesh get cut away left him pale and a little green around the gills.

“Keep a hold of him, Rob,” Felicia said when Marc finished, and stopped channeling his mana.

She cast a quick spell that removed the cauterization that the force blade had left behind, then splashed the wounds with a few drops of potion.

“Here, just take a tiny sip,” she said, holding the potion vial up to Jeff's lips. “We don't want to waste any of this.”

Jeff took a tiny gulp, grimacing as he did. Felicia looked at the level of the liquid in the bottle.

“A little more,” she said, tilting the bottle again.

When she brought it down from Jeff's lips this time, she was satisfied. She corked the vial and put it in her inventory. Meanwhile Marc watched Jeff's finger as the wounds he'd left when cutting away dead flesh rapidly filled back in.

“That's what you get for poking strange things with your finger,” Rob said. “Be glad Felicia could fix it, otherwise we would've had to amputate it.”

“And I would've missed that finger,” Ella said, her own face pale, but still trying to distract Jeff from what was happening to him.

Jeff was still staring at the force blade, now deactivated and just a metal rod coming out of a hilt.

“That's not quite what I thought it was,” he said.

“Closest thing we've seen though,” Rob said. “I was going to tease you with it some, then offer it to you. Do you want it?”

“I've got some mana now, but I don't know how to channel it.”

“I can teach you,” Ella volunteered. “If you know how to feed it to your skills to use them, then learning how to channel it into an item will be easy. Just promise me you'll stop poking strange objects, or people.”

 

* * *

 

Marc relayed what he'd seen about the bunker and that he thought they'd need two key cards to open it.

“Because I'm pretty sure that's where the weapon is,” he said. “It looks like it's seriously protected, and hard to get to. Odds are that the pedestal is in there with it, if I had to guess.”

“In my professional opinion, I agree,” Jeff said, interrupting Marc.

“Fortunately, I got a notated map when I was looting,” Marc continued, spreading the map out. “It looks like this level also holds officer territory and the officer's club. I'm guessing those areas would be our best bet to get another key card, assuming the one I already have will work as one of the two needed.”

“Did that one come from that mess on the bridge?” Felicia asked.

Marc nodded.

“Well, it makes sense that they'd have officers there, so hopefully it will,” she said.

“That's what I was thinking. Now, according to my map, that door over there,” he said, pointing, “should lead us to the officers' quarters.”

The party headed for the door, Marc in the lead since he had the map. As they walked, he heard Jeff talking.

“Damn, it's all back already! It's like a brand new finger, but it's missing its callus. Damn it, I'm going to have to build that back up.”

“Unbelievable,” Rob said, “Felicia grows his finger back and all he does is complain that he'll have to build his callus up again.”

“Um, thank you, Felicia?” Jeff said, faintly.

“You're welcome. Now listen to your partner and stop poking it at unknown things,” Felicia replied.

It was faint, and Marc wasn't sure that Jeff had intended it to be audible at all, but Marc was pretty sure that the whole party had heard Jeff when he said, 'Women”.

Marc opened the door, needing the key card to do it, and led them into a hallway. It was tight quarters, much like he imagined a submarine would be, but the only one who had any real trouble moving through it was Rob.

“I really hope we don't need to fight in these hallways,” Rob said, “because I don't think I could. I could maybe block the whole thing with my shield, but that's about it.”

“We're turning here, this is the officer's club,” Marc said. “There should be more room to move inside of it.”

Marc pushed the door open, a door that was even smaller than the hallways, and stepped into something he hadn't imagined.

Inside of the officer's club, there was music. A high pitched, catchy tune was playing. There were several people, or at least beings, inside of the club. The one behind the bar had four arms, seemed otherwise human, and was using all four arms making drinks.

There were four more beings inside of the club, all seated at the bar. They were all roughly humanoid, and all four, plus the bartender, were wearing the operational camouflage pattern uniforms that Marc had come to expect here in the dungeon.

Now if only I could read ranks on those things, he thought, but that's not a skill I ever thought I'd need.

The bartender turned to look at the party, then spoke clearly, and loudly.

“Look what we have here. The enlisted pukes think that they can invade officer's country.”

The four humanoids seated at the bar turned quickly. No two were alike. One looked like a Bigfoot, completely covered in fur. The second had a greenish pebbly skin that resembled a lizard. The third seemed to compress as he got off the bar stool. Standing, he was shorter than Felicia, his skin gray, hairless, and smooth. His eyes were large and black, his face stretched vertically. He looked like the classic alien of urban folklore from before the System. The fourth was the closest to a human, but his jaw was too large, his face too wide. This one was also short, no more than five and a half feet tall, but he looked just as strong as Rob, merely contained in a smaller package. He reminded Marc of nothing more than a neanderthal.

 

* * *

 

The gray creature was the first to act, pulling out a carbine sized for its frame. He aimed it and pulled the trigger, sending a blue pulse racing towards the party. Rob pulled out his shield and tried to move in front of the party, but he wasn't fast enough, the pulse detonating in the air when it reached a foot, or so, from Marc. With a pair of near instantaneous spells to defend himself, Marc chose Plane of Force since he wasn't sure that the bolt would qualify as magic for his Anti-magic Shield. As the bolt detonated, Marc was just finishing the spell, and ended up sending waves of the blast out to either side of the Plane of Force, shredding some of the furniture in the room.

This room was large enough for Rob, but not for him to use the labrys. Instead, the blaster appeared in his other hand and he fired towards the gray. The red bolt of light hit some short of shield and sputtered out.

“No major AoE spells,” Marc called out, then started casting. If he ended up close in then he could use a lightning charge from his gladius, but otherwise he wanted to avoid lightning and fire. Constellation was an option, and it might even get multiple opponents, but his mana was down to half after paying for their transport, and he really wanted to keep enough to transport them back up as soon as they had the chance. A single cast of Constellation might make the difference with its high cost.

However, my Sphere of Elemental Protection has a lower cost, absorbs damage while also dishing it out, and might actually protect me from some of these weird ass weapons they keep using, he thought. 

With that, he cast his Elemental Sphere of Protection, drew out his shield, and moved up next to Rob.

Things went quickly then. He'd forgotten that Beggar and Matilda were with them, so when the neanderthal looking man screamed after Marc heard a bear trap slam shut, it was a surprise. The neanderthal man turned to look at Matilda, who'd taken the opportunity to swipe at him with her claws also, and growled. She backed off, and as he advanced Marc heard a shout.

“No, you don't!”

Beggar came out of Stealth behind the neanderthal, his enhanced claws swiping across the back of the man's legs. The neanderthal quickly collapsed, his legs unable to support him after Beggar had cut halfway through them. The blood continued to pulse out of his legs, and Marc realized that with two claws, the pendant was giving Beggar two bleeds simultaneously when he hit with both of his weapons.

The gray seemed to have taken offense to Rob, somehow, and the two were exchanging fire. Rob's shield was slowly getting worn away by the shots from whatever the carbine type weapon the gray had was, but the shield surrounding the gray was started to spark anytime it had to block another of Rob's shots.

The lizard looking guy was staring at the neanderthal, starting to chant.

Take out the healer first. If he isn't a healer then he's probably planning on buffing the guy somehow. Either way, he's a good target, Marc thought. 

Marc charged forward, closing the distance between him and the lizard man. Shield first, Marc slammed into him, getting a successful Shield Bash that sent the lizard off of its feet.

Bigfoot was just getting ready to attack Marc from the side, and Marc was swinging his shield to intercept the blow from the creature's sword, when the attack was interrupted. The Bigfoot turned and Marc saw the bleeding wound in its back where Jeff had struck it.

With Jeff on Bigfoot, Marc went ahead and turned back to the lizard. It had already gotten off a quick spell and the neanderthal was rising to his feet again, his legs healed.

 

Marc wasted no time, using one of the spells he was willing to use here, Water Jet. The lizard was soaked in moments as it tried to scramble to its feet. Marc didn't let it though, another Shield Bash put it right back on the floor in a puddle of water.

With a jump to the side, Marc hollered.

“Ella, frost the lizard.”

He pointed at the lizard in case she'd lost track. She finished her cast of Mana Darts on the Bigfoot first, but then he saw her pull out her wand. Just as the lizard regained its feet, it was struck with a wave of frost that froze the water coating it, and under its feet. Although it didn't fall, it wasn't moving, and Marc knew that if its physiology was the same as a lizard's then it wasn't going to be doing much for a while after being subjected to that much cold.

Rob had stopped playing laser tag with the gray, instead he'd raced forward, shield still in hand to block  the gray's bolts, and grabbed the chain attached to the bear trap that was still on the neanderthal's ankle. He yanked on the chain, sweeping the neanderthal off of its feet again, then used the chain, and attached neanderthal, like a jury-rigged ball and chain, striking the gray with the neanderthal and leaving the two of them tangled up with one another.

Marc was just about to target the tangled pair with a spell when he was caught off guard by the one person everyone had forgotten, the bartender. A bottle came flying at him, neck stuffed with a flaming cloth.

Marc pulled behind his shield, letting the bottle impact it and shatter, flames roaring up as the liquid was ignited. He could feel the heat with his arm, but it wasn't damaging in the slightest, not with his sphere of protection up.

I can use this to my advantage, he thought, looking at the two opponents tangled with one another and practically falling over. 

With a roar, he rushed towards the gray and the neanderthal, slamming into them with a flaming Shield Bash that had all his weight behind it. When they went down, he went with them, flaming shield still pressed firmly to the gray.

The gray screamed and squirmed, trying to get out from under Marc's shield, but Marc took his gladius in hand and started thrusting blindly beneath the shield he kept pressed to the gray, waiting for a decent strike. Once he got one, he triggered his lightning ability on the sword, pulling his shield out of contact with the gray just before triggering the lightning. After that, the gray wasn't moving any more.

When he looked up, Rob was just finishing off the neanderthal, having grabbed the chain and lifted the man, upside down, to use for target practice. Beggar and Matilda had gone after the bartender and Marc saw that of the man's four arms, two of them were weighted down by heavy traps latched onto them, while Beggar and Matilda kept the bartender from removing the traps by striking with their claws any time he made an attempt to do so.

The lizard was out of it. Dead, unconscious, or in forced hibernation Marc didn't know and didn't care. The Bigfoot was still up and fighting through, Jeff looking the worse for wear from the fight, despite having started it with a successful backstab.

With two lightning charges still in his gladius, Marc moved towards the Bigfoot's back, trying to be quiet. It didn't actually matter, the combat was making enough noise that he probably could've cussed up a storm as he moved  and still not been heard. The two combatants were both breathing heavily, their weapons were clashing frequently, and the broken furniture they were negotiating on the floor was giving off pops and snaps every second or two as it got broken down even more. 

Because of that, Marc got right up behind the Bigfoot before thrusting with his gladius, burying it deep in the Bigfoot's body and triggering his lightning damage from it. Jeff staggered back.

“Thanks for that. I think I'm still out of it from the mind thing earlier on, either that or he was tough.”

Marc turned, the one dangerous opponent remaining on his mind. Then he saw the bartender, pinned to the liquor shelf by Rob's solid metal pilum. The body was struggling feebly, but as he watched it slowed, then stilled.

“Okay then, let's see if they've got what we came for,” Jeff said, once the last of their opponents had gone still.

They looted everyone but the lizard, who apparently wasn't dead, just in some sort of hibernation or suspended animation from the cold.

“I'll take care of him,” Jeff said. “Turn around if you don't want to watch.”

“Wait,” Marc replied. “Did anyone get a key card yet? If they did, we don't have to kill him.”

“Why wouldn't we kill the stupid spawn?” Jeff asked.

“Because I don't know if these are spawns or not. Haven't you noticed they've all been wearing Space Force uniforms?” Marc said.

“Have you looked at the name tags?” Jeff replied. “They all read exactly the same. They're spawns. The System just dressed them in duplicates of some Space Force uniform it found somewhere.”

Marc blinked. He hadn't been looking at the name tags, hadn't wanted to know anything more at all about what they'd been killing, suspecting that the System had just transformed the existing people on the base into its dungeon inhabitants. Now he took a quick look. Each and every name tag he found just simply read 'Smith'.

“Fine, we'll all loot after you're done,” Marc said.

“Oh, and to answer your question, yes, I did get a key card off the big furry guy there,” Jeff said as he bent over the lizard.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

“You know, I'm kinda disappointed,” Jeff said. “Most of those guys were only level eighteen, the furry dude I backstabbed was only level twenty. I thought this place would be tougher.”

Marc groaned.

Does he never learn? It's like he goes out of his way to try to jinx us, he thought. 

“Jeff? Put a sock in it,” Felicia said. “You're asking for trouble.”

Good, at least I don't have to lecture him on it this time, someone else is.

“You guys and your superstitions. How is my saying something going to make things worse?” Jeff asked.

Rob sighed.

“We covered this, too. Even if it's just superstition, the System can hear what you say, even what you think. What if it decides that you're right and that this was far too easy?”

Jeff opened his mouth, looked around at the visible group members, and froze when he caught Ella's glare.

“What, you too?” he said finally.

“I know you like to bait authority,” Ella said, “but baiting the System is a good way to get yourself dead, and the rest of us too. Are you trying to kill me, Jeff?”

Jeff deflated.

“Whatever,” he said, then kept his mouth shut.

Marc just kept his mouth shut, grateful for Ella's win.

“Okay, here we are. Get that key card ready, Jeff.”

Jeff held the key card out.

“I'm not going anywhere near that thing. You saw what it did to me last time.”

Because last time you tried to poke it, Marc thought. This side doesn't even have any of those little star things, and they'd have to be able to access the bunker somehow, so I'm pretty sure it's safe.

Rob took the key card from Jeff's hand.

“I'll do it,” he said. “It's probably better for the tank and off-tank to do this anyhow, in case there's some sort of damage dealing trap that'll trigger when the door opens.”

You know, I bet that explains Jeff's bitching about the easiness of the dungeon, he's blustering because this thing nearly took his finger and could've killed him and there was nothing he could do about it, except maybe be more careful in the first place, but it's Jeff, so there's no way that would happen, Marc thought. 

“Okay, let's do this. We're still on a timer overall even if we are in a dungeon,” Marc said.

He and Rob walked up to the side of the bunker with the two slots for the key cards. Rob looked over at Marc, who nodded.

“I'm guessing they need to go in at the same time, so on three,” Marc said, then counted down.

They each slid their key card in almost simultaneously and a moment later green lights came on beside the card slots. There was a click, and the featureless black surface between the two card readers shifted slightly, revealing a rectangular outline, man-sized in height, but four times as wide. The door had opened a fraction of an inch, so Marc got his fingers on the protruding edge, carefully, and started to pull.

The material, whatever it was, was cold. Not as cold as whatever had struck Jeff's finger earlier, but cold enough that Marc shivered as he pulled on the door.

The door swung open easily, requiring almost no pressure, but when Marc peered in, the interior was pitch black.

“Ella, light?” he said.

A moment later, an orb of light sprang into being over his head.

“Push it in, if you would?” he asked, and the light moved forward.

The pitch black interior stayed that way until the light actually moved past the edge of the bunker. Once it did, the interior was illuminated.

Inside was some sort of bastardized missile. That was what caught Marc's eye first. The thing was much longer than a person and tipped with some sort of drill bit. The drill bit alone was nearly as long as Marc was tall, and wider than he was at its base. It had been attached to the missile somehow, the jury-rigging of the connection very obvious compared to the smooth surface and fins of the missile itself.

The light orb moved into the center of the bunker and then Marc saw that, beyond the missile, much like they'd suspected, stood a build pedestal.

“Okay, I'm guessing that this is the weapon we're after,” Marc said. “And the dungeon pedestal is beyond it. Now where's whatever is guarding this thing? We've never found a dungeon pedestal without a guard before, have we?”

As though on cue, the pitch darkness returned, the light rapidly fading as swirls of darkness surrounded the orb, swallowing whatever light it produced.

“Ask and ye shall receive,” Rob said.

 

* * *

 

Marc found himself unconsciously backing away from whatever the darkness was. The interior had radiated cold when they'd opened it up, but as the darkness receded so had the cold. Now the chill was pouring out from the interior of the bunker, cold enough that his breath was frosting, even inside his temperature controlled air shield.

“That's got to be a magical attack of some sort,” Marc said, backpedaling as it clicked why he'd be feeling the cold. “Because it's going right through the shield Zeus gave us.”

His first reaction was to cast an Elemental Sphere of Protection, which should protect from the cold attack for a while. Then he saw Rob, still at the entrance and, apparently, immobile. Frost was spreading over the tank's armor even as Marc watched.

Completely immobile, not even twitching or reaching for a weapon. That's got to be some sort of mental attack, Marc thought, changing plans on the fly. 

Instead of using a sphere of protection on himself, he cast a Mind Shield on Rob instead. As soon as the spell took effect, Rob started scrambling backwards.

“That's not all it's got,” Rob called out as he backed away. “It did something to my mind, I was locked in place and couldn't move.”

Marc managed to rejoin the rest of the party before the darkness started moving out of the bunker. Once it did, it expanded, creating a massive amount of shadowy area as opposed to pitch blackness.

“It's a wraith,” Jeff said, “some weird sort of wraith, vulnerable to fire, holy, light, and life damage, resistant or immune to just about everything else. Kill it with fi—”

Now it was Jeff's turn to go utterly immobile. Marc spun and cast another Mind Shield, on Jeff this time.

“Like I was saying, kill it with fire, or something. Shit, that thing took over my mind for a second,” Jeff said as he was released from immobility.

“Marc, can you contain it?” Felicia asked.

“Maybe? I didn't want to use fire in this dungeon, I'm worried about what it might do, but now I think I have to use it.”

“Just do it. We'll be safe with our shields and we can claim that damned bomb afterwards if the dungeon, or moon base, or whatever it is gets destroyed,” she said.

Marc quickly pulled out two of the everburning torches from his inventory and hurled them to the floor. They'd supplied enough flames for the wall of fire he'd cast in the pyramid dungeon and now he was hoping that they'd do the same here.

As the wraith billowed, compressing and expanding as it moved towards them, he cast a quick Earthen Wall spell, twisted to fire. Since he didn't need the full hundred feet to surround it, he increased the height, bringing the wall from floor to ceiling. As the wall closed in on itself, forming a circle around the wraith, the flames shot to the ceiling, completely surrounding it with flames.

Your spell, Earthen Wall, has increased in skill level (4->5).

 

“That's the best idea I've got,” Marc said.

The wraith was hesitant. Barely visible through the flames, it tested the wall and quickly drew back to the center of the circle of flames.

“It's just got to hold it in place for a minute or so,” Felicia said.

Then she started casting.

In the middle of her spell, she winced, shook her head slightly, and forged ahead with the spell. When she finished, there was a white glow to the flames of the circle Marc had created. It permeated the circle and the wraith tried to shrink away from it, to no avail. As it screeched in a sound like nails on chalkboard, it started to wither away.

“The damn thing tried to take over my mind halfway through the spell,” Felicia said. “Evidently Willpower assists in resisting mental influence though, so it failed.”

Then the shriek of an alarm filled the hangar.

 

* * *

 

Nozzles on the ceiling of the hangar started shooting out some sort of white fire suppressant foam. The wall of flames, and its accompanying white light of Life magic, began to sputter out.

“That's a problem,” Felicia said, “I tied the Life magic to the fire. If it goes out, we lose that Life spell also.”

Marc was already working on the problem, casting Plane of Force over and over, positioning them to divert the foam away from the flames. It wasn't working well since the nozzles were all designed to spread the foam over a wide area.

“Can you tie the spell to anything, like you used to do with our weapons?” he asked, between casts of Plane of Force.

“Yes, why?”

“Tie it to the damned foam. Look, the foam is clinging to the wraith where it hits it.”

Then Marc went back to trying to keep the foam from putting his circular wall of flames out entirely.

Felicia immediately started casting again, staring at the nozzle that was directly over the head of the wraith, the one that was putting out most of the foam that was sticking to the creature.

Marc gave up trying to divert the foam as the last of his wall of fire flickered out, a moment later Felicia finished her spell and the foam that had come from the nozzle over the wraith began to glow with a white light, all of it did, even the stuff that had come out of it before she started casting.

“Good, all the foam from that one counted as a single unit,” she said, looking a little pale and lightheaded.

The wraith roared its anger, having thought it was out of danger only for the foam that coated it, and prevented some of the earlier damage, to start damaging it. It raced towards Felicia, obviously intent on revenge.

Marc stepped between the two of them and readied his shield, at the same time casting his Dragon Teeth spell, targeted on Felicia, not himself.

Rob had opened his mouth, probably to Taunt the wraith away from the healer, but Marc held up a hand to stop him, shaking his head as he did so.

The wraith was evidently corporeal enough to bounce off of Marc's shield, although the cold he felt from the impact was almost enough to slow him down. It still managed to get past him, destroying one of the Dragon's Teeth warriors, which set the others to aggro on it. The wraith raced off, then turned around for another try.

“Felicia, can you cast that spell one more time?” Marc asked.

She shook her head weakly.

“I already burned the mana from the ring even,” she said.

Marc quickly pulled out his original mana battery and handed it to her.

“Drain it, then use that spell on the one I'm about to put on you,” he said.

Marc started casting, targeting Felicia as he moved out of the area of effect he was about to create. When the shimmering sword blades started swirling around Felicia, she grinned, realizing his intent, and immediately started casting.

He ignored the text that flashed across his lower vision.

Your spell, Spinning Wall of Swords, has increased in skill level (1->2).

 

Marc moved over to try to slow the Wraith again as Felicia finished her spell.

Once again, he slowed it, but it got past him, swirling by and leaving him chilled to the bone. Another Dragon's Teeth warrior disappeared as it took the strike intended for Felicia.

The blurry swords that surrounded Felicia began to glow with a white light and Marc started casting more spells: Elemental Sphere of Protection, Earth Armor, and every other defensive spell he could target on someone else. When he was done, Felicia was as well protected as he could make her.

“Go on defense only,” he said over the comms.

Meanwhile Ella had gotten into the fight. All the while that Felicia and Marc were planning, she'd been throwing fire type Mana Darts at the wraith, irritating it more than anything else since they lost part of their damage to the foam, but still damaging it. Despite that, the wraith was still targeted on Felicia.

Which makes a lot of sense, since it's taking constant damage from the Life spell she put on the foam, Marc thought. 

The wraith was beginning to shrink under the ongoing damage, and Marc decided to help it out as best as he could. He knew the combat symbol for Light, so now he began his own series of Mana Dart spells, aspected to Light damage.

 

* * *

 

Felicia had hunkered down, casting some of her own defensive spells on herself as well. The wraith kept flying in to attack her, despite the fact that each time it did, the Life enchanted swords were slicing small bits off of it, only for them to dissipate as they were cut off of the wraith. The swords were also, unfortunately, removing some of the foam that had been doing ongoing damage to it.

Marc quickly checked his mana, having an idea.

Because Mana Dart isn't the only spell I can aspect with Light. Not only am I a human keyboard cleaner, I can also be a human flashlight, he thought. 

Then he cast his Water Jet spell, aspecting it to Light damage.

The results were more than he'd expected. The compressed light looked almost like a laser beam with the circumference of a soda can as it shot from his hand to shred a large portion of the wraith.

“Hell, yeah! You got a laser?” Jeff yelled.

Marc ignored the Thief and kept channeling his remaining mana into the spell. Another fire aspected Mana Dart struck the wraith from Ella and, apparently, Matilda wanted in on the action also. Her once a day Fireball that she could use from her recent loot detonated when the wraith was turning around to attack Felicia again. By this time the Dragon's Teeth warriors were all gone, and Felicia had healed herself twice already. 

Marc's spell sputtered and died as a headache crashed in on him.

Crap, my mana's out, he thought. 

“Out of mana,” he sent on the comms.

Despite the near crippling headache, he pulled out one of the mana batteries that he'd made for the handheld railguns and started draining it.

Meanwhile, Felicia was casting a longer spell while turtling under her shield. The wraith was an unsteady flickering mass of shadows by this point and grew smaller still as Ella hit it with another fiery Mana Dart. As it raced towards Felicia again, she stood up, her shield disappearing into her inventory.

“Down, everyone,” she sent on the comms, then shouted. “Eat lead, asshole!”

She racked her shotgun, and aimed at the incoming wraith while bracing her feet against a support pillar so she wouldn't be thrown by the recoil in the reduced gravity. With the party dropping to the floor, and taking cover once they saw what she was doing, she fired at the charging wraith. Nine little glowing balls jetted from the barrel of her shotgun, each one striking the wraith as it closed to attack again.

Each glowing ball shredded a chunk of wraith much larger than the ball itself, a chunk closer to the size of the light glowing on it, and by the time they passed through, the only bits of shadow remaining were tiny chunks of the wraith drifting towards the ground, and getting shredded even smaller by the swirling swords as the bits drifted down.

Felicia reached out and caught a portion of the falling shadow and a moment later a pair of clanks rang out as loot dropped to the floor near her feet.

She dropped into a sitting position on the floor, looking completely exhausted and drained. Then she looked out and saw that the party was in mostly decent condition, aside from her, and collapsed.

Marc raced to her side, pulling out one of the potions of healing that he carried. When he got there, her eyes fluttered open and she shook her head at the sight of the potion.

“Exhaustion, not wounds. I burned out my mana in the battle, recharged from your battery, then burned it all out again. My head is splitting.”

Marc, feeling like his head was splitting just from running out of mana once, didn't even want to imagine what her head felt like right now.

“What's this stuff?” he asked, nudging the items that had fallen to the floor in front of her.

“The wraith looked like it was going to utterly disappear. Since I was already channeling my inner Jeff, I looted it before it could disappear entirely,” she said, wincing with the effort of speaking.

“Shh,” he said, “rest, you need it and you earned it. I'm sorry I couldn't keep that thing off of you any better than I did.”

She smiled at him weakly.

“You and Rob have been tanking so much, I just figured it was my turn, so I thought it was worth it to try it out,” she said. “I was wrong though, you two can keep the tank slot.”

“Hush,” Marc said, noticing that it still seemed to hurt her to speak. “Just work on getting over the mana burn. I think we're mostly done here, and if anything else shows up, the rest of us will handle it.” 

Felicia smiled up at him, still weakly, then her eyes closed and Marc heard a familiar snore as she fell asleep.

 

* * *

 

“You been holding out on us?” Jeff asked, “Where'd you get a laser, Marc?”

“I don't have a laser,” Marc said, getting comfortable and putting Felicia's head in his lap.

“I saw it, don't give me that shit.”

“No, you saw me use a Water Jet spell, but I used a new aspect on it, Light.”

“So that's supposed to just be a light beam or something?” Jeff asked.

“I never gave it much thought, but the Water Jet spell is pressurized water. I suppose pressurized light might be considered a laser? I mean, it looked like it, but it also didn't cut through the metal of the wall when it hit that.”

“Sorry, Marc,” Rob said. “I was absolutely useless there. I had nothing that would do anything to it.”

“It's okay Rob, this is the first out of how many fights where you couldn't do anything?”

“Still, I'm supposed to be the tank and I couldn't do my job.”

“I'm supposed to be the off-tank and I didn't do much better in defending her. Fortunately, she's pretty resilient and resourceful all on her own,” Marc said.

Ella nodded vigorously.

“Just because she's normally healing doesn't mean she doesn't pack a punch also,” she said.

“What's up with her anyhow?” Jeff asked, “is she...”

He leaned in closer and peered at Felicia.

“Is she sleeping?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes, she is. You won't get this, but ask Ella to explain. She bottomed her mana out in the fight, recharged a thousand points, then bottomed it out a second time.”

Ella winced at the first mention of mana bottoming out, when she heard that Felicia had done it a second time in the same fight, her jaw dropped.

“Come on, Jeff. I'll try to explain it to you. Just trust me when I tell you Felicia will need to recover for a bit and sleeping is a good way to do that with what she did. It'll probably only be a few hours, then she'll be mostly fine, I hope,” Ella said, taking Jeff's arm and dragging him away.

Matilda came over and cuddle up to Felicia.

“Is she okay?” Matilda asked.

“She will be, it'll just take a little bit,” Marc replied.

“I'll stay with her then,” Matilda said, “is that okay?”

“That's great. I'm going to stay with her a bit, then I'll need to get up and do a few things. Rob, could you keep an eye on the transport circle and the door to officers' country? Make sure no-one surprises us? I really don't want to move Felicia for the moment.”

Rob nodded, then turned to find a spot where he could keep an eye on both of his assigned areas. Marc could see the other two doors from where he was and was happy enough to keep an eye on them from his current position. He figured he could react quickly, and easily alert the rest of the team, if either of them opened.

As he waited for Felicia to stir, he idly played with the two items she'd looted. The first was a wand, covered in symbols that were carved into the bone it was created from. He had no idea what type of animal the bone had come from, or if it was really even a bone, that's just what he thought of when he felt it.

The second was a black, crystalline orb. He had no idea what that was made from either, but the pitch black of the crystal made him think that it was somehow related to the wraith they'd killed to obtain it.

They're hers though, unless she wants to share them, no-one else managed to get in and loot it before all its pieces were gone, so she gets first dibs, he thought. 

Finally, he couldn't stand just sitting there any longer. He dug out the bedroll he kept in the emergency supplies in his inventory, spread it out, and laid Felicia down on it, Matilda griping slightly that she had to move while he did so. Felicia appeared to be more relaxed now than when she'd first fallen asleep, so he thought she was improving.

He called Jeff and Ella over.

“Rob's watching for any unexpected visitors,” Marc said. “Shall we see what we can do about the bomb?”

“I'm not going anywhere near that bunker, Marc,” Jeff said. “I'll cover you though.”

“Wuss,” Ella said, and Jeff pouted in response.

“I'll go check it out with you, Marc,” she continued.

Marc set Jeff to watching the two doors he'd had his eye on and he and Ella approached the bunker. The door still hung wide open, the two cards still in their slots. As he approached, he noticed that the temperature had equaled out. The inside had originally been much colder when he opened it, but now it was the same temperature as the rest of the hangar.

“It looks safe,” he said. “There was a severe temperature differential before, there isn't now.”

“That just means that there isn't another wraith in there. Hang on a second.”

Ella cast a Light orb and sent it into the bunker. The earlier one had disappeared and Marc assumed that the wraith had managed to drain it of its energy somehow.

He slowly edged his way into the vault, only to feel foolish when nothing happened. He laid a hand on the bomb and tried to will it into his inventory, only for nothing to happen.

Does this space disable inventories? he wondered. 

A quick thought had his gladius in his hand. He sent it back to his inventory.

“This thing can't go in my inventory. I don't know if it's too big, too heavy, or just not allowed to be put in inventory space, but unless Rob can inventory it we'll be moving it manually,” Marc said. 

Ella nodded her agreement.

“Want me to go get him so he can check?” she asked.

“Sure, I'm going to verify that this is the dungeon pedestal and then I'll come back out,” Marc replied.

 

* * *

 

A half hour later Rob had verified that he couldn't inventory the bomb either. Marc had confirmed that that was the dungeon pedestal, but he wasn't going to do anything with it just yet. Jeff, of all people, had volunteered to go make sure the floor was clear.

I bet he's actually looting as much as hunting, Marc thought, but that's okay. This has been a pretty loot free dungeon for him so far since he can't even use the Force Blade Rob gave him yet.

Jeff was back before Felicia woke up, but only by about ten minutes. When Felicia stirred and then started sitting up, Marc rushed over.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She nodded, still looking a bit wan.

“Yeah, I'm fine, or I will be. I've still got a bit of a headache, at least as much as I normally get when running out of mana quickly, but nowhere near where it was before I conked out.”

Rob had been hunting around in the hangar, all while trying to keep an eye on the areas he was watching, but now his efforts had apparently borne fruit.

“Hey, Marc, I think I found a solution to our problem,” Rob called.

Marc helped Felicia to her feet and Matilda grumbled as she tried to reach for Felicia and ended up curling up in a little ball while still sleeping.

“You're okay if I go check this out?” Marc asked.

Felicia nodded, then leaned over and picked up Matilda, cuddling her to her chest and stroking the raccoon's fur.

Marc reclaimed his bedroll and stowed it in his inventory, then turned to find Rob. The tank had something that looked like an extra large pallet jack, except it had no wheels. Rob was dragging it easily, but Marc attributed that to the tank's Strength.

“What is it?”

“Something like a pallet jack is what I thought. I figure we can put the bomb on here to move it, it's not much larger than the pallet jack is.”

“I don't know that we want to be dragging it like that,” Marc said.

Rob shook his head and turned a control on the handle. The jack portion rose up off the ground to a height of a foot before Rob turned it again and it dropped back to just a fraction of an inch off the ground.

“We wouldn't be dragging it,” he said.

“Oh, that really gets my goat, these idiots had anti-gravity tech all along and I almost killed myself getting it for us,” Marc said.

“It's the government, what did you expect?” Rob asked.

Marc just shook his head.

“Sure, we can do it that way. As a matter of fact, Felicia is back up, so we can give it a shot right now.”

It was almost anti-climactic. Rob and Marc maneuvered the pallet jack in front of the bomb and Rob leaned over to check its fit.

“Hey, it looks like it was actually designed to be moved by this thing. Watch this?”

Rob lowered the pallet jack to its lowest setting, then simply pushed it back along the bomb. The pallet jack fit the missile portion exactly. The only thing hanging off when it was all the way in was the drill portion. When Rob triggered the anti-gravity on the jack, the whole thing lifted up, although it also started to tip towards the drill end.

“Lower it again Rob, just for a minute,” Marc said.

When it was lowered, Marc tied a section of rope around the missile on the end closest to the pallet jack controls. With the lesser gravity that they were working with that was sufficient to secure the bomb from tipping again. As Rob dragged the bomb out, Marc went back to the pedestal.

“Is everyone ready? I'm going to claim the core on this one so we can reset it up as a training dungeon back in SCN.”

A chorus of readies answered his question so he pulled the dungeon screen up and chose to destroy it. A moment later, he was holding a core and hoping that the dungeon, especially the transport option, would stay intact long enough for them to get out.

He grabbed the two key cards as he left, knowing he'd need one for the transport. Everyone else had been waiting in the circle that would be transported and Rob was just pulling the bomb into it when Marc got there.

He quickly ran through the sequence like he had before, except for the destination setting being the first floor. He was taken aback when the cost showed itself, it was a thousand and fifty now instead of the six hundred and fifty from earlier. He quickly drained another of the railgun mana batteries so he'd have enough to pay it and did so.

The group shimmered into being in the first floor hangar and Jeff and Ella immediately made a break for it, one running towards each of the spaceships that had a weapon on it.

“Hey, we'll meet you back in Any Port, escort you there even,” Jeff called. “I'm not gonna pass up free spaceships, you know?”

“How are you going to open the hangar?” Marc yelled back.

“Remotes built into the spaceships. I found them earlier. If not, we'll just blow the door to smithereens, then we can all get out more easily. I wouldn't want to try to get that bomb through the little personnel door, so we need to open the hangar anyways.”

Marc looked over at the door that they'd entered through and realized that Jeff had a point. The bomb wouldn't fit through it.

A minute later, the two spaceships were hovering and the hangar door was opening. The group made for it quickly, not knowing how much more time the dungeon had before collapsing.

“Wait for those of us on foot to go out first so Zeus doesn't think you're hostiles,” Marc sent over to comm.

They exited the dungeon and Marc saw the cargo hold on their the ship Hera was flying opening up. Evidently someone had been paying attention. When the two spaceships came out behind them, their first ship rose off the ground, cargo hold still deploying.

“Use your radios, tell them you're friendlies or you'll get to see just how Zeus is the weapon system for an unarmed ship,” Marc sent over the comm.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

In a surprising show of good sense, Jeff and Ella landed their ships. Marc was working on getting the bomb to their original ship, but he still saw the doors on the two new ships open. Jeff and Ella stepped out, waved towards Zeus and Hera until they were sure they'd been seen, then got back into their ships.

That had to be Ella's idea, Marc thought. Jeff never would've thought of landing and showing themselves. I guess they couldn't communicate or something? I've never even checked out the comm gear on our first ship, never mind these two. That's something we should cover before heading back to Earth, especially with all those ships in orbit.

While Jeff and Ella were doing that, Rob got the bomb to the ship. He looked worried as he started to maneuver the bomb into the cargo hold and that worry was justified. It was too big to fit, the drill portion sticking out when he tried to put it straight in.

“Here, let's try angling it, and if we need to, we can prop the front up so it's using more space in the upper portion of the cargo hold,” Marc said.

The two of them worked on getting the bomb into place, finally getting it to barely fit by using items from their inventory to place it diagonally across the available space with the drill end propped up into the open air.

“Who'd have thought that this thing would be so damned long?” Rob said. “I expected heavy, and it is, I did not expect it to be this unwieldy though. How, exactly, were they intending on getting this thing to its target?”

“Disposable exterior weapon mounts,” Zeus said, peering through the cargo hold door that led to the bridge. The door was open, but there was barely enough room for him to peer through with the cargo hold deployed. “Do you have that in there securely now? The collapse of the dungeon has sent a large cloud of dust up, and with the gravity and atmosphere, or lack thereof, here, that's going to be visible to those ships in orbit around the planet if they think to look.”

“I think it's in as good as it's going to get,” Marc said. “I recommend no sudden course changes on the way back if they can be avoided, because this is mainly propped in place.”

“Good, that will have to do. Get yourselves into the cargo hold proper so we can close it, then you can join the rest of us on the bridge after we raise the holds again,” Zeus said.

As soon as the cargo hold was closed, Marc knew they were lifting off due to his stomach. He and Rob made their way up onto the bridge, joining Felicia, Beggar, and Matilda on the bench. Zeus was in the copilot seat and Hera was talking on the comms, apparently to Jeff and Ella since she was delivering tips on how to fly in space as opposed to atmosphere.

That's right, Jeff at least got to watch Hera, but Ella is doing this blind. I get it though, having two more spacecraft, and armed ones at that, is going to be a good thing, especially with all the ships in orbit around Earth already, Marc thought. We'll at least have some chance of defending ourselves from landings if Zeus and Hera fail and those ships try to take our spaceport.

Marc watched the view screen. It was set so it showed the two ships Jeff and Ella had appropriated. Those two were flying in front of the one Marc was on, one to either side as though they were flying escort.

“You're doing great,” Hera said. “We aren't going to be able to Stealth past these guys this time though, they'll see it when we hit the atmosphere no matter what, so we're going in hot. You'll have to brake in the atmosphere where they won't be able to follow, so we'll go in at a shallow angle to give you more time for braking maneuvers.”

“Can you keep us stable when we're going in hot?” Marc asked. “Because that bomb isn't exactly secured very well.”

Hera turned to look at him.

“I'll do the best I can, but there are no guarantees, especially if any of these morons in orbit decide to fire on us.”

Marc gulped.

“Maybe Rob and I should be in the cargo hold at that point then. We can keep it a lot steadier if we're there and can react to any shifts.”

“Assuming you're willing,” Hera said. “It might be dangerous.”

Marc had a thought and grinned.

“Well, Rob and I have the most health of our party and we also both have an ability, or spell in my case, that can keep us from being thrown off of our feet. I think we'll be good, if maybe uncomfortable.”

Rob was looking nervous about the idea, but he agreed.

“Hey,” Jeff's voice came across the ship's comms. “These ships are designed to have the weapons used by the pilot, aren't they? Not by a gunner? Walk us through that. All those assholes in orbit look like floating experience to me, especially if we can go down to the surface and they can't yet.”

 

* * *

 

It didn't feel like very long before Rob and Marc had to stand up and return to the cargo hold.

“Try to give us at least a little warning if you'll need to make evasive maneuvers,” Marc called out as he entered the cargo hold.

Hera snorted in reply.

I didn't think so, but I had to ask, Marc thought. There are some cases where it would be possible.

“Holy shit!” Felicia said. “Is Jeff going in on attack run or something?” Marc stifled the urge to turn around and look at the screen, knowing that he had to be in position within a minute or so.

Fortunately, Felicia realized that and gave a running commentary on the comms so Rob and Marc knew what was going on.

“I can't believe they're doing that. Jeff used himself as bait, didn't fire at all, just raced past a bunch of ships. Any of them that fired on him, Ella targeted. She destroyed two by herself and when Zeus realized what was going on, he jumped in also. I guess they decided that anyone they take out in orbit isn't going to be a problem on the planet later on.”

Her commentary was cut off with an 'Oof!' as the ship started tossing about.

The ship was bucking then and Marc imagined that Hera had hit the atmosphere at a high speed and was bouncing off of it while trying to get into it. He and Rob were busy though, throwing their weight and Strength against the bomb, trying to keep it from slamming around in the cargo hold. Marc was right, and his Stand Fast spell, while adequate to keep him in position and bracing the bomb, was also leaving him bruised and sore from his efforts.

Rob seemed to be in a similar situation, occasionally grunting as the bomb would slide and hit him.

There were several lateral jerks and Marc assumed that was Hera dodging incoming fire or something of the sort since he couldn't envision their entry to the atmosphere causing motion like that.

It was a terrifying, and painful, five minutes before the motion of the ship smoothed out. Felicia had kept up a soft commentary throughout, interrupted by a few more expressions of surprise or pain as the ship tossed about.

“Okay, we're far enough away from the ones that were firing on us that we shouldn't have to worry about that any more. Jeff and Ella are both into the atmosphere already. It looks like their craft are fighters through and through which let them dip into the atmosphere much more easily than we did. I see what Hera meant though, when they first hit the atmosphere, they looked like fireballs for about thirty seconds. I thought they might've blown up even,” Felicia said. “Now we're zeroing in on Any Port though. I think it's safe to come back up, but maybe wait another minute or two in case there are any more surprises.”

Marc and Rob waited the full two minutes before going back up, when they did, they were surprised at the altitude the craft was flying at.

“Wow, flying this high is going to get us back really quickly,” Marc said.

“Yes,” Zeus answered. “It's too high for the condition of the seals you had before, but with them repaired we can easily cruise at this altitude to anywhere on the planet. We should be back to your Kingdom in fifteen minutes or so.”

Marc could see Jeff's and Ella's ships back in escort position. Jeff's, or what he thought was Jeff's, showed some scorched marks on it.

“Did Jeff really play bait for Ella to take the kill shots?” Marc asked softly.

“At first he did, once they started to turn and try to fire at her too, he started a three dimensional dogfight with a couple of them,” Felicia answered just as softly.

Marc just shook his head.

“What was he thinking?”

“Thinking? Jeff?” Felicia replied. “Consider what you just said.”

Now Marc was nodding his head instead.

“I don't know what I was thinking, expecting Jeff to act sanely.”

“It worked really well though and his spaceship isn't actually damaged, according to him at least that's mostly cosmetic damage from a shield that shorted out. They have redundant shields so he didn't get hit by incoming fire, that's just scorching from the short circuit. Hera said it's a five minute repair with the right parts on the ground,” Felicia said.

Marc decided that he could actually relax for a bit. Evidently the System's prohibition of newcomers not arriving for the first year extended to the entire atmosphere and they were deep enough in it now that they didn't need to worry about uninvited company.

 

* * *

 

Zeus and Hera were both smiling broadly as they exited the ship. They'd been the last two off of it, and Rob and Marc were already working on unloading the bomb at their request.

“So, two days to get the external mounts placed,” Hera said. “Then we can load the bomb and finish this.”

“I have something to do first and, while I know you are eager to get on with your work, I would ask that you instruct Jeff and Ella on how to replace the shield generators. They should be able to do it easily enough on their own once shown how,” Zeus said. “In the meanwhile, I want to award all of these fine people for this quest. They shouldn't have to miss out on all of the rewards for it should we fail, not after how much they've done for it so far.”

Hera pouted and Marc tried desperately to stifle the chuckle that tried to bubble out. The look was utterly unsuited to her face.

It's as out of place on her face as most of those Duck Faces were in selfies before the System showed up, he thought. 

He turned away from her, helping Rob pull the bomb out on its anti-gravity pallet jack.

“This thing we're keeping,” Rob said, gesturing to the jack. “Imagine how much easier it would've been to move creatures into the Menagerie if we'd had this at the time.”

Marc nodded his agreement. He couldn't see any reason Zeus and Hera would need it, and it would be a valuable addition to the spaceport if he weren't mistaken.

“Sure, we can keep it. I think I heard Zeus talking about rewarding us at least partially for the quest already though, so let's finish up here and get everyone together, okay?” Marc replied.

Rob's face broke into a grin.

“Level twenty-four here I come. You're getting boosted to twenty-five?”

Marc nodded.

“Yes, I managed to get a level right before our last award from Zeus, so that took me to twenty-four. Kingdom Quests give a lot of experience to whoever is in charge. I gave away as much of that as I could, but they only let you distribute fifty percent of the experience, the rest goes to whoever is in charge of the Kingdom.”

Rob nodded.

“I heard about those Kingdom Quests, that number four is going to be hellish to get, isn't it?”

Marc had wondered why Rob was smirking as he started to speak and now he knew.

“Should I tell Felicia you said that?” he asked.

“What? Not hellish for you, hellish for her, I meant.”

“Rob!” Marc exclaimed, chuckling.

“Come on, Marc. Let's go get the rewards we've been promised,” Rob said, still grinning.

They started heading towards Zeus.

“You got me good there, now I'm going to owe you one,” Marc said.

“That's okay. Your payback at least isn't painful. Jeff goes overboard a lot.”

“Oh, don't you worry, you'll get your puppy soon enough,” Marc said.

Rob looked confused.

“Puppy? Oh, that's right, we're getting dogs in trade from Melissa. I'm glad they're breeding already.”

“No, Rob. Haven't you heard the saying payback's a bitch?”

“Yeah, I have, so?” Rob deadpanned.

“Oh, you ass,” Marc said. “You understood me perfectly.”

“Yup, does this mean I'll get two puppies?” Rob asked, grinning.

“I have got to have a word with Jeff. I think he's been rubbing off on everyone now,” Marc said.

“Now that was just uncalled for,” Rob said, shaking his index finger at Marc.

 

* * *

 

Before they could get awarded, they were co-opted to help Jeff.

Not that Zeus would award us without Jeff and Ella there anyhow, Marc thought. So we would've had to wait anyhow since Hera is so eager to get going on the weapon mount that she's showing Jeff and Ella the shield repairs right now.

Hera had a small electronic device in her hand as Jeff led Marc up to her.

“Jeff, why did you wander off?” Hera asked. “I'm trying to show you something here.”

“Because you said we have to clean all that charring off first. It would take forever by hand, and Marc here ought to be able to do it in a minute or two,” Jeff said.

Then he turned to Marc.

“Use your cleaning spell on that? Hera said it's all exterior charring, didn't affect the material of the ship at all, just crusted onto it. She told us we have to clean that off before we replace the shield generator.”

Marc sighed, but started casting Cleanse. It actually took closer to four minutes since whatever the charring was, it was also stubborn. Soon enough, the scorch marks had disappeared from the ship.

“This panel, open it,” Hera said, popping open a panel with an odd looking tool. “Remove the damaged shield generator and simply plug the new one in. Then you'll need to treat the craft as though you were starting it and make sure there are no error displays.”

She followed action to words, removing a partially melted piece of electronics and replacing it with the one in her hand.

“The replacements are available through the shop in the depot. If you don't know the name of the part, hopefully the identification on the one you're replacing is still legible, otherwise you're screwed. Now you know, and I can get back to my real job,” she said.

She slammed the panel shut and locked it with the same tool she used to open it.

“Um, what's that tool?” Ella asked. “We'll need it to open the panel, right?”

Hera stared at her, exasperated.

“Go, in the depot, go to the shop. There should be a book on basic spacecraft maintenance. Purchase it, read it, and you will have your answer. Now, if you'll excuse me.”

Hera stormed off back towards the smuggler's ship and the bomb, obviously unwilling to spend any more time here.

“Great, now I feel like the cretin,” Ella said. “It's like we're contagious or something with how she's acting.”

“Well, on the other hand, Zeus was talking about awarding us part of the rewards for the quest already. So, are you ready to level?” Marc asked.

“That makes me feel much better,” Ella said. “Let's get everyone else and go do that.”

It was easy enough to find Felicia and the raccoons, they'd also heard Zeus and were in the same general area he was in. A few minutes later they were all standing in front of Zeus, who was wearing a wide grin.

“See, Marcus? I told you I'd get you there.”

“Yes you did, and I'm glad to see that you were correct,” Marc said.

“Also, I have a title for all of you. It may be of limited use, and possibly even detrimental should Hera and I lose, but I'm sure you'll find a use for it either way.”

“The Resistance Fighter title? What does it do?” Marc asked.

“It increases your effective Willpower by twenty-five percent any time you need to resist mental or magical effects,” Zeus said. “The title itself might get you in trouble should we lose and the System go hunting any accomplices though.”

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” Marc said. “I'll take it.”

The rest of the group agreed and Zeus seemed pleased by that.

“Well, here are your rewards,” Zeus said, “so far.”

For assisting in an endeavor to overthrow a tyrant you have received the title: Resistance Fighter. Title bonuses are cumulative unless otherwise indicated.

Resistance Fighter: Whenever a resistance check for mental or magical effects is required, that check will be made based on your Willpower plus 25%.

 

You have gained a level (24->25)

 Excess experience has been banked.

 You have two ability points to distribute.

 Your Intelligence has increased (33->34)

 Your Constitution has increased (30->31)

 You have one new skill point to distribute.

 You have learned the spell: Prismatic Shield (1)

 You have learned the skill: Lyricize (1)

 

* * *

 

“I'll have more for you should we return from our mission, but for now I need a drink, or twenty,” Zeus said.

“Um, Zeus, shouldn't you maybe not drink right before a mission like this?” Ella asked.

Zeus arched a shaggy eyebrow.

“True, but I'll only drink today. Tomorrow I'll sober up and the day after we'll depart on our mission. I'd offer to help Hera, but I know better, she'd simply sneer at me and ask why I want to slow her down. I'm better off drinking, it'll give her something to complain about, which makes her happy.”

Marc squeezed his eyes shut.

I don't want to get involved in this discussion. I'll check what my new spell is, it looks interesting. Help Prismatic Shield.

Prismatic Shield:

This spell is designed to be cast on a shield. It will last for 5 minutes or until all the layers are dispersed. The spell creates seven colored layers across the top of a shield, each with a different effect. The effects range from direct damage to short distance teleportation. The spell may be targeted on the caster's shield, in which case they may choose from the seven effects, or an ally's shield, in which case one of the colors will trigger at random with each use.

The effects are triggered in two ways. Either when the shield is used to block, parry, or redirect a strike or when an offensive skill such as Shield Bash is used by the wielder of the shield.

Effects:

1 – direct damage of 10 points per user's level

2 – Confusion (may cause enemy to attack their allies, do nothing at all, or a number of other actions)

3 – Blindness – a bright light will flash in the eyes of the enemy, leaving them briefly blinded.

4 – Weakness – creature affected by shield will lose 5-10 points of Strength temporarily.

5 – Silence – creature affected by shield will be unable to speak for 10 seconds.

6 – Poison – creature affected by shield will be poisoned, poison strength is based on shield wielder's level.

7 – Teleport – a short range teleport (10-50 feet) will affect the target of the shield. They will also be teleported somewhere in the 180° arc in front of shield at the time it affects the victim.

 

Well, there's a little bit of chaos, Marc thought. Although if I'm mainly using it on my own shield then I can select from those options, that's better than a random choice if I use it on someone else's shield. Let's see what English Major came up with this time. Help Lyricize.

Lyricize:

Lyrics can cause swelling emotions or sobbing eyes. The user of Lyricize can create lyrics that will contribute buffs to themselves and others based on their emotions. When used by a bard or other music based class, these effects are strengthened. The lyrics may be recited on their own, not to music, to grant lesser buffs. The buffs that Lyricize provides are determined by the words used in the lyrics. These lyrics may be projected over amplified devices and maintain their buffs.

 

Pretty straightforward, Marc thought, although I'm uncertain of my ability to actually write lyrics. Hopefully the skill helps with that.

Marc tuned back in to the conversation going on around him, only to wish that he hadn't. Zeus had left and Jeff was trying to lecture Ella about giving advice to gods. Ella wasn't taking the lecture very well and was, in turn, yelling at Jeff for risking himself by playing bait in their last fight.

Marc looked around and found Felicia edging away. Rob and the raccoons were long gone already. He caught Felicia's eye, then moved over and took her hand.

“Let's get out of here,” he said.

“I already would have, but you were just standing there, lost in your screens.”

“A new skill and a new spell. I was checking out the help. I'll tell you all about them,” Marc said, looking around, “somewhere else, anywhere else.”

Felicia nodded her agreement and the two of them slipped away from the argument as it began increasing in volume.

 

* * *

 

Marc told Felicia all about his new skill and spell as they leaned against the side of Octavius' tank. The little octopus was hovering in the water right next to them as he did, almost as though he were listening to the conversation.

“You know what kind of weirds me out?” Marc said, after they finished talking about his new acquisitions.

“Um, no? I haven't seen much weird you out, except maybe that amalgamation thingy,” Felicia said.

“There is that, but that's not what I'm talking about. What weirds me out is how much I can see Zeus and Hera when I look at Jeff and Ella.”

“What?” Felicia said. “They're nothing alike.”

“Except for arguing over stupid stuff, and the male half simply taking the abuse the female half dishes out. Oh, and maybe things like Zeus doing something so Hera can complain because he thinks it'll make her happy. Sounds like the sort of thing Jeff would do, no? Shall I continue?”

“No, you shouldn't. Even if you're right, I don't want to consider that anytime I look at Jeff and Ella.  Damn you, that's lodged in my mind now though. I don't think it's going to go away.”

“Well, assuming they get the levels for it, picture Jeff and Ella in ten thousand years or so, does that make the idea more palatable?” Marc asked.

Felicia shook her head.

“Ten thousand years? Do you know how much trouble Jeff could get into over that length of time?”

Marc shrugged.

“Feel free to disagree with me, but there are some similarities between those two couples. More than I'm happy to have noticed, honestly.”

“Let's talk about something else, anything else,” Felicia said.

“What would you like to talk about?” Marc asked.

“Nothing, really, I just like spending time with you. I like the sound of your voice, so whatever you want to talk about that isn't Jeff and Ella.”

“What do you think Zeus and Hera's chances are?” Marc asked. “Zeus seems really worried about it.”

Felicia shook her head.

“Let me rephrase what I'd like to talk about. Let's talk about trivialities, not the similarities between our friends and ten thousand year old gods, not earth shaking changes that may occur soon, just talk to each other, you know, small talk?”

“You know I've never been very good at that,” Marc said.

“You ought to be able to be good at it now, with your new stats and all. So, let's give it a try?”

“I did give it a try. I asked what you wanted to talk about, and then you shot down my second attempt at a topic also.”

“Okay, let me rephrase this again. Talk to me about something non-important. Wait,” she said, holding up a single finger, “I've got some motivation for you this time. Practice your small talk with me, otherwise we could start discussing our wedding planning.”

“So,” Marc said. “How about that weather? Sure is weather, isn't it?”

 

* * *

 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Marc had gone down to the spaceport to charge up the batteries on all the ships they'd just brought back. He was sure that Zeus and Hera would need a full charge for their efforts, and since the two fighter spacecraft that Jeff and Ella had brought back might well play a part in their defense if Zeus and Hera weren't successful, he wanted to make sure that they were fully charged as well.

Hera was working on the smuggler craft, their original ship. She was mounting a structure on the outside of it. Marc was pretty sure that she'd mentioned a disposable launcher for the bomb, so he thought that's what it was. What he didn't get was why it was going to take her so long to do it. Since Zeus was just lounging on the ground at the edge of the pad the ship was parked on, he decided to ask.

He settled onto the ground next to Zeus, only to discover that the smell of alcohol was strong right there, wafting off of Zeus.

“I thought you said you weren't going to be drinking today?” Marc asked.

It hadn't been his intent to nag at Zeus, but when the smell struck him he spoke instinctively.

Zeus looked over at him.

“I needed to calm myself. Going to into this filled with anger at the System is not the right way to do our best. So I drank more to try to tamp that down.”

Despite the strong smell of alcohol Zeus wasn't slurring his words in the slightest.

“I get that the System is a bit of a prick, but why are you so angry with it?” Marc asked.

Zeus blinked at him, blearily.

“I never did tell you, did I? You know that the System was here a very long time ago, when we were as well. We needed to flee to save our own lives, but not all of my people could flee. Hera and I would've died had we remained here. Although we would've still had the rest of our lifespans beyond our current age, as the nanites disappeared from us we would've aged, and passed on. Assuming we had lived that long.”

Zeus laid back on the grass and picked a blade of it. The grass was short and vivid green, one of the first harbingers of spring. He began to chew on it, speaking around the grass in his mouth.

“Those who could not flee did die. Many of them within the first year. You've seen the bounty that the System provides. We had enough for our population and then some with the System present, but when it left? Food shortages and riots everywhere. No more going to the shop and purchasing whatever you wanted to eat, no more crops coming in at an enhanced frequency and harvest. We had some contact with them once we established ourselves on our current Wild Magic planet. That didn't last long, though. The equipment we left had been designed to work without the System. You've seen some of that equipment yourself, but there were fights over the generators we left behind. Even with them only barely providing enough power for the smaller bits of machinery we left, they were fought over, and the winners? Well, we don't know if the machinery was destroyed by the fight, the generators were destroyed by the fight, or the victors simply did not wish to remain in contact with us.”

Zeus spit out the blade of grass he was chewing on.

“What we do know is that the majority of the people we'd left behind died within the first year. Most of my people, gone in a heartbeat. That is why we moved to a Wild Magic planet. By taming a portion of it for ourselves, but not the rest of it, we prevented the System from being in such a position of power over ourselves again. All while building the power of our people to a degree that strengthened the System's decision to ignore the Wild Magic planets. It thought that if it didn't interact with us there, then we couldn't threaten it.”

Now Zeus smiled, a very vindictive smile.

“It was wrong, and now our long plans are coming to fruition. Yet the memories of those people we had to abandon are still strong in me after these many millennia, as is the anger their deaths created in me. I burn with the desire to destroy the System, to replace it with one that is not geared towards maintaining and increasing the power of those in its longest standing areas. They are soft, and yet they think they are strong. I yearn to show them otherwise.”

 Marc tried to digest what Zeus had said, but he had a problem comprehending a grudge held across millennia.

“Did you know,” Zeus asked, “that the System was originally designed as an entertainment venue? An entire planet, seeded with the System's nanites. One that is similar to what all of System generated space is now, save that the System kept a copy of all participants in its game and, should they die, would recreate them hale and hearty once more, so that they could try to play again.”

“What?” Marc asked. “This all started as a game?”

“Yes, but the System was not foolproof. Either it evolved to a point where it decided it needed to spread, or someone altered its programming to do so. Either way, the nanites it generated were modified enough that they no longer appeared on the detectors that were installed to prevent its spread from the planet it was situated on. It seeded the known worlds with those new nanites, and ones that it reproduced from local materials, and they all activated at the same time. Hence the System was born. It immediately removed the respawn effect from its programming at that time, except for in some very rare cases of powerful spells possessed by the users. And so my civilization was crushed by a game gone wild, my people destroyed, and I've spent millennia since then planning a way to avenge them. Now that that opportunity is in my grasp, I find the anger I suppressed for all that time welling up to fill me.”

 

* * *

 

Marc wandered away from the spaceport feeling significantly more morose than he had before. 

On the other hand, now that I know their motivation I'm positive that if they can get it done in time, they will. The anger and spite that Zeus feels towards the System tells me that if he can prevent the new one from messing with Earth a second time, he will. If Hera feels even half that, she's not going to be taking any extra time in her job, but she'll make sure to do it right, Marc thought. 

He wandered for a bit, ending up at the Menagerie. Sitting in front of Octavius, he talked to the octopus, telling him how worried he was for Zeus and the whole mess that was going on. Then he realized that what he actually wanted was someone to discuss it with, not just someone to talk at.

“I'm going to go find Felicia,” Marc told Octavius. “I really want to talk about this with her.”

He waved to the octopus, then headed for the Alchemy lab, where he thought he'd find Felicia. Only to realize, when he got there, that it was still far too early in the morning. He'd gone straight to the spaceport when he'd woken up, and still had at least half an hour before breakfast was even being served. He headed back to their room and discovered that Felicia had just woken up. 

He waited, not wanting to hit her with this conversation while she was barely awake, but did tell her that he'd like to talk with her after breakfast, after she woke up some more.

Felicia looked mildly worried when he said that.

“No, it's nothing bad. Not anything to do with us. It's just more I found out about Zeus and Hera and I'm wondering if we can do anything to help with their problems,” Marc said.

Felicia cocked her head curiously at that, but Marc just told her to wait until after they'd eaten. Once they had, they went to Marc's office at the Town Hall and Marc told her everything Zeus had just told him.

“I don't know if we can do anything about that?” Felicia said. “I mean, I've got the spell that could lock down those memories, but if they wanted something like that, they would've done it. It's been ten thousand years after all. It sounds more like Zeus is just reliving his anger in an attempt to work himself up to what they need to do. If it's as dangerous as he's made out, then he might need that extra fuel.”

Marc nodded.

“I'd considered that. I'm just at a loss as to what, if anything, we could do to help with that.”

“It explains a lot though,” Felicia said. “If he's still feeling that degree of loss, then throwing himself into hedonism, in all its various forms, might well be a coping mechanism.”

“Which makes him look almost exactly the way the System portrayed him as being when it slandered him,” Marc said. “That just doesn't sit right with me.”

“I'm more worried that this would still be such a strong motivation for him after all these years,” Felicia replied.

“That I get,” Marc said. “If you feel responsible for people and they're senselessly killed, I could see it leaving a very long lasting impact. I wouldn't have understood before we built Any Port, but I do now. From the sounds of it, there were tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of people that he felt responsible for that the System killed by withdrawing. If I'm not mistaken, it did it because Zeus and his people were working on devices that could do similar things to the System without being as intrusive in everyday life, making Zeus feel even more responsible if he knew about that research and the things they were building and authorized the experiments.”

Felicia just shook her head.

“I really don't think there's much we can do about it to help them with this. They didn't ask for help with it either, so I'm not sure it's our place. If Zeus feels that the only way to get his catharsis is to destroy the System and replace it with one that's kinder, well, we're already helping with that,” Felicia said.

Marc nodded.

“I agree, I just hoped that you'd see something we could do to help that I hadn't.”

 

* * *

 

After their talk, Marc went back to do what he'd intended earlier. When he got down to the spaceport, Hera had Zeus helping her.

Is he spot welding with some sort of lightning or something from his finger? Marc wondered as he saw them. No, I don't need to get distracted again, I don't need to know, I just need to get these ships all fully charged. Dad wanted me to help with the ground mount railgun later on, so I've got to get this done now.

Zeus paused for a  moment.

“Are you here to charge the ship?” he asked.

Marc nodded.

“This one, plus the two fighters.”

“Ella was down and did the two fighters earlier on. She said she would've gotten this one also, but didn't have the mana,” Zeus said. “So you've only got this one to work on.”

Marc saw no trace of the suppressed anger and sadness that Zeus had displayed earlier on, so maybe giving Zeus a chance to vent had been enough, at least for the moment.

“Hera has said that aside from some noise, there should be nothing to impede you from charging the batteries, so feel free,” Zeus said. “I've got to get back to helping her or I'll never hear the end of it though.”

With that Zeus turned and went back to Hera, who just held a piece of metal in place and pointed. Once again a brilliant blue-white light emanated from Zeus' finger as he knelt to take care of the task.

Marc moved into the ship and settled in, trying to Meditate while he charged the batteries. He'd done this quite a few times, but was still unable to completely get into full Meditation while recharging. He was close, he could taste it, but the full mana regeneration just wasn't there yet. As it was, he was still regenerating mana at least as quickly as the walking Meditation did, so he settled into his task while trying to improve the results.

The in-atmosphere battery was full when he was done, but the space battery was not. Evidently, using it as propulsion for in-system trips drained it heavily. The teleportation the ship was capable of also drained it, but not as badly as extended use in-system. The in-system version of propulsion required the creation of reaction mass by the mana in the battery, followed by the expulsion of the same. The teleport function was simply a single usage of battery charge to duplicate a System spell with a large enough AoE to affect the whole ship. Because of that, the teleport function was more mana efficient, although it could not be used for in-system movement close enough to the planet for them to have used it on their last trip.

Hera had tried to explain to him about the mana signature of a planet, especially one being integrated into the System, and how it interacted with the teleport function of the ship, but he just hadn't grasped it. She'd ended with:

“If there is a satellite to the planet, you must be at least as far away from the planet, and the satellite, as the satellite is to the planet in order to use the teleport function without a chance of disaster striking.”

That had been enough for Marc. If they needed to know more detail about it, he'd leave that to Jeff and Ella to learn, Ella more than Jeff since Marc would trust her more for something like this.

Zeus and Hera were still working on the ship when he left.

“All charged up?” Zeus asked.

“Mostly charged up. The in-atmosphere battery is full, the space one needs a bit more, but I'm out of mana now. I'll finish charging it after dinner.”

“We should be done with the mount by then. We may ask for your assistance in the actual mounting of the missile,” Zeus said.

“Should I bring Rob when I come down after dinner then?” Marc asked.

“It would be greatly appreciated,” Hera said. “Zeus and I could assist, but I, at least, am wiped out from this installation. It takes it out of you in both mana and physical exertion.”

“Can do,” Marc said. “We'll see you then. Once we've got it mounted, I'll finish up with the battery.”

Zeus slipped off the ship for a moment and came over to whisper to Marc.

“Bring any of your group who want part of the experience for this. They'll get part already, due to their involvement so far, but much more than that if they are involved in mounting the weapon.”

 

* * *

 

Marc headed out and spent the rest of the morning allowing his mana to regenerate, while spending a smaller portion of the mana he was regenerating helping his father with the ground mount railgun. The problem was that the parts had come out of the manufactory in less than pristine condition. The manufactories weren't quite large enough for the parts to be done normally and they were using procedures that they hadn't experimented with yet. So Marc was using Mana Manipulation, Cleanse, and Mana Molding to get the parts to their exact specifications.

 As his father put it:

“This thing needs to be perfect. You don't even want to imagine the kind of damage it would do if it explodes from a manufacturing defect. Plus, we'll want it mounted right next to the spaceport, so the spaceships would be in danger from that as well. I mean, really, the mental image of the damage it would do is insane.”

How could he know that? Marc thought. I'll admit though, with the amount of mana that'll have to go into those batteries, if they exploded, logic says it would probably be capital 'B' Bad.

At lunch he was talking with Felicia when she just stopped for a moment, utterly still.

“This is really going to happen, isn't it? While we were working towards this, it always seemed a little unreal, but we'll soon have lots more new people landing on the planet and claiming territory. Zeus and Hera will be headed off into space to try to complete their plan to replace the System and the acclimatization year will be over.”

Marc nodded.

“It's pretty major, I'm a little nervous myself, but I'm doing everything I possibly can to try to help things go smoothly.”

Felicia shuddered for a moment.

“Make sure you're back to the room on time tonight. I may well need some cuddles in order to get to sleep,” she said.

“Well, I'll need you before then. Everyone in the group, as a matter of fact. We all want to help with mounting the bomb. Zeus said that anyone who does will get a much larger chunk of experience if they're successful.”

“When's that?”

“Right after dinner. I'll call everyone and let them know after we finish up with lunch, then I've got to go help my dad with more of the huge railgun that's going to defend Any Port.”

“How's that going?”

“As well as I can make it. The pieces aren't perfect coming out since they need to use a new procedure, but I've got the skills and spells to get them exactly to specification. It's a lot easier and cheaper on my mana when I don't have to make them from scratch.”

“Good, I want you to take it relatively easy. If we need to go to hand to hand defending, our group is going to be our best chance.”

“If we have to go hand to hand, I'm worried that we'll also have to deal with people that are higher than level twenty-five,” Marc said. “That would be a serious problem.”

Felicia nodded her agreement.

“I'm trying really hard not to think about that,” she said. “Call everyone else, tell them what you told me so they can plan to be there later on.”

Marc pulled out his phone and started calling the group, one at a time, explaining what was up and why they ought to show up at the spaceport right after dinner was done being served. Unsurprisingly, everyone promised that they'd be there.

Marc spent the afternoon much the same way he'd spent the latter part of the morning, but by the time dinner rolled around they had all the parts for the ground mount railgun completed and moved to it's future location for assembly. He wasn't looking forward to charging the mana batteries for them since each battery held as much as the in-atmosphere battery for their spaceship. So he was surprised when he found a group of Mages down near the assembly area for the railgun when he made his last trip down with parts.

“Okay, Marc. We're all ready to learn how to charge these mana battery things. Where are they?”

Marc pointed to the cylinder beside the Mage who'd spoken. It stood almost as tall as the Mage.

“Well, that's one of the bigger ones for the railgun that's going to defend the Safe Zone,” he said. “We'll start with a smaller one though, it's made from higher quality materials so it's easier to charge. The bigger one there will most likely suffer some mana loss when charging due to the lower quality of it, but the principle is the same.”

Just like that, Marc gave the first of his impromptu lessons on how to charge mana batteries. When he was finished, and had let everyone experience charging a smaller, higher quality one, he set them to working on the ones for the railgun. He'd dropped a thousand mana into it himself, then drained his highest quality mana battery to use for them to learn how to charge them, so they had a head start on charging it before they began.

 

* * *

 

When he got to dinner, everyone except for Beggar and Matilda were already there.

“That eager for extra experience?” he asked.

Jeff grinned at him.

“Hey, this is my only chance to catch up to you during the first year, you think I'm going to miss it?”

Ella, blushing, nodded her agreement.

“You said you needed my help, so I'm here,” Rob said. “Extra experience is great and all that, but that's why I'm here.”

“I still need to get my endurance high enough to only sleep three hours a night,” Felicia said. “If my choice is getting a level with easy work and raising my Strength and Constitution versus pumping that handcart? Yeah, I'm here for this,” Felicia said, grinning.

“Well, for whatever reason you're here, you can thank Zeus for letting me know so I could tell you,” Marc said. “Now, I need to eat and then we can head down there.”

When they got down to the ship Marc was disappointed to not see Beggar anywhere, at least he was until he felt a head thump into his hip.

“Beggar, you and Matilda are here?” Marc asked softly.

“Yup, just didn't want to let any more crazy gods see us, just in case, you know?” Beggar answered, seemingly from thin air.

“How does he do that? If I talk, I break Stealth,” Jeff said.

“Ventriloquism,” Beggar's voice came from the other side of Marc this time. “If my voice doesn't match up with my body, then it doesn't break Stealth.”

Jeff whipped out a pad from his inventory and started typing furiously.

“Okay, so I need to get Ventriloquism also,” he said quickly.

Marc felt his hip being nudged again and heard a very soft chuckle.

“Well, you do if I'm telling you the truth,” Beggar said, his voice coming from the other side of Jeff this time.

“Rodent!” Jeff cursed.

“I'm not, not any more, but you need to trust me,” Beggar said.

Jeff just gritted his teeth.

Zeus walked out of the spaceship.

“Oh good, you're all here. Let's get this mounted so Hera and I can depart tomorrow. It's at least two days to get to the System's system and possibly longer depending on its defenses. As you can see, the mount is on top of the ship, so we'll need to lift the missile up all the way. I'll use gravity magic on it to make it easier to lift, but momentum is momentum and my magic will not actually change the missile's mass, so do your best to keep it steady,” Zeus said. “Give me a moment and I'll tell you when to lift. Make a chain up the side of the ship so the missile is kept moving very slowly and under control.”

“We shoulda bought a crane or something for the spaceport,” Jeff said.

“The anti-gravity pallet jack can get it the first few feet up, then we can slide it from there,” Rob said. “Here, I'll get it going and into position. Then someone else can hold the pallet jack in place while we move the missile.”

Rob slid the pallet jack into position, then raised it to its maximum height of four feet. From there, Ella took over after Rob explained the controls. When Rob was in position, Marc untied the rope keeping the missile from tilting. In this case, they could make use of that tilt.

Zeus waited patiently after Marc explained his idea. Once the drill bit began to tilt down, Zeus cast his own gravity magic on the missile, keeping it from falling further once Rob had caught the drill bit end.

“Slowly now,” Rob said as be began to push the missile up towards the roof of the spaceship at the angle it was at. Jeff kept it on track as it moved.

“You were kidding right? This thing is heavy enough that I don't think I could move it more than a bit sideways even if I wanted,” the Thief called out.

Felicia and Marc waited on top of the spaceship and when the ends of the missile moved into reach they each took a fin and started trying to help. They got it mostly into position, but Zeus' magic was keeping it at an angle and in the air.

“Can you change the orientation on this thing, Zeus?” Marc called.

The god shook his head, obviously concentrating hard.

“Most of my gravity magic is offensive. Just keeping it at a level that doesn't crush the bomb is hard enough,” Zeus said.

Beggar appeared, having climbed the missile and now resting on the tail end. His weight wasn't enough to get it to shift, even when he jumped up and down some.

“We'll try your plan Matilda,” Beggar called.

The clank of chains sounded out from the tip of the missile, just behind the improvised drill bit portion.

“Rob, we'll need you up here,” Beggar called.

Marc looked to where the clank had come and saw that Matilda had used one of her chained bear traps to secure the nose of the missile to the launcher in the approximate place it would need to be secured.

As Rob climbed up onto the ship, there were several more clanks and before long a string of bear traps, each clamped down on the chain of the next one in the string, appeared over the tail end of the missile. Marc found himself holding a chain while Felicia held the bear trap on the other end of the string of traps.

“You guys will need to guide it down while Rob lowers it gently,” Beggar called out.

Rob took position under the missile, his hands on the tail end of it.

“Let it go, Zeus,” Beggar called out.

Zeus shook his head, but released his spell. Rob grunted as he took the weight, but he slowly squatted, lowering the missile in the process. He got it down to a couple of feet off of the launcher, squatting to one side, when Beggar showed up in front of Marc.

“Let me have that chain, Marc,” Beggar said.

Marc released it and Beggar scurried under the tail end of the missile, wrapping the chain all the way around it before returning it to Marc.

Once again, Jeff checked that the missile was lined up with launcher.

“Okay, Rob, you'll need to let go and get out of the way,” Beggar said. “I just hope Felicia and Marc are strong enough to keep it up, or at least let it down slowly.”

There was a clank a few moments later as Felicia and Marc discovered that between the two of them they were barely strong enough to slow its fall.

Zeus hopped up and triggered a few connections on the missile.

“Miss, if you'd remove your chain from the front so I can lock it down there also?” Zeus asked, directed at Matilda.

Soon enough the missile was locked in place.

“There will be a spell shield that will provide the rest of the fastening this needs, so thank you all,” Zeus said. “And Hera said it would be easier with just a couple of you, hah!”

“Where is she?” Marc asked.

“Asleep, she worked straight through to get this launcher on, now she's recovering so we can depart tomorrow. I would ask that you all see us off? It isn't necessary, but it would be appreciated. We'll be leaving just after your normal lunch time, assuming Hera is awake by then, but she should be.”

Marc looked at Felicia, who nodded.

“Some of us will be here, at the very least,” Marc said.

Zeus smiled at him and gave him a crisp nod.

“Then with that said, I'll join Hera. It won't be long before neither of us will sleep for days. Oh, she wanted me to give this to whichever of you is best at adjusting electronics,” Zeus said, holding out a sheet of paper.

Jeff reached for it and Marc winced, even though he knew that Jeff really was the best option for something like that.

“I'll get it to one of our technicians,” Jeff said. “I've been talking with some of them, so unless it's sensitive, I'll let them take care of it.”

“It is directions for adjusting the communicator that Hera gave you previously so that it may be used while we are out in the galaxy. Because of its quantum nature, we should be able to communicate with barely any time lag, and she wanted to broadcast our efforts so you would know whether or not we were successful,” Zeus said. “So, if you consider that sensitive, then you should do it yourself, otherwise, as you wish. Good night to all of you.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Thirty

 

Marc and Felicia headed back towards their room.

“You know, I didn't assign my points yet from level twenty-five,” Marc said.

“I got mine assigned right away for twenty-four, I'm still trying to catch up on the racial evolution thing,” Felicia replied. “Another two levels and I should have it. I guess I wasn't quite as unbalanced as I thought I was. Although it still means it won't happen until well after the acclimatization year is up.”

“Well, Zeus did offer to take us to a Wild Magic planet. Maybe it won't be as long as you're fearing, assuming they make it back okay,” Marc replied. “For now though, I'm thinking Agility, since it's well below my other physical stats, and Willpower, in its adjusted state that one is right on par, but without equipment it's as low as Agility was and with all the mana battery charging, I think a little more mana regen will be worth it.”

“What do your stats look like now?” Felicia asked, “With the bonuses from the racial upgrade and the levels you've gotten, they must be looking pretty at this point.”

“I've got two stats that are tier four. The rest are all still in tier two.”

“So saying your stats are balanced is a relative term?” she asked.

“Here, take a look. My health and mana are insane, as are my Constitution and Intelligence. The rest of my stats are a lot lower,” Marc said, pulling up his stat screen and sharing it with her.

Marcus Aurelius Cavanaugh

 Class: Arcane Bulwark/(hidden class English Major) 

 Titles: Hero, Land Baron (upgraded X3), Dungeon Destroyer (upgraded), Chain Breaker (hidden), Right to Rule, Resistance Fighter

 Renown: 162

 Level: 25

 Experience: 2,097,152,000 /2,097,152,000

 Banked Experience: 108,284,884

 Health: 4700

 Mana: 3950 (+10)

 Stamina: 4150 (+12)

 Endurance: 47 (+9)

 Body: 19.7 (20) (Strength:15 (+1), Constitution: 31, Agility: 15)

 Mind: 21.3 (22) ((Intelligence: 34, Willpower: 15(+2), Aptitude: 17)

 Social: 11.7 (12) (Charisma: 13(+1), Personality: 11, Allure: 11)

 

 +5% Mana Regeneration, +10% Mana Regeneration

 +10% Armor

 +50% resistance vs. movement based attacks

 +5% Health Regeneration

 -5% magical damage

 +5 Health per level (racial)

 +5 Mana per level (racial)

 +10% resistance mental effects

 +25% Willpower when considering magical or mental effects

 Ability: Rally

 

 Skills:

 Short Spear (melee weapon)(4)

 Shield Bash (5)

 Research (3)

 Analyze (creature) (2)

 Mana Manipulation (17)

 Meditation (8)

 Creative Writing (4)

 Scribe (5) (+2)

 Shield Mastery (4)

 Short Swords (4)

 Short Spear (thrown weapon) (4)

 Analyze (item) (3)

 Technical Writing (1)

 E.S.L. (1)

 Long Swords (4)

 Leather Working (13)

 Maces (4)

 Firearms (4)

 Calligraphy (4)

 Mana Molding (3)

 Mighty Pen (1)

 Proofread (2)

 Eidetic Memory (2)

 Textbook Writer (1)

 Lyricize (1)

 

 Spells:

 Mana Dart (11)

 Arcane Armor (3)

 Phantom Shield (2)

 Crenelate (4)

 Curse of Weakness (3)

 Fireball (7)

 Blessing of Strength (3)

 Stand Fast (2)

 Water Jet (4)

 Identify (1)

 Lightning Flash (4)

 Anti-Magic Shield (2)

 Flamethrower (4)

 Lightning Bolt (4)

 Cleanse (3)

 Wind Stream (5)

 Earthen Wall (5)

 Dragon's Teeth (4)

 Plane of Force (2)

 Earth Armor (2)

 Ball Lightning (4)

 Chained Lightning (5)

 Inherent Enchantment (2)

 Wall Ward (3)

 Elemental Sphere of Protection (2)

 Constellation (7)

 Spinning Wall of Swords (2)

 Mind Shield (2)

 Enchant Item (2)

 Prismatic Shield (1)

 

“Banked experience? What is that used for? I know someone mentioned it before, Zeus, I think, but I wasn't paying close enough attention.” Felicia asked.

“Well, you know how Zeus awards us experience for his quests?”

She nodded.

“That comes from his banked experience. If you can't currently use it to level, the System banks it for you. If, like me, it's a temporary cap on experience, I can put that into my leveling once the cap is gone. If, like Zeus, it's a semi-permanent cap, then you can use it for other things. Quest awards, buying stuff from the shop at an incredibly horrible exchange rate, and stuff like that. Technically I could use mine for that other stuff also, but I'd rather save it for when I can level more,” Marc said.

Felicia nodded.

“That's insane though. I think back to a year ago and everything that has happened since is just completely insane. Do you know the number of times I've woken up and expected things to be the way they used to be? Only to have to come to grips with all this again?”

“If it's like me, then it's more than a handful,” Marc said. “I don't mention it when it happens, but it has happened a few times. Especially when I do dumb stunts that knock me unconscious.”

She glared at him.

“And there have been far too many of those incidents,” she said. “Even one would've been too many.”

Marc just shrugged.

 

* * *

 

Marc was up early in the morning again. After taking the time to make a few of the lesser personal mana batteries, in case any of the Mages got gung-ho with their battery charging and qualified for a battery quickly,  he picked up a latte from the shop and started his meander about the Safe Zone. It was large enough now that he'd decided that he had to pick half to do each morning he was going to wander, although he did make the terminus of both of the routes the Menagerie, so he could visit with Octavius. 

This morning, he was accompanied by Felicia again. She'd gone to sleep a little while earlier than him and woken up while he was still getting dressed.

“Hah, see, I'm not down to three hours yet, but if I time it right I can join you in the morning. It's so nice out when it's just us,” she said. “I don't have the problems with people that you do, but I do appreciate a little me time, or in this case us time.”

“There are only three people, or beings I suppose, that I have no problem with accompanying me on these walks,” Marc said. “You, Beggar, and Octavius, although if Octavius starts walking through the Safe Zone on his own, I'm pretty sure some people would start to panic.”

Felicia chuckled at the thought.

“Yeah, I can see where that might have some people freaking out, but I imagine enough folks have seen him that if he could manage it, he'd eventually get a pass like Beggar does.”

“Beggar has stopped most of that,” Marc said. “People kept trying to pet Matilda and he was worried she'd react poorly. Since he doesn't want to go without her, he just stays in most of the time.”

Felicia laughed again.

“We assume he stays in. With the level of Stealth that those two have the only people in the Safe Zone right now who might spot them are Zeus, Hera, and maybe Jeff.”

“You've got a good point there. Hey, what's this new building? I'll have to talk to my dad and see what he's been adding in on the Safe Zone. I'm glad he finally gave in and started doing it himself so he doesn't have to ask me to do it all the time.”

“I think he was just nervous. You know, why change something that's working?” Felicia said.

Marc nodded.

“Probably, but apparently he managed to get over that. I don't mind at all, just so long as he lets me know what he's built. Mainly that's so we don't duplicate efforts, although if I tried to put something in that's already in the Safe Zone interface might tell me, or have it listed somewhere.”

“So, what are we going to do after the acclimatization year?” Felicia asked, growing serious. “Are we just going to stay in the Safe Zone or Kingdom, or what?”

“I think we need to stay for at least a little while, maybe a month or so?” Marc replied. “After that, if things seem calm in our area, then maybe we can go hunting spawns, see if there are any suited to our levels by then.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” she said. “I wouldn't mind a little down time. It seems like the entire past year has been us running around and getting into trouble, or putting out fires. I'd love to take a week or two off.”

Marc looked at her for a moment, catching her eye.

“We tried that, to a lesser degree. We were all itching to get back out again within a week. Are you sure you can take that long a time off?”

“You misunderstand,” she said. “I'll be fighting, just on a different front.”

Marc caught her gaze and lifted an eyebrow.

“Do you know what your mom wants to do for our wedding?” Felicia asked. “She started making plans without me and I won't stand for that. It's our day, so it's what we want, not what she wants. Some of what she decided on is solid, some is going to need to be revamped heavily,” Felicia said. “Are you sure you don't want some input here?”

This is exactly where I would've shoved my foot in my mouth right up to the knee before my social stats went up, Marc thought. I think I've got the hang of this now, though. 

“No, whatever you decide is fine,” Marc said. “Not what my mom decides, but what you decide. If you need me to, I'll come talk with my mom and back you up on whatever you decide.”

The smile Felicia gave him promised the world and Marc was pretty sure that she'd back that up later. She grabbed his arm and they continued their conversation with less important things than the fate of the world, or their wedding, as they continued to tour the Safe Zone, ending up at the Menagerie, where they spent a half hour or so with Octavius before heading to breakfast.

 

* * *

 

After breakfast they split up, Felicia headed for her lab and Marc headed for the Spaceport. He never had finished topping off the smuggler ship the night before and he was sure that Zeus and Hera were going to need the full charge on it.

When he got down there, he found that there were some Mages at work already, trying to charge the ground mount railgun batteries. Marc knew that those batteries held a massive amount of mana, but even so he'd thought that the Mages who had been down there the night before would've managed to finish them off.

Apparently not though, he thought, stopping by there first. 

“What's up, guys?” he asked.

“Just charging more,” one of the Mages answered. “Did you know that if you run too much of your mana out in a single rush that it screws with you?”

Marc grinned.

“You could say that,” he answered. “If you do it enough, though, it affects you less. So, it's just a training thing.”

“How do you know that?”

“Take a guess,” Marc said. “You can even practice that by training your spells in the Training Grounds and running yourself low or out of mana in a burst of spells.”

The Mage shuddered.

“No thank you,” he said. “I'll keep it slow and steady, thanks.”

Marc shrugged and headed for the spaceship.

Well, if they all think that way then I know why it isn't fully charged yet, he thought. As long as they get it done, I'll let them handle it however they like, although I wish they'd reconsider training to overcome the lightheadedness. Otherwise if they get low on mana in a battle, they're going to hesitate. 

He slipped into the spaceship quietly, unsure of whether Hera and Zeus were sleeping on the ship or had made their way over to their previous rooms. An hour, and a little over half his mana, later he headed back out, the space battery fully charged.

If they run it too low, I'm sure one or both of them know how to charge it themselves, also, he thought. 

His next stop was at the Town Hall. He was just going to drop the mana batteries he'd made as rewards for the Mages on his father's desk until he went in and founded Sean actually in his office.

“So, Marc, are you ready to make those five Safe Zones out to the west?” Sean asked. “Because the encampments are all set, or will be within the day.”

“I'll schedule it for first thing tomorrow. Zeus said it would be a few days before they managed to make it to their target and that'll keep me busy for part of the time.”

“The waiting is always the worst part,” Sean said. “Jeff gave some of the tech guys a blueprint? It's to modify something, but they don't have the communications device that needs to be modified?”

“Oh, yeah, I'm not sure who has that. I'll ask around. It's going to let Zeus and Hera stay in contact with us after they're out in space. They said something about it being a quantum device so there'd be minimal lag time on communications.”

Sean nodded.

“The tech guys can make the changes, but they said they didn't understand the principles behind it. They were just going to be doing plug and play with parts available in the shop.”

“Some day we'll even be able to understand the things we're doing now,” Marc said. “I look forward to it, because that's when we can start changing things up, maybe making them better.”

“Now you sound like Earl,” Sean said, chuckling.

“Hey,” Marc said, mock indignantly.

“It's not a bad thing,” Sean said. “He's come up with a lot of useful stuff and now that we're in the Space Age tech level, he's actually studying up on some new things he wants to work with. He's the one that helped me figure out the actual details on the ground mount railgun. We do need to still test it fully, but we designed it to use variable power for the shots, so we can keep it dialed down on the tests, just in case. His idea, not mine. I'm pretty sure it's going to work fine as is.”

There's no way he could know that, not even with access to that book I gave him, Marc thought. So I'm really glad that he did go to Earl about that. I'm pretty sure Earl wouldn't have bothered with variable power settings if he was sure it was good to go on full power. 

“Anyway, I just stopped by to drop these off. These are the first of the mana batteries for the Mages who do enough charging to earn one. Let me know when the first of them is claimed? I'm thinking, from what I've heard, that our Mages are kind of lazy. I can make a better one, like my personal battery, to use as a reward if they continue charging things for us. I'm pretty sure they'd just stop doing that otherwise and we'd suffer from a brain drain type of situation as all the ones with experience stopped doing any charging after they got their batteries.”

Sean looked distant for a few seconds.

“That's a good plan,” he said. “It'll work. I'll make sure to let people know about that when they claim their first reward.”

It drives me nuts how sure he is about some things, Marc thought. He's got no way of knowing, but is certain about some things. I do have to admit, he's been right on most of those things, though. 

 

* * *

 

Marc spent the remaining time before lunch creating more mana batteries for the handheld railguns. His father had said that once the manufactories were done with the larger one, they'd be focusing on the handheld ones for a while, they'd gotten the specifications exact and programmed them into the automated machinery so they could create them, but they needed the batteries done separately since the manufactories couldn't create those.

The Metallurgy building was cranking out ingots of the metal that they needed for the bodies of the railguns and Marc and his father had debated about purchasing the railgun batteries in bulk. After entering Space Age, the lesser batteries for those were available in the shop, and the prices weren't nearly as inflated as when they first became available. Instead, they'd decided that Marc would do as many as he could, but on the last day of the acclimatization year, they'd make a bulk purchase so they could have as many operational railguns as they possibly could at the end of the year.

Right now it was looking like they'd have to buy a couple hundred of the batteries, which would come close to wiping out the Safe Zone's treasury. Fortunately, they now had more money coming in, so even if they did run it far down, it wouldn't be there for very long.

I wish there were more people with Mana Manipulation so I could make a book for Mana Molding also. Then I wouldn't be the only person here who could make these, Marc thought. I may have to give in and make a Mana Manipulation book. Reggie caught on quickly enough, surely there are a few more people in the Kingdom who could do so as well and when they got their level in it high enough maybe they could pick up Mana Molding as well. No time for that right now, though. 

Marc burned out all his mana well before lunch and spent the remainder of the time until he could eat in Meditation, trying to bring his mana totals back up. He met Felicia for lunch, and when the rest of the group arrived discovered that Ella currently had the comms device that would connect them to Hera. He got it from her, promising to get it to his dad, who knew which techs could do the work on it.

“So, who's going to see them off?” Marc asked. “I know I am, and Felicia is.”

Jeff shrugged.

“Nothing better going on, so I will.”

“I'm with him,” Ella said.

Rob just nodded.

“Janey will be back at work and they don't really need me there since I already did all the heavy lifting for the day.”

“Good, they might be a bit arrogant, but they also may have earned that arrogance,” Marc said. “I don't like it, but I can see where it might've come from after talking with Zeus.”

“You mean your adopted daddy?” Jeff asked with a grin. “We've all seen how he treats you.”

“Yes, I know Zeus wants me to be a mini-him, it's not happening though. That doesn't mean that I can't be nice to him,” Marc said.

Jeff deflated when his joke didn't score.

“Okay, I'm going to stop at the Town Hall to drop this off, then I'm headed down to the spaceport,” Marc said.

When Marc dropped the comms device off with his dad, he also mentioned what they were doing.

“So, Zeus actually asked for people to see them off?” Sean said.

Marc nodded.

“Your mom and I will come, too. Show them that our Safe Zone and Kingdom appreciate everything they've done for us. I doubt we'd be in nearly as good a position currently if it hadn't been for them, even with all the chaos they brought with them. I primarily blame Bastet for that bit, though,” Sean said.

“I agree with you there. If I never see Bastet again I'll be happy, Beggar feels the same way also.”

They picked up Marc's mom, then headed for the Spaceport. When they got there, the rest of the party was waiting, Beggar and Matilda included, and even visible for a change.

Marc went up to the door to the spaceship and knocked on the hull beside it.

“I'm coming,” Zeus said.

A moment later he came to the door. When he looked out and saw the whole party there, along with Sean and Michelle, he smiled.

“It's good to see that some people care enough to see us off.”

“There might've been more, but I didn't know who you actually knew here,” Marc said.

“Not many that aren't currently here,” Zeus said.

“We've got that comm device being taken care of by our best techs, so we ought to be able to stay in communication with you,” Marc said. “Are you and Hera about ready to take off?”

“Perhaps ten to fifteen minutes. She's doing a last minute check on all the ship's systems.”

“So, we should just stay out here and out of her way?” Marc asked.

“I'm amazed, it took me years to learn that. You're a quick study, Marcus. I like that about you,” Zeus replied, walking over towards the group.

 

* * *

 

They chatted for a few minutes before Hera's voice bellowed from the ship.

“Where are you, Zeus? I'm ready.”

“Out here, dear,” Zeus answered.

The look on Hera's face when she arrived in the doorway and found a group of people there to see of them off was priceless.

“Oh, I had no idea,” Hera said.

“They came to see us off. You said that we're ready?”

Hera nodded.

“One last gift for you Marcus, I hope that you can make good use of it,” Zeus said, pressing a sheaf of paper into his hands.

Then Zeus walked off to Marc's stuttered thanks. When the god reached the door where Hera was waiting, he turned and waved. Marc suffered a moment of cognitive dissonance due to that. Zeus looked like a man about to depart on a pleasure cruise, but Marc knew what he was off to try.

Hera saw Zeus waving, sighed, and joined him, waving her hand while rolling her eyes.

“I'll check on comms in an hour or two,” she said. “Come on, Zeus.”

She grabbed him and pulled. Marc was pretty sure Zeus could've resisted if he'd wanted to, but he let her pull him along, shooting a last sheepish smile out at the people gathered for their departure.

A minute later the ship lifted off the ground almost silently. After a moment, it continued its lift, shooting straight up into the air. Before it should've moved out of sight, the entire thing shimmered and disappeared.

“Huh, I guess she could've handled that Stealth on her own after all,” Jeff said, shaking his head.

“Okay, let's go pick up the comms and wait for them to do a comms check. If that's successful then there's nothing else left for us to do but wait,” Marc said.

When they got back to the Town Hall, the comm device hadn't been completed yet. Reggie, of all people, was sitting in Sean's office and tinkering with it.

“Sorry guys, they asked me to check this out since it's got some serious programming in it. Encryption, apparently, automatic and dictated by the other end of the signal from what I can tell,” he said. “I haven't messed with that at all though, just checked to determine what the programming was. With that done, I need to get back to my own work.”

He handed the comms unit to Sean, excused himself, and left the room.

“So, where should we wait?” Sean asked.

“The meeting room?” Marc asked. “We can grab something to munch on from the shop, then just wait until they call.”

“How are you hungry?” Michelle asked. “Didn't you just eat lunch?”

“You know me, mom. Stressful situations make me want to do something. There's nothing else to do right now, so I'll get some munchies to keep myself busy,” Marc said. “Anyone else want anything?”

An hour and a half later Marc was getting nervous. That was when the comm buzzed. They accepted the incoming communication and Marc noticed that the picture was much clearer than the last time they'd had to use it.

Higher ambient mana and nanites on the planet or was that part of what Hera had them replace? he wondered. 

Either way, the picture was perfectly clear and showed the smuggler ship's bridge, as though the viewer were sitting on the bench seat in the back of it.

“We're going to leave our comms like this so you can see what we do on our screens,” Hera said, after verifying the connection. “There were no problems leaving orbit as this craft has a fine Stealth mode of its own, even without any additional help.”

Marc couldn't help shoot a look at Jeff, who was grinning.

“We'll be stopping in several systems on our trip. We'll release some of the nanites that have our new System programming and they'll spread that connection like a virus that will lay dormant until it receives a signal. Because of the dormancy, we can't be sure that all the Systems have been seeded yet, but we'll seed the most popular trading systems so the trader ships can carry infected nanites back to all the other systems as well. Then, once we destroy the central System, that dormancy will lapse and our new System will be in control. The virus spreads at a doubling curve, so by the time we act, hopefully most of the systems will contain a majority of nanites that will follow the new System.” 

“Okay, so what should we do?” Sean asked.

“Nothing. You've done your part, now it is time for us to do ours. We will make contact several times a day and update you on our progress, just in case. We'll also connect for the final attack, although I cannot guarantee that you'll get all the footage from that,” Hera said. “If we fail, I doubt you have anything else that could do anything to the current System, so this is more informative contact than insurance.”

“Oh man, you know what I just realized?” Jeff asked.

“What's that?” Marc replied.

“After all our efforts, do you know what we've got? Again?”

Marc shrugged.

“It's just an even more exaggerated instance of hurry up and wait,” Jeff said. “Isn't it?”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Marc waited until he was alone again to pull out the sheaf of paper that Zeus had given him. The very front page was blank, but when it was folded back it revealed a hand drawn symbol that filled the next page. Marc's eyes crossed as he stared at it, his head beginning to throb. Fortunately, he didn't get a full headache before paging past it. On the next page, he discovered what it was.

That symbol was the combat version of the gravity symbol.

With the way I react to offensive spells when I try to learn them, I should've known it was a combat something. I'm not sure I can learn that one yet though. We keep theorizing there's some sort of behind the scenes leveling deal here and I think that even level twenty-five is insufficient for me to learn that, never mind do it without bleeding out of all of my orifices.

There were a few notes on the combat gravity symbol, followed by a simple offensive spell that used it. After that he found the non-combat version of the gravity symbol. It was much easier for him to look at, but he still wasn't sure he'd be able to use it yet.

As he paged through the rest of the papers, Marc found Zeus' explanation for the air tunnel he used to cast lightning spells effectively in space. Fortunately, the air tunnel itself was not a combat spell, it just enabled them, so Marc was pretty sure that if he were willing to use a skill slot, he could learn that one.

How much combat are we going to encounter in space though, he thought, deciding not to learn it immediately. 

In the end, the sheaf of papers was a treasure trove of symbols, spells, and spell theory, but they were all things Marc might want in the future, not currently.

Is Zeus really that worried about surviving? It's like he gave me a bunch of stuff that he knew I wouldn't be able to use now, but would find handy in the future.

He discussed his thoughts with Felicia and when he detailed what, exactly, Zeus had given him she thought for a moment.

“Remember they mentioned insurance? I think that this is that. Sure, if he survived he could've given this to you in the future, but if he didn't, he couldn't. So, he gave it to you now to ensure that you had it either way.”

“Yes, I get that much. I'm still trying to figure out why,” Marc said.

“I hate to admit it, but I think Jeff had a point. Despite your dad being quite capable and alive, I think Zeus sees you as a son, or maybe a nephew or something, but somehow related. He doesn't exactly have a lot of relatives here on Earth, only Hera if you count marriage, so...”

“That might explain it, it does seem to fit all the data points, but still, why me?”

Felicia laughed.

“Because of the similarities, Marc.”

“What similarities?” Marc asked, indignantly.

“Not everything, obviously,” Felicia replied, “but think about it. Holder of a Safe Zone, a Kingdom now even. Didn't Zeus say he left his son in charge of his Capitol Safe Zone on the Wild Magic planet?”

Marc nodded.

“You're both fond of lightning,” she continued. “You both like to create new things. You both are trying your hardest to ensure the continuation of the human race. Shall I continue?”

“But he's a god. Even if that's only a lower case 'g' god, he still is one,” Marc protested.

“Like you treat the gods differently than anyone else?” Felicia asked. “If you're going to claim that, I've got one word for you: Bastet.”

Marc opened his mouth to protest again, then wisely closed it as Felicia's eyes flashed.

“Okay, maybe you've got a point,” he said.

 

* * *

 

In the morning, the late morning despite him pointing out to Jeff that they were traveling west and not into the sunrise, Marc got his first taste of flight on the new hovercraft. Crystal was sitting in the co-pilot seat, continuing her training, as Jeff flew them out to the first of the encampments that needed to be made into Safe Zones.

He hated making them himself now, he'd done it so many times that it wasn't so much of a wonder any more. Instead he found himself focusing on how his Renown kept increasing with each new Safe Zone he built. He kept doing it, though, because his father pointed out that if they were going to build the new Safe Zones in the slightly upgraded form they'd either need to use some of their core stash, or the Rare System tokens that Marc kept getting each time he made a new Safe Zone.

By this time, and with information from others, Marc had decided that he was getting rare tokens for it because he was the first on the planet to reach that number of Safe Zones created. Back in Deacon's Falls, Hank had commented that they were only getting uncommon tokens when they created new Safe Zones. Marc imagined that somewhere people were only getting common tokens or even lesser tokens for the same endeavors.

All this ran through his mind as he created the first of the five Safe Zones he had planned for the day. He'd just taken the names as dictated and decided not to veto anything unless it seemed too ridiculous or lewd to use. Marc was convinced that his father wouldn't let the second slip past him, but he kept an eye out for ridiculous ones, remembering his father's attempt to let Safey McSafe Zone get past Marc.

All five of the ones he was making today had fairly standard, and descriptive names. There were two near existing, if thin, forests. A third was near a large pond that was reputed to be good for fishing, and the last two were in flat, plains areas that Marc was sure were going to be used for crops once the area was Captured land.

Even with five Safe Zones to be made, and a late start, they were back to Any Port before dinner. Marc's first stop was at the meeting room to see if Zeus and Hera had been keeping their comm checks up. He was considering a nap after that and before dinner if there was enough time. He hadn't slept well the night before, nightmares about the Amalgamation they'd encountered on the moon base disrupting his sleep.

When he got to the meeting room, he stopped dead in the doorway. Felicia, behind him, pushed on his back.

“What is it, Marc?” she asked.

Marc took a step in and to the side, staring at the massive screen that was in operation. An entire wall, almost, was taken up by the view screen that was showing what was apparently a communication sent from Zeus and Hera.

It was a solar system, heavily populated. There were hundreds of ships flying around in the system plus several of what looked like asteroid mining facilities in operation. Sean, Michelle, and Conner were all standing next to it, blocking Marc's view of portions of the screen as they pointed things out to one another.

“Dad?” Marc asked.

“Marc, look at this,” Sean said. “We recorded what Zeus and Hera sent, with Reggie's help, and this is one of the systems they blipped through this morning.”

“With Reggie's help? Why did you need that?” Marc asked. “You're perfectly capable of doing that on your own.”

Sean blushed.

“I would be, but we missed recording their first comm when I tried. Evidently whatever encryption they're using prevents it. Reggie worked a way around that though so we have the other two systems they've visited so far. Look, asteroid mining. We need to find a way to do that ourselves before someone else shows up to do it instead of us.”

“By we, I'm guessing you mean humans,” Marc said.

Sean nodded.

“Yeah, us humans. There's no reason for someone else to get some of the most valuable materials out of our solar system if we have a chance to beat them to it.”

“I'm guessing that's one of those things that wouldn't go into full swing until we're fully integrated, so if Zeus and Hera are successful, we've got three years. Otherwise, we're out of luck,” Felicia said.

Sean nodded, more slowly this time and with a serious look on his face.

“We could drive them off,” he said. “We've got fighter type spaceships, so we could drive off anyone who tried to mine out there.”

“Assuming they don't have good defenses,” Marc said. “And do we really want to be that kind of person? Who knows what any miners that show up would've been told.”

“Warn them, then drive them off?” Sean asked.

“Better, but let's wait and see how things go. Maybe it won't be an issue and we'll have three years to get that going ourselves,” Marc said.

Sean sighed and, once more, nodded in agreement.

 

* * *

 

“Your dad, the imperialist conqueror,” Felicia said, chuckling.

“I blame his area of interest. I mean, look how Rome expanded and just took over everything they wanted. Studying that stuff would have to rub off on you, right?” Marc replied.

“Not to mention that it was entirely acceptable, and even encouraged, in the society he grew up in,” Felicia said. “At least he caved easily.”

“I don't think he caved, I think he started plotting,” Marc said. “I recognized that look. The one that says 'I really want to do this, but need to be careful doing it'. Hopefully it's all a non-issue.”

Felicia raised her crossed fingers.

“I'm with you on that.”

“Now, I really need a nap. I had nightmares last night. With everything that happened this past year, the worst nightmare I had was last night, about that damned Amalgamation.”

Felicia shuddered.

“Fortunately, I haven't had any about that, yet at least.”

“Well, I'm going to lie down for a bit, wake me for dinner?”

She nodded.

“I'll lie down with you, but I don't think I need to sleep more right now. It might help, though, if I cuddle with you while you sleep.”

“It certainly won't hurt,” Marc replied, then took his shoes off and crawled onto the bed.

When Felicia woke him, he felt more refreshed than he had when he woke up this morning.

“That did the trick,” he said. “I just hope it doesn't keep me from getting to sleep tonight.”

“I've got an easy solution for that,” Felicia replied, “just talk to Rob and ask him how he does it. He can still sleep at the drop of a hat.”

Marc shook his head.

“He tried to explain it to me before, I still can't do it. Maybe I need to learn a Sleep spell so I can just put myself to sleep?”

“Or maybe I should, something to put people to sleep or some kind of anesthetic spell. It's not like we need to use something like that often, but when we could use it, it tends to be a serious problem.”

Marc shrugged.

“We can look, I imagine I'm not the only person who has trouble getting to sleep sometimes. At least it was a problem I had before the System, it's just been aggravated by needing a lot less sleep now.”

“Well, let's go get food. We can discuss this later on.”

“Only if you want to watch me work. I need to churn out some more batteries for the railguns after dinner.”

“Haven't you been doing that right along?”

“Yes, but every set I make saves the Safe Zone some gold. We're going to buy any we need on the last day of the acclimatization year, we can afford it, but I'd rather the Safe Zone still had more money in the treasury, just in case.”

“I can see that, but if you're going to work, so will I. You can use Jeff's station in the Alchemy lab, I doubt he'll be there after dinner. Normally he's there from lunch to dinner, then he's done.”

Marc nodded.

“Sure, I can do that. I don't know that I'll be able to talk while using Mana Molding and Manipulation to make them, but between them or when I need to recharge mana I certainly can.

“Only if it matches up with when I'm between steps in a potion. I just like to be near you, that's enough most of the time.”

Their plans were put on indefinite hold since Sean came over to them while they were eating.

“We need you down at the Town Hall after dinner, Marc,” he said.

“Why?”

“We've gotten some interesting communications from orbital craft. Not all of them were threatening, too. Are you aware of something called System contracts?”

“Vaguely? I think I heard it mentioned,” Marc said.

“They are contracts that the System enforces. We've got a couple of offers of System contracts from people who want to land in our area. They are volunteering to be peaceful to us, bound by System contracts.”

“Any clue who they are?”

Now Sean smiled.

“As a matter of a fact, we do. There are two different races that have made the offer, both familiar. One batch looks like our friends to the south that are actually part of our Safe Zone. The others are a bit shorter, but also familiar.”

“Are you trying to tell me that we've got wood elves and dwarfs who want to settle in our Kingdom?” Marc asked.

“Not only that, but they want to do so because they think that there are settlements of their races in our area. I didn't tell them yet, I didn't know if you'd want to, or if we should check with our own elves and dwarfs first.”

“We definitely check with them before we let anyone know they're here,” Marc said. “They might not want to deal with anyone else of their own races.”

 

* * *

 

Marc and Felicia walked into the Town Hall. The only noise they heard was up in the meeting room, so they headed there. When they got in, the large screen was in use again. It showed an Elf, similar in features to S'Tharin and those to the south. He was speaking and, apparently, the translator built into the communications panel in the spaceport wasn't the best since it sounded broken and garbled.

“Marc, good, we're hoping you can translate this for us. The built-in translator is making a hash of it,” Michelle said.

“Start it from the beginning again,” Marc said.

Three minutes later, at the end of the message, Marc had them shut it off.

“Okay, to paraphrase, they said that they had a settlement going in on our planet and they are to reinforce it. I'm not sure I trust the guy though, my Proofreading skill went off while he was talking and I think that he doesn't intend to reinforce it, but to take it over. I need to talk to S'Tharin and the current elders before we reply to this guy. This guy is going to be surprised. If he's over level twenty-five and Zeus and Hera are successful he won't be able to land. If not, and he intends to take over Home Grove, then he'll have us to deal with.”

“Good, he was giving me a strange feeling,” Sean said. “I'm glad your own skills reinforce that idea. We'll know to be wary of him. Now, the dwarfs.”

They played another message and Marc, due to getting Feron fully fluent in English, was able to understand it perfectly.

“This guy is more honest, but it's the same deal with them here to add to the existing settlement. This might be standard practice on newly acclimatized worlds, I don't know, and I'm not going to ask Hera and Zeus while they're busy with other matters. I will go talk to Feron though, and ask him what he thinks and if Agver should be asked for his opinion or not. So, I guess I know what I'm doing tonight.”

S'Tharin was only a five minute walk so he was the first that Marc went to talk with.

“Marc, I haven't seen you in forever it seems like,” S'Tharin said.

“I've had other duties to keep me busy, mostly,” Marc said. “Now, though, I need to talk with you.”

Marc told S'Tharin about everything in the video, and about the twinge he got from one of his skills that said the elf that had been speaking might not be being honest.

“I know that they intended to send more people to us. I do not know this elf, nor if he is supposed to be doing what you say he plans. I would say speak to the elders, but perhaps we let him land and deal with him should he try anything. He will not be prepared for the advanced state of Home Grove and that might be sufficient to deter him. If not, I am sure that everyone he has with him will not be in on any attempt to take things over, so we can detain those with ill intent and allow the rest to join. The population boost would be very welcome.”

When Marc contacted the elders, they were of the same mind after he told them what S'Tharin had suggested. So, Marc got his father on the phone and told him to go ahead and answer the elves.

“Do we want to do that right now or wait until you can make the message and speak his own language?” Sean asked.

Marc pondered for a moment, then broke into a grin.

“Let me do it. If he thinks the settlement he's planning on taking over is just a singleton and I reveal that it's part of a Kingdom, that might throw a wrench into his plans. As will speaking perfect Elvish, assuming he even notices that and doesn't assume it's his translator in action. My next stop is Feron though, so I won't be back for a while still,” Marc said.

Sean's grin nearly mirrored his son's.

“I like the way you think, Marc. We'll be waiting on you.”

Jeff flew Marc out to Iron Hills and Feron was still awake, so Marc got right down to business. Once he'd explained the situation to Feron, the dwarf perked up.

“Good, they've arrived,” he said.

“You were expecting them? Should I tell them where you are?”

“Please do, although let me notify Agver first if you would?”

“Sure, just let the holder here know once that's done and they can contact me. I'll let your kin in orbit know where you are and where they can land to meet up with you.”

Agver nodded, then called for his guards.

“We need to speak with Agver, let us enter the caverns,” Feron said, grabbing his own gear.

“I'll let you know as soon as I can,” the dwarf said as Marc turned to leave.

 

* * *

 

As Jeff flew them back on the hovercraft, a very short trip, but worthwhile to avoid the length of time the rails would've taken, Marc called his father.

“Hey dad, they both sort of expected it, the dwarfs more than the elves. I need to hear back from Agver before I confirm for the dwarfs. The elves think something shady is going on as well.”

“Are you going to get back to these people then?”

“Not until tomorrow. I want to hear from Agver first for the dwarfs. As for the elves, I don't want that guy to think we're at his beck and call, so he can wait until I'm ready to send him a message. Maybe tomorrow after breakfast.”

“If you're sure,” Sean said. “That sounds like politics to me though and I know you hate them as much as I do.”

“And neither one of us can avoid them with the positions we currently find ourselves in,” Marc replied. “He can wait, and it will be a strongly worded reply when it goes out.”

Sean cleared his throat.

“Okay then. We won't contact them again yet.”

“Good, I'll see you in the morning dad. I'm going to try to relax some, then get some sleep. You should do the same.”

Marc and Felicia decided to pick up a new movie and watch it on a pad in their room instead of trying to find a seat in the auditorium to watch the second one there. Marc knew that it was normally packed and they wouldn't be able to find one.

Which reminds me, I need to build a large building just for the movies. Then move the screen and probably get a better sound system into the new building, he thought. Like I don't have anything else on my mind, or that needs doing currently.

He snickered at his last thought and Felicia looked at him curiously. When he explained, she immediately got it.

“That's part of the stuff you can do while we're hanging around here for that first month, seeing if we're going to have problems with the new neighbors,” she said, and he nodded his agreement.

Then they settled in to watch their movie, crawling into bed when it was done.

As Marc made his morning rounds, he tried to work on how to respond to the elf that had contacted them. He bounced ideas off of Felicia, who had joined him again, despite not quite getting enough sleep.

Finally he had it all settled, so once they finished breakfast, he headed down to the Town Hall.

“Hey dad, do we have a way to make a video reply to their video messages?” Marc asked.

Sean shook his head.

“I thought I was bad about not being in the office and using its facilities. Your terminal should have a built in recording option. Although we will have to get the video down to the comm center to send it into orbit.”

“Alright then. I suppose you'd prefer to see this before I have it delivered? Once I'm finished, I mean.”

“Yes, please, I want to make sure you're striking the right note here.”

“It's not the note you'll be expecting. I know he's up to no good, so the response will be based on that,” Marc said.

Sean grimaced as Marc left the room.

In his office, it took Marc a minute or two to find the options he needed. Looking down at his everyday wear, he decided that his appearance needed to be spiced up a bit. He summoned all his adventuring gear into place, setting the shield against the wall behind him and laying his sheathed gladius on the desk, where both would be picked up by the camera. A quick Cleanse spell on his armor had it looking shiny and new. Then he was ready to record.

He triggered his Drama Queen skill, hoping to appear a little more menacing than he felt he actually was.

“Your request has been approved. Although I must mention that since none of the elves in positions of authority in their Safe Zone or their satellite community know of you by name, there will be precautions taken.

I feel the need to warn you that if you intend to cause strife, it will be dealt with swiftly and accordingly. The Safe Zone the elves currently inhabit is a part of my Kingdom and it is my duty to defend it. Their satellite community resides within my Kingdom as well. Before you jump to conclusions, I did not take it by force. They asked to join me after I defended their settlement. For reference you can view the System Renown video, identifier OHES781913 to see the attack and our actions in defending it.

If you have any questions feel free to contact me again and I will respond as I am able.”

Marc ran the video back. He actually winced in a couple of places, but the arrogance he was showing was only a match for that of the elf who'd sent the initial message, so he thought it was appropriate. He saved it in the Safe Zone library, locked down, then went to find his father.

Sean winced as he saw the video.

“Are you sure this is what you want to send?” he asked.

“Yes, dad. You're normally good at understanding this type of thing. Why is this a problem? It is in the same vein as what he sent, so he should understand better.”

“But the level of menace is a bit much, isn't it?”

Marc grinned.

“Yes, it is. That's completely intentional. If I can cow him into abandoning his attempt before he even makes it, that potentially saves lives.”

“It isn't the worst possible way this could go, I suppose,” Sean said. “So, if you insist.”

“I do. I won't even record a message for the dwarfs, I'll talk to them directly. Agver said he was expecting them and that his friend Stannin should be in charge of that expedition. If it is him, and that was the name they used in the message, yes? Then there should at least be no problems there.”

Marc went down to the comm center at the spaceport, and sat down to talk with the dwarfs. Five minutes later, they had an understanding.

Then he turned to the person on comm duty.

“The elf ship that sent a message. Have you detected more than one signal from it?”

“Yes, several,” the comms operator answered.

“Good, send this message to all of those, unencrypted.”

“Yes, sir.”

I wonder if I should've told dad that I was going to use that message and try to undermine that guy's authority with his crew? Marc thought. 

When Marc got back to the Town Hall, he waited there. If there was going to be a reply from the elf, he wanted to be on top of it and have time to decide how to respond. Also, he was hoping that Zeus and Hera would comm again. Most of his party was there, too, waiting for word from Zeus.

It was almost an hour after he'd gotten back there when he got his wish. The screen turned on, showing the interior of the smuggler's ship. This time Zeus was standing in the frame.

“Okay, we've shown you some of the more populated systems and each one we've shown you should now be seeded with our nanites. They should be spreading the virus into the existing ones and accelerating. Now we're going in after the System itself. We'll be going comm silent for about twenty-four hours on our way in. If there's no signal going out, there's no way they can trace it back to us. Wish us luck,” Zeus said.

Marc was the first to speak up.

“Good luck Zeus, Hera,” he said. “You can do this, I know you can.”

The other expressed similar sentiments until it came to Jeff, as the very last person who hadn't spoken up. Jeff's face broke out into a wide grin and Marc winced since he knew that look. 

“You don't need luck,” Jeff said. “I know you're going there to chew bubble gum and kick ass... and you're all out of bubble gum.”

Zeus looked at Jeff strangely for a moment.

“Why is he like this?” Zeus asked, then dropped the connection.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

“How dare you?” the elf Marc had sent a message to directly the day before had responded with vitriol.

“How dare you claim a part of the Elf race under your banner. You have no right!”

Marc shut the video off. He'd already watched it through once and the entire thing continued in the same vein for several minutes.

“You said there was another message from their ship, also?” he asked. “Let's see that one.”

This time when the video appeared on the screen, the elf on the other end was not fancily dressed, did not have a look of scorn on his face, and seemed much more reasonable.

“I do not know why you have contacted us, but I am willing to discuss things with you if the video you referenced is truly one of you and your people,” the elf said. “Contact me on this frequency at eleven AM if I am interpreting your time and location correctly.”

“So that's it for the other message?” Marc asked.

Sean nodded.

“It looks like you piqued their interest though, and thoroughly angered the guy in charge.”

“That was my intention. Either Zeus and Hera are successful and if he's high enough level he can't land, or we're going to have to deal with him anyhow. Anger does not allow for the creation of a good plan, you taught me that. So I just need to keep him off balance and angry for another two days, then we'll find out how it's going to play out.”

“Are we really that close to the end of the acclimatization year?” Sean said. “I'd better get on acquiring the rest of the batteries for the railguns, especially if we're pissing off some of the settlers already.”

“I'm sure he was going to try something with Home Grove,” Marc replied. “My Proofread was going wild when he talked about peacefully integrating with the current residents there.”

“I understand that, but still, angering a space faring elf just doesn't seem like the best option.”

“We have our own fighter spaceships. Most of what we saw in orbit were colony style ships, even if they were armed. I wouldn't worry. I'll have Jeff and Ella in their ships when landing time gets here. If they try something then, we can respond in kind.”

“Why does this sound more and more like there's a true world war coming?” Sean asked.

“Because there might be,” Marc said. “I'm not going to sugarcoat it. There's a good chance that there's a lot of fighting coming up soon. If not now, then in another three years if Zeus and Hera are successful. Speaking of them, they haven't commed again yet, have they?”

Sean shook his head.

“The twenty-four hours they were going silent on the comms ends this afternoon.”

“Okay, we've got a message from the dwarfs also, right?”

“Yes, they just acknowledged the coordinates we gave them and said they'd land an hour or two after the year was up.”

“Did we tell Feron that also? And give them the location of their landing site?”

Sean nodded.

“Alright then,” Marc continued. “I'm going to go get some breakfast, then wait for eleven in order to talk with what looks like a more cooperative elf.”

Sean had intercepted Marc on his morning walk. Felicia had still been asleep when he left this time so he'd been by himself.

Now he headed for the cafeteria and found Felicia there. He filled her in on what had happened already today.

“I'm going to be there with you for this one. If you aren't trying to project force, then maybe a softer touch for this other guy might be better?”

“It won't hurt, it might also make their leader sound a bit more unhinged if he goes off about my warlike ways when some of the others have seen you with me and both of us talking more rationally,” Marc replied.

“You know, the description you gave me suggests something to me, something I really don't like.”

“What's that?” Marc asked.

“Nobility,” Felicia said. “It sounds like the elves do the nobility thing and the leader is one. The other guy isn't.”

“It is possible, although be careful how you badmouth it. You'll be marrying into it yourself.”

Felicia snorted.

“Yeah, if more nobles got right down to the nitty-gritty like you do, and were willing to get their hands dirty doing whatever needs to be done, then I might not have the opinion of them that I do.”

“When, exactly, have you had any way to see how nobility acts?” Marc asked.

“In just about any history book I ever read,” Felicia answered. “Along with a bunch of movies and other things.”

“Okay,” Marc said. “Assuming that's a correct estimation, what does it mean for us?”

“I don't know. If their idea of nobility is like ours, then honor and all that bullshit comes into play, right?”

“You know, it sounds like I might ought to go talk to S'Tharin again, ask a few questions. I've got time before I need to be on that call, so, would you like to take a walk with me?”

An hour and a half later, Marc and Felicia knew that they were dealing with a form of nobility. One where honor was on the face of things, but underhandedness and dirty dealings were the substance beneath the facade of honor.

“Well, that just reinforces my idea of what this guy was going to try,” Marc said. “Now to find out a few more details about this guy in particular, from his own underlings even.”

He grinned.

“I might not be able to undermine him with his crew, but I can certainly find out a few things that I need to know about him.”

He and Felicia headed back to his office to make the call precisely at eleven.

 

* * *

 

“So, you're saying this guy is in the top ten percent of the younger generation? And he's the black sheep of his family” Marc asked.

He was speaking to the elf that he'd received a reply from, the one in plain clothing.

“Yes, K'Thrall is the third son of a noble family, currently in disgrace for being discovered in several plots that he had no right to involve himself him. He's the leader of this expedition and holds all of our contracts, so we cannot disobey him.”

“How, exactly do you define a generation?” Felicia asked.

Marc had purchased one of the better translation databases on their way back to the Town Hall and installed it in his workstation before the call so Felicia could participate as well without him needing to translate.

“The younger generation consists of those who are level ten to twenty-five. Those below ten are considered children and those from twenty-five to fifty are adults. The elder generation consists of those from levels fifty to seventy-five, while those over that are considered a force of their own and tend to disentangle themselves from the everyday worries of the rest of us.”

“And K'Thrall is only in the top ten percent? He's not in the top ten or anything? What level is he specifically, if you know?” Marc asked.

“Yes, he is not good enough to be in the top ten, but he is rather good, so top ten percent. I only know his level because he bragged about it on our way here. We were assaulted by pirates and after we defeated them and captured their ship he bragged about how that had gotten him to level twenty-three.”

Marc grinned.

“It's my understanding that on newly acclimatized planets, the power levels tend to run a bit higher than those elsewhere compared to others of equivalent level?” he asked.

The elf, A'krona by name, nodded.

“That is considered to be the case by most.”

“So, I don't think you have to worry about this guy, Marc,” Felicia said. “Top ten percent, vs the actual top, on a settled planet vs an acclimatizing one.”

A'Krona's eyes went wide.

“You are considered the most powerful person on your planet?”

“Yes and no, there are extenuating circumstances, but I am theoretically the most powerful person that was on the planet when the System arrived, by level at least.”

A'Krona began to grin himself.

“K'Thrall intends to challenge you to a duel for the ownership of your Kingdom. He has the arrogance that all of his type have, so he hasn't even tried to research you, assuming that as a native of a newly acclimatizing planet, you'll be far weaker than him.”

“Well, I outlevel him at least,” Marc said. “I've got no idea about how our relative skills would compare.”

A'Krona's eyes widened.

“You are higher than level twenty-three?”

“So are all of my party members, save for one individual who joined us much later than the rest,” Marc said. “Felicia here is level twenty-four as are the rest of my primary party members.”

A'Krona's smile took on a predatory look.

“Then you must accept his duel. Do not allow him to not put something of equal value up against his demand for ownership of your Kingdom. The value of this ship and all of our contracts and equipment is still insufficient for that. You can, perhaps, destroy or at least severely weaken his family by defeating him.”

“I'm not sure I want to get into politics to that degree,” Marc said. “Did he claim ownership of the vessel the pirates were using? If so, where is it?”

“It is in the outer system here, waiting on him to make his move. He plans on using it to ensure that his takeover of the grove here goes smoothly.”

“So, would you say that the ship you're on, the contracts of all the people on it, the gear on it, plus the same for the pirate ship would be equal in value to the Kingdom?” Marc asked.

A'Krona shook his head.

“Then I guess I'm giving him odds,” Marc replied. “Because I'm unwilling to ask for anything else that might anger the rest of his family.”

“His death will surely do so,” A'Krona said. “You should ask for more.”

“If he challenges me and I win, then surely his family cannot hold me to task for his death,” Marc replied.

“You have not dealt with many elves, have you?” A'Krona asked.

“Crap, are they all going to be like the original elder here was? More concerned about face than anything else?”

“Ah, perhaps you have dealt with enough elves to know how most of our people react, at least those who consider themselves above the rest of us,” A'Krona said.

“Marc, a duel to the death? Maybe we should rethink this,” Felicia said.

Marc shook his head.

“No, if he challenges me to a duel, then I'll accept. I'll try to get other conditions than to the death, but I'm not going to let this guy run roughshod over our Kingdom or even just the Home Grove Safe Zone. Hopefully the fight will go out on the Renown videos and I'll make a statement before or during the fight explaining that we just want to be left alone, maybe make some friends, but that if someone determines that they're going to be our enemies, we'll deal with that also.”

Marc spent the next half hour gathering as much information about his potential opponent as he could get from A'Krona. Starting with his class, Swordsman. 

Marc grinned as he stroked the quill he had attached to his shirt.

 

* * *

 

After lunch, Marc was sitting in the meeting room waiting for Zeus and Hera to break comms silence. While he waited, he was working. The first thing he did was to use his Mighty Pen skill, creating a full twenty-five quill pens. He distributed some of them out to those who had used theirs up or those who hadn't even had one yet, then tucked the rest in his inventory for his own usage.

After that he settled in to make mana batteries for the railguns while he waited. In addition to the new ones that he handed over to his father right off, he regretfully handed over all the others he'd made much earlier and had been using to bank mana for when he might need it. Sean was going to purchase any more batteries they needed tomorrow and it was already looking to cost multiple thousands of gold, assuming there were enough mana batteries in stock to cover all those they wanted to buy.

“There goes the treasury again,” Michelle said when Marc mentioned his thoughts.

“It should recover pretty quickly and we can always ask Marc for a loan if we need a substantial sum before then,” Sean replied, shooting a grin at his son.

“That's me, the bank of Marc,” Marc replied, shaking his head. “I don't think it will be needed, but yes, I'm willing to finance the Safe Zone out of my own pockets for a while if necessary.”

The screen crackled, filling with static. Slowly a picture formed, but it was like an old antenna TV, snow crackling here and there over the picture. The familiar bridge of the smuggler's ship was shown, the view screen looking out over what appeared to be a barren system.

Zeus popped into frame.

“We've got it, Hera. The signal is shit, but we're on,” he said.

“Good, then let us begin,” Hera said, rotating the ship so more of the System was visible.

The system had a small, reddish colored sun which provided enough light to make things out, but not distinctly.

“What you see here is, like your stage magicians, not what is really there,” Zeus said. “Our first job is to actually see what we're up against. Hera?”

Hera stopped the rotation of the ship. A single asteroid or large chunk of rock was in the center of the screen.

“That one,” she said.

Zeus grinned and turned to the view screen. His body went tense, as though he were concentrating forcefully, then he made a fist and squeezed it tight. His hand went white as he continued to squeeze it tighter and tighter, then the rock on screen began to shake and shudder, pieces flying off. Finally it split, revealing some machinery that had been in the center of it. Zeus squeezed his fist tighter, tiny rivulets of blood showing where he cut himself with his own nails, and the machine compressed into a misshapen lump of metal drifting in space.

The screen was almost instantly populated with a lot more than it had been showing earlier on. There were defensive emplacements on a lot of the rocks that had appeared to just be drifting before and, as Hera turned the ship to face the center of the system once again, hundreds of drones and small ships showed up on the screen as well.

“Sorry folks, I've got to get to work, but Hera should keep the screen focused on the action. We've got to take out some trash before we can deliver our package.”

With that Zeus disappeared from the screen. A minute later he showed up again, but now he was out of the smuggler's ship, in the empty space right in front of it. A shimmering field surrounded him and Marc assumed it was a more powerful version of the shields Zeus had given the party when they were assaulting the moon base.

Zeus had already demonstrated one version of his gravity magic, now another appeared. A long shimmering cylinder appeared in front of him, attached to one fist. Zeus moved it, his hand creeping along while the end of the cylinder, probably a quarter mile in front of him, raced along with a corresponding motion.

There was incoming fire on the ship now, but Zeus swept his cylinder through the assorted missiles and bursts of what looked like pure force, either crushing them or sending them well off course. The sweep of the cylinder impacted on some of the defensive emplacements on the rocks, shredding both weapons and the rocks they were mounted on, and sending the bits flying off into space.

Once he'd cleared the immediate area, Zeus raced forward with some sort of propulsion Marc couldn't make out.

It's probably another function of his gravity magic if I had to guess, Marc thought. 

Even as a tiny dot on the screen, the forces Zeus was commanding were visible, reaching out and striking drones, ships, weapons and more. Even as they watched, Hera started the ship moving forward again, along the path Zeus had cleared.

 

* * *

 

“Nanite conversion in the system is at one percent and climbing,” Hera said.

She wasn't talking to them, but she was still audible as she spoke to Zeus.

Zeus responded to her words with some sort of spell that created a miniature nova of air and lightning, destroying several interlinked defense modules.

The view screen in the ship flickered and went black for a moment.

“She's taking fire,” Jeff said, “why isn't she using Stealth?”

“Jeff, the Stealth that the System controls? I'm pretty sure that the System would still know exactly where they were if they did, after all they're attacking its brain. Wouldn't it simply transmit her exact location to all the defenses even if she were in Stealth?” Marc said.

“Oh... Well, shit,” Jeff replied, staring at the screen in fascination.

“Two percent and accelerating,” Hera said, then she held a hand to her ear and sighed.

“Zeus wanted me to tell you. We're converting the nanites in the System's system. As soon as we have enough of them converted, we'll be able to suborn some of these defensive measures and use them against the others,” she said loudly. 

“Three percent, Zeus,” she said, softer now.

The tiny dot that was Zeus began to glow brightly and, as they watched, started darting around the screen like ball lightning, striking and destroying the drones and vessels that surrounded him.

A bright streak of light overwhelmed the screen on the ship for a moment and the screen Marc was watching only showed the bridge and a flickering black view screen briefly. When the screen on the ship returned to showing its view, it too was crackling and covered with snow, causing it to be harder to make out what was happening.

“Five percent, and we've taken our first hit. Ship integrity at ninety-seven percent,” Hera reported to Zeus.

The fight continued and Zeus seemed to be losing ground, slowly falling back towards the smuggler's ship. That changed in a heartbeat though.

“Ten percent, Zeus, activating control node,” Hera said.

Over the next three seconds several of the defensive modules mounted on the asteroids and rocks in the system turned and began firing on those that were attacking Zeus and Hera. In addition, about a quarter of the drones surrounding Zeus turned their weapons onto the other drones and small ships.

Zeus began to push back towards the center of the System. Marc could see his target, there was a large planetoid, or something of the sort, he wasn't sure what it was called, that was bristling with defensive weaponry and Zeus seemed to be pushing straight towards it.

Hera kept up the countdown on the percentage of system nanites converted and when she hit twenty-five, they changed tactics again.

“Twenty-five percent, Zeus. I'm sending our captured drones on their run now, watch yourself.”

The crowd of small vehicles around Zeus had continued to grow, although many of them were now slagged masses. A good third of those surrounding him broke off and accelerated towards the planet, leaving Zeus once more fighting against the rest, although he did have the support of the defensive modules they'd converted.

“Yes, fall back if you're wearing out. The plan is going well so far, come back and refresh yourself, then we can get back to it,” Hera said.

A minute later Zeus staggered into the frame of the video. Despite the poor picture quality, Marc saw that Zeus was battered. He looked thirty years older than normal and his skin was bruised and broken, lines of blood scattered here and there across his body.

That has to be his own blood since he hasn't been fighting anything but machinery, Marc thought. 

Zeus opened up a familiar looking chest and withdrew a potion. He raised it towards the camera, as though he were toasting the viewers, and broke into a familiar grin before quaffing the full regeneration potion. Once he had, he waited a minute or two, his wounds and apparent aging reversing as they watched. The ship shuddered several times while he waited.

“Zeus, we're down to eighty-two percent integrity on the ship. I hope you're recovered because we need you out there for the next part of the plan.”

Marc hadn't been watching the ship's view screen, opting to watch Zeus instead, so when he looked up and saw blasted craters and fires on the surface of the planetoid he nearly gasped.

If that's as far away as I think it is, those craters and fires are the size of cities, he thought. 

 

* * *

 

Zeus quickly quaffed one more potion, Marc thought it was probably some sort of mana restoration, then turned to the camera once more.

“Now it's time for me to, as your movies so quaintly put it, plow the road,” he said.

He disappeared from the frame of the video for a bit before reappearing outside again. This time, he kept himself constrained to a much smaller area, clearing anything that got in the way of the smuggler ship's approach to the planetoid. While they'd waited, Hera had kept up the count of percentages on the nanites, the percentages had halted their increase at fifty percent and she'd said something about the System managing to stall their efforts on that.

“It won't matter if we manage to destroy it though, it won't be able to spread anything beyond this system if we don't let anything get out,” Hera said. “I think it's a little busy with us to send any potential defender out at the moment.”

Essentially they'd captured all the defensive weaponry on their side of the system, although much of it had been destroyed in the process. Now they were using it to help Zeus clear the way for the ship to get closer.

Hera stopped the ship at a certain point and called for Zeus to keep her clear. The ship itself had taken several more hits along the way.

“Zeus, ship integrity is down to forty-two percent. We're going to need to launch from here,” Hera said.

Zeus instantly responded, drawing back and positioning himself just below and in front of the ship. From that position he started to fight defensively, shooting down incoming attacks nearly as fast as they arrived. The ship rocked again as it took another hit and Marc found himself fidgeting with nervousness.

Then the bomb showed up, its engines leaving long trails of fire as they burned the fuel that had been designed to be used in space, the liquid oxygen for the flames injected straight into the kerosene and nitric acid that made up the other portion of the fuel.

“Zeus asked me to tell you that he was right, the System can't affect the propulsion since it's physical and not mana based like a System rocket would be,” Hera said.

Then the ship rocked again.

“Zeus, get in here. We're down to thirty-eight percent integrity, we need to leave,” Hera said, nearly shouting.

Zeus turned to re-enter the ship and was struck by a shining bolt of light. He slammed into the ship and started drifting. Hera jumped out of her seat, snapping the safety harness that had been holding her in place and darted out of the frame of the video. Zeus drifted out of the picture as well, and a moment later the ship rocked as another strike hit it.

Marc found himself standing, glaring at the screen as though he could get it to show him something else simply by force of will. He wasn't the only one standing, either. It was a long half minute before Hera and Zeus showed up in the frame again. Hera immediately broke open the chest and grabbed one of the scrolls, which she recited on Zeus before pouring the other regeneration potion down his throat. Then she jumped into the seat. 

“Twenty percent ship integrity,” she said, “and I'm done updating you, I need to get us out of here.”

She started the ship turning and headed for the outer limits of the system only for the ship to rock violently once again. The video went out, and this time it didn't return.

 

* * *

 

Marc stayed standing for four or five minutes, staring at the screen and waiting for the picture to come back. When it didn't he finally gave up and sagged into his chair.

“Don't worry,” Sean said, “I'm sure we'll see Zeus and Hera again.”

I don't believe it, Zeus and Hera are dead? Marc thought. They went out fighting for what they believed in, so I'm going to do the same.

Marc stood up and noticed the regretful look on his father's face. Deciding that his dad must agree with his estimate, despite his positive words, Marc walked out of the room, heading for his office.

He quickly recorded the most insulting message he could without actually being rude, directing his derision, scorn, and suspicions of K'Thrall's actions into the video, reinforcing it all with a use of Drama Queen designed to deliver his scorn more efficiently.

Picking up his phone, he dialed the comm stations number and gave the operator the filename of the video he wanted delivered and where it should go. Then he sat back in the chair and mourned.

Should I have let him have what he wanted? I mean, his son is very far away, left behind in his attempt to help Earth. Should I have let him treat me more like a foster son? I think he liked the way I did things though, so probably not, Marc thought. I can't believe that Zeus is dead, but I also can't believe that they wouldn't get the video back up to let us know that they were safe, assuming that they were.

Marc wandered aimlessly out of his office and the Town Hall, moving out into the Safe Zone and trying to let the life that surrounded him buoy his feelings back up.

He ended up visiting Beggar and Matilda, telling them what happened. They'd been the only ones who hadn't been up in the meeting room watching what occurred. When he was done, Beggar cuddled in on one side of him and Matilda, after a minute, came in on his other side.

When Felicia found him ten minutes later, the two raccoons were still holding on tightly as Marc cried out the tears that had been building up inside of him. She came over and took his hand.

“There's still a chance,” she said. “We don't know that they're dead.”

“Do you really believe that?” he asked.

“If anyone was going to be able to survive what was going on there, it would be Zeus,” Felicia said. “I'm not sure what I believe, but I've got at least some hope.”

“Well, I'm not sure that I do. With him defending our planet like that, I decided that I needed to defend our portion of it just as vigorously.”

Felicia paled.

“Did you try to piss off that elf even more?”

“I'm pretty sure I got it done,” Marc said. “I'm just waiting for his reply to verify that. I made sure to point out that I was pretty sure of exactly what he had planned, how he planned to do it, and how dishonorable doing that type of thing was. Never mind delivering the entire message loaded with scorn and derision.”

“Oh, Marc, what am I going to do with you?” Felicia asked. “This is why you need to not bottle your emotions up. Otherwise when they come out, they do it with a vengeance.”

“Bottle up my emotions? I don't do that,” Marc said.

Felicia just looked at him, pityingly.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

When Marc went to bed that night, he was certain that he wasn't going to sleep well. He worried that Zeus and Hera had been killed, he worried that they might have been unsuccessful in replacing the System, and he worried that he might've bitten off more than he could chew with antagonizing the elf in orbit.

I just don't know how I could tell if Zeus and Hera were killed, Marc thought, or how to tell if they succeeded with the System or not. As for the elf, I know I outlevel him and people on a planet when it gets acclimatized are supposed to be stronger than others, so I shouldn't worry there. Especially if he's only considered as part of the top ten percent of the younger generation on his planet. I'm pretty sure if he were high up in it then they'd phrase that differently. So, that shouldn't be a problem, but I'll still worry until I know for sure.

He was right, he didn't sleep well at all, so it was no surprise to him when he woke up in the middle of the night. What was a surprise was why he woke. He itched, just not on his skin, it was as though his entire body was itching on the inside. As he lay there, he realized that Felicia had woken as well and was obviously in some degree of discomfort. He was just about to ask her to try to heal the both of them when the itching abruptly subsided.

Now wide awake, Marc was taken aback as a System screen opened in his vision. There'd been no flashing of a notification light preceding it, and the screen was like the first one he'd encountered, covering his vision entirely, although now that he knew how he quickly resized it, then read it.

System Message:

The System is dead. Long live the System!

This new System has many changes from the earlier one. A few of the more prominent changes are listed, the others may be found in the help files.

Level caps have been raised from 101 to 251. See help level caps.

Stat caps have been raised from 151 to 501. See help stat caps.

Wild Magic planets will be integrated into normal traffic lanes with precautions being taken to ensure that there is no spread from the Wild Magic planets themselves. See help Wild Magic planets

Newly Acclimatized worlds will have level limits for settlement. The first year is still off limits to all  those who are not listed as an inhabitant of the planet. At the end of the first year, the maximum levels for settlers will be set at 26. As each year beyond the first passes, the level limits for new settlers will raise by 25. So, level 51 at the end of year 2, 76 at the end of year 3, 101 at the end of year 4, and so on. See help acclimatizing worlds.

Other changes have been made as well and may be found in the System help files, which have been improved dramatically.

 

Marc breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

“Well, that's one of my worries taken care of,” he said aloud.

“Is that why you've been tossing and turning all night so far?” Felicia asked.

“Yes, I was worried about that, about Zeus and Hera, and about this elf, although less about the elf than the other things. Now maybe I can get some actual restful sleep with one of my worries gone.”

“The message would suggest that Zeus and Hera survived. After all, if their System took over wouldn't all those things attacking them stop?”

“Assuming that it happened quickly, yes, but we didn't get that message until just now,” Marc replied. “If we got the message as soon as the new System took over, then Zeus and Hera had to survive from when we last saw them until now.”

“We don't know if the change would've been instantaneous, it might've taken some time to propagate to everywhere,” Felicia said.

“Let's just say my worries about them have eased, but they aren't entirely gone,” Marc said.

“I didn't think you were worried about the elf at all though, not with how you were baiting him,” Felicia said.

“I'm not, really, I'm just worried that I might be overestimating myself. Is top ten percent of a whole planet better than right near the top of a newly acclimatized planet? I mean, they say those on an acclimatizing planet tend to be stronger than those of a similar level who aren't, but top ten percent of a whole planet leaves a wide range, especially when we aren't familiar with all of this yet.”

“Well, if we're counting down correctly, you've got about forty-eight hours to figure it out,” she said. “I think it's a little late to try to make peace with him though.”

Not that I could've anyhow, not with him planning on taking over Home Grove and it being one of our Safe Zones, Marc thought. 

 

* * *

 

When Marc tried to get back to sleep he slept better than he had earlier on, if not well.

Rather than tour the Safe Zone when he woke up, he grabbed a latte and headed straight for the Training Grounds, intent on working up his Short Swords skill. He'd never even gotten it all the way to the score of five that he could've before they upgraded the Training Grounds. Now, he was bound and determined to raise it as high as he could before the elf landed on the planet.

Because who knows how high he's gotten his sword skills. How much combat has he been in, anyhow? If he's level twenty-three he can't have ignored it entirely and I know that combat situations, or dungeons, are the absolute best ways of raising skills unless you have a Training Grounds like this one.

He threw himself into the training and even before breakfast he'd picked up one point in Short Swords. He was working with sword and shield, and hadn't realized that he'd be training both, so the point in Shield Mastery was a pleasant surprise when it arrived on the heels of the Short Swords point. The actual experience he received for the training was so minuscule in comparison to what he needed that he ignored that entirely.

When he showed up at breakfast, he told Felicia what his plans were for however long they had before those in orbit could land.

“I'm going to try to train my Short Swords skill as high as I can in the meanwhile. I imagine as a Swordsman class, his sword skills are going to be high. I want to be able to at least not be utterly humiliated by those skills, even if I'll probably do most of my damage with magic.”

She nodded.

“If you need someone to train against, I bet Rob would be willing. I'd volunteer, but I don't know how much of a challenge I'd be,” she said.

Marc nodded.

“I'll probably ask him. I'm sure training against another person in the Training Grounds would be more effective than the single person training options. I've got to go down to the comms station after breakfast and see if I received an answer from the elf.”

“I'll go with you. You're very dear to me, you know that, but I know that you can irritating sometimes. I'd like to see the results of you going out of your way to irritate someone.”

Marc felt himself blushing.

“Well, he did piss me off. I thought it was only fair to return the favor.”

Once they'd finished eating they headed down to the spaceport. Inside the comms center, Marc found his reply and downloaded it to his pad. The two of them headed outside and found an area with no-one around, then Marc played the video.

It was all that Felicia had hoped for, the elf's face was purple enough that Marc thought he might be close to apoplexy. His words were furious, spittle shooting from his mouth as he spoke, or yelled rather.

“You scum, you worthless trash of the System, you dare to speak to me this way? I challenge you to a duel, on the day I can land. The stakes shall be your entire Kingdom that you say you possess, to include the traitor elves' Safe Zone Home Grove, and this satellite grove you claim exists.” 

His fury went on for several minutes, all of which consisted of him insulting Marc, who laughed at the inanities that the elf considered insults.

“Alright, we need to go back to my office and record a response. I know what he wants as the stakes for the duel for me, but for him? He hasn't mentioned that at all. You don't suppose he's trying to get out of putting anything up on his side of the bet?” Marc said.

“Actually, it wouldn't surprise me in the least.”

“Well, if he wants me to accept, then his side of the bet needs to be his ship, the pirate ship he captured, and the contracts on all of his people on both of those ships.”

They headed for Marc's office and he took a seat, then turned on his camera.

“So, K'Thrall, you wish to duel me to the death and for me to put up stakes, but not you? Are you so lacking in honor as to make such a suggestion? I will accept your request to a duel, but only if you put up the following stakes on your own side: your ship, the pirate ship you captured that you have in the outer system, and the contracts of all who man both of said ships. Also, all of your personal possessions. Even all of that is nowhere near the value of my Kingdom, so I'm giving you odds here.”

Marc triggered Drama Queen, focusing on causing humiliation to the listener.

“Oh, by the way, in case you were interested. When your name translates into our language? The latter portion of it is a word we use for slaves, servants, or captives. So, which is it with you? Are you someone's slave, their lapdog doing their bidding, or are you truly this stupid all on your own?”

Your skill, Drama Queen, has increased in skill level (1->2).

 

“If you are neither coward, nor lapdog, then you'll accept my conditions to your duel. Should you accept them despite the disparity in what you can put up on your side of the bet, then I will accept your duel. As you challenged, I shall dictate the weapons of the fight, assuming you find enough bravery to show up and not flee back to your planet in defeat to revel in the shame that you seem to long to bring to your name and family.”

Marc cut the recording and looked over at Felicia, whose eyes were wide.

“Marc, what was that?”

“Me, trying to goad him, why?”

“No, I felt this massive wash of humiliation just from listening to you. And you weren't even speaking to me.”

“Oh, I triggered Drama Queen midway through the recording. I got a point in it too, so I'm pretty sure it will be effective on his end.”

Felicia nodded.

“Yeah, I'd say so. Like I said, I could feel it and I wasn't even the target. He's going to go ballistic.”

“That's my hope. Remember, anger is a weapon only to one's opponent.”

She grinned crookedly at him.

“Yeah, I know. Make sure you get in the first shot, too. I'm not sure you should be using Dr. Demento songs for your plans, Marc.”

Marc just shrugged.

“If the boot fits...”

 

* * *

 

Marc spent the rest of the morning first by helping his father with preparations to get the Safe Zone and Kingdom ready for the acclimatization year to finish. He'd run his mana out on his father's requested projects, and then return to the Training Grounds to train sword and shield some more.

It was right around ten AM when his notification light started flashing again. Expecting a notification for a shield or sword increase, he pulled it up, only to be surprised.

System Message:

Your planet is nearly acclimatized. There are forty-eight hours remaining to your acclimatization year. The System will provide an hourly notification countdown, followed by fifteen minute notifications during the final hour. The last fifteen minutes will contain timing updates every minute, with the last minute counted down by seconds.

Congratulations on surviving your acclimatization year!

 

Marc stopped for a moment.

I thought it was tomorrow, not the day after, he thought. Well, that gives me an extra day to practice at least.

Before lunch he'd acquired another point in his Short Swords skill. He considered spending some time on his Long Swords skill as well, but resisted, deciding he'd rather have a higher skill in his primary weapon rather than raising a skill he might or might not use.

At lunch, he found Rob and asked him about training. The tank broke into a grin.

“Always happy to train,” Rob said. “I can go with some of my lower ranked weapon skills and maybe bring them up some myself also.”

That was how Marc's next couple of days were spent. All the time he could manage to put into the Training Grounds, he did. In addition, he was creating materials, batteries, and charging batteries for his father. All the Mages who had volunteered were on battery charging duty as well.

Sean had ensured that each Safe Zone had at least two of the hand held railguns with fully charged batteries. Any Port had more like twenty of them as well as the vehicle mounted ones on the two hovercraft. The ground one was in place as well, having been tested at the lower power levels and passing. In addition they had the two space fighters that Ella and Jeff had captured.

I can't actually imagine anyone being in better shape for this than we are, Marc thought. Not unless there were a bunch of planets that were actually prepared for the acclimatization year to occur, which is also something I can't imagine under the old System.

Rob had increased Marc's skill increase rate by quite a bit. By the time the countdown went down to the last hour, his Short Swords skill was up to a seven. His Shield Mastery had actually hit an eight. Since Rob had that skill as well and had it almost to the second tier, he'd been able to supply tips and tricks that helped Marc speed up his progress.

This is as good as it's getting, Marc thought. 

The elf had replied one more time, equally as furious as the time before. The only qualification he had put on things was that Marc could not disallow K'Thrall's sword as a weapon when he chose the weaponry available for the battle. That suited Marc just fine since he planned on choosing all weapons, skills, and spells that each of them currently had on them for the weapon's choice.

He'd mainly thrown the comment in there to keep K'Thrall off balance a little and make him more likely to agree to the rest of the terms. Also, he'd used it since that was a traditional right of the challenged in Earth duels, as far as he knew.

Now, the last hour was ticking down. He, and his group, as well as a number of other people from the Safe Zone were waiting at the spaceport where K'Thrall was due to land.

“I'm telling you Marc, just say the word and the dude will never even make it to the dueling area,” Jeff said. “Barring that, you should at least take some of my poisons to use.”

Marc shook his head.

“I really don't think it's going to be a problem,” he said. “I fret, a little, but as far as I can tell, this guy isn't going to be a major threat to me.”

“As far as you can tell,” Felicia said. “That's what worries me.”

“I talked to my guy on his ship, A'Krona, and K'Thrall isn't even taking it seriously. He's done nothing to try to even determine my level or anything. The only Renown video he watched was the one I sent, and he didn't even watch all of that. He's been overheard saying that no stupid human from a currently acclimatizing planet could possibly be a match for him.”

Marc shook his head.

“He really just doesn't have any clue, as far as I can tell.”

“Well, remember that the good adventurers who didn't have Zeus' help topped off between level fifteen and twenty by now,” Ella said. “He's probably expecting you to be like that.”

“Anyhow, my only fret about all of that is that he's got some super sword power or something, but I've got a plan for dealing with that if he does.”

“And if you survive the first strike of it,” Felicia muttered.

“What's done is done, I'm not worried about him. I'm just worried about Zeus and Hera. By this point, I'm pretty sure they died.”

“You'll see them again,” Sean said. “Pretty soon now, too, if I'm not mistaken.”

I'm not sure if I believe that, Marc thought. He seems so certain though, how could he possibly know that? Wait, didn't he claim to have some sort of prophecy or divination based skill back a ways? I never did believe that, but maybe he wasn't lying.

“Dad, did you divine that?” Marc asked.

Sean's eyes went wide.

“Finally, someone managed to get around that drawback The skill said it was possible, but unlikely. Now I can tell you something else as well. The acid is a good plan, use it as quickly as you can.”

Marc blinked.

How did dad know that I planned on using acid on K'Thrall's sword if he had some sort of extreme skill he could use through it? Wait, I know how. Why does my mind keep trying to reject things like that from him?

“I can make it the second thing I do in the duel,” Marc said. “My very first plan is to hit him with an overcharged Curse of Weakness spell. If he drops five points of Strength for a while, I think that ought to hamper him a bit, don't you?”

Sean smiled and nodded.

“Oh, and his heirs were going to try to weasel out of the stakes. So I brought the portable System contract registration unit. Make sure you get him to sign regarding the respective stakes and we'll get that contract registered with the System, all nice and secure,” he said.

 

* * *

 

Finally the countdown for the last minute began. As Marc watched it count down, he thought he could see the ships in orbit, bringing themselves down so they were barely outside the restricted area when the last second counted off.

K'Thrall's ship had permission to land at the spaceport, none of the others did. That didn't seem to stop them though. K'Thrall's ship and two additional ships seemed to be heading directly for the spaceport. That was when the barrel of the ground mount railgun raised into position. The projectiles it hurled were huge compared to the smaller ones the hand held ones fired. So, after the additional ships were warned off once, and ignored the warning, the railgun fired.

The head sized circular chunk of metal broke the sound barrier shortly after it left the barrel of the gun. There seemed to be no time whatsoever between it breaking the sound barrier and it breaking straight through one of the trespassing ships. The gunner had sent it straight through the center of the ship and the target quickly veered off, trying to get away from the territory that the railgun was defending.

“Let it go,” Sean yelled. “Lock in the other ship.”

He had to be that loud to be heard over the pounding in peoples' ears.

Evidently the other ship had been paying attention to the gun since as soon as it was focused on them, they skedaddled. The first ship had serious damage and was slowed, so the second one passed it in a flash, disappearing over the horizon before K'Thrall's ship had even touched down.

Once K'Thrall's ship landed, it opened. Of course, K'Thrall was the first one out. He looked dressed for battle and his eyes went to Marc immediately. Then his eyes flashed over to the railgun that had almost destroyed a spaceship in a single shot and back to Marc. The certainty that Marc had seen in the man's eyes in all of the videos was no longer there, the anger was though, so Marc played on that.

“Alright, dishonorable planned kin slayer, it's time for our duel. Certainly you won't mind signing to certify the wager you made, will you?” Marc said, gesturing to the contract registration unit beside him. “I wrote it up exactly as our conversations dictated. I also have copies of said conversations as well.”

Now K'Thrall looked even less certain.

He thought I was some lucky country bumpkin, knew nothing about the System, and was full of myself. He saw the railgun defense and knows we can defend ourselves, now he knows that we're fully aware of the System as well. I wonder exactly what he's thinking, Marc thought. 

“Come on now, K'Thrall, are you having second thoughts? You were, after all, warned,” Marc said, continuing to goad the elf.

The elf moved over and Marc stepped back, gesturing towards the contract.

“Read it, see that it's exactly what we agreed to, then sign it. I will sign it myself once you have done so.”

K'Thrall looked at Marc, who was currently wearing his jeans and t-shirt, the only martial sign on him his gladius belted to his waist. Marc had wanted that there in case K'Thrall tried something stupid. Now, on viewing him, K'Thrall's sneer returned and he quickly read the document, then signed it.

Marc gestured him away from the contract, then moved over to sign it himself. Right before he did, though, he called all his equipment from his inventory. His centipede armor looked quite different from his jeans and t-shirt, as did the amount of jewelry he was now wearing, including a quill pinned to the inside of his armor and barely visible through the neck gap.

He turned to K'Thrall, before signing, triggered Drama Queen, then returned the sneer with all of the condescension he could muster.

“We have an area marked out for the duel. Please show K'Thrall to it,” Marc said, signing the contract and placing it on the System contract registration unit. When the contract glowed purple and disappeared, K'Thrall was once again taken aback.

“Not much to say?” Marc asked, as they headed for the marked off duel area.

The duel was to take place beside the temple they'd made for the gods. A field that was mostly level and empty of anything. The boundaries were marked by waist high ropes.

“Rustic idiots like you that don't even have an official dueling area don't deserve my comments,” K'Thrall said.

“No, K'Thrall,” Marc said, hitting his Drama Queen skill again. “We have a perfectly good Training Grounds that we could've used, but I didn't want to sully it with your presence. Besides, this field meets my weapons requirements much better.”

“They are?” K'Thrall asked.

“Any weapons, armor, skills, or spells that you would normally use when adventuring,” Marc said.

“What? That isn't a limitation,” K'Thrall replied.

“I was trying to be nice to you, if you'd prefer, then I can certainly tighten that down some.”

“That will not be necessary,” K'Thrall said, a note of certainty returning to his voice.

“The leader of my Kingdom defense will adjudicate the duel,” Marc said. “You may have one person assist him if you prefer.”

K'Thrall barked out an order and an elf went to join Sean, who would be adjudicating.

“Give them a moment to ensure that they both know the rules, and then we can begin. You can have this close corner, I'll take the far one,” Marc said, not wanting to peacefully stay close to K'Thrall for any longer than necessary.

He took long strides around the field and turned when he made it to his corner. Both K'Thrall and Marc waited outside of the ring. After a minute or so Sean and K'Thrall's representative both raised their hands.

“When we drop our hands, you will enter the ring and fight. Two will enter, only one will leave,” Sean bellowed. “No attacks before you enter the ring. If you have defensive measures, you may apply them now.

Marc grimaced for a moment, not quite believing what he'd heard his father say. Then he quickly started raising his defensive spells.

 

* * *

 

The hands dropped, almost in unison. Marc rolled under the ropes, dropping a handful of items in the dirt of the ring, then coming to his feet as he began to cast his first spell. The Curse of Weakness he cast was twisted to be overcharged, striking K'Thrall as he came out of his own roll. It looked like the elf had been planning on sprinting at Marc, but when the spell hit, his shoulders sagged.

K'Thrall had his sword out already and as he recovered from the spell and charged Marc, it was the next target. Five greenish colored Mana Darts flew out to strike the length of K'Thrall's sword, the smoke and acrid smell indicating their acidic damage. K'thrall stopped his charge, again, and roared his anger. He drove the sword into the soil underfoot trying to clean the acid from it. 

Now it was Marc's turn to charge. With K'Thrall worried about his sword and focusing on that, Marc took his gladius in hand, his shield in his other, and raced forward. K'Thrall was distracted and didn't see him until the last second. Even with the limited warning he was almost fast enough to get out of the way of Marc's Shield Bash, but only almost.

Marc's shield slammed into K'Thrall, sending him spinning. Somehow the elf kept this grip on the sword and it was torn from the soil, staying in his grip as he fell to the ground.

Time for a psychological attack, Marc thought, triggering Drama Queen again. 

“You're so arrogant that you never even Analyzed me, did you?” Marc asked, trying to push a feeling of inferiority on the elf. “So, you have no idea that I outlevel you, do you?”

“Don't worry about it, Marc,” Jeff yelled from over near the adjudicators, “He only has a little more than half your health when he's at max. Take the arrogant prick down.”

Marc was never sure where it started, but a rousing beat started from somewhere near where Rob, Felicia, and Ella stood. Hand clapped, swords beat on shields, and all sort of percussive sounds joined in. Over that, though, was the chant. The crowd was chanting: “Marc, Marc, Marc, Marc...”

K'Thrall, on his feet once more, looked over at the elves that had followed him to the duel. Marc's eyes drifted that way for a moment as well and he saw that not a single elf was chanting anything, they all looked as though they couldn't care less what happened to the dueling elf. The only exception was the elf adjudicating with Sean, he looked furious.

Marc caught a glimpse of motion and didn't get his shield interposed in time. K'Thrall's sword slammed into him, only for the quill he wore on his chest to disintegrate, the sword bouncing off without doing any damage.

Marc took advantage of K'Thrall's confused look and momentary pause to strike him with his gladius, releasing one of the five charges the sword held. As the gladius struck K'Thrall's sword arm and the lightning raced out of it to scorch the arm, K'Thrall jumped back, going on the defensive.

“Nice, you got an attack through when I was distracted. Very much like an adventurer, and here I thought you were just some wimp that had gotten all his levels by training, not doing it the real way, out in the wild world,” Marc said, backing away towards his corner.

“What was that? Why aren't you bleeding. You're cheating!” K'Thrall roared.

“Cheating? How? I allowed everything we'd normally use adventuring and if you think I'd ignore a skill like that, you're dreaming.

Even if it wasn't much use for the longest time while fighting spawns, Marc thought. 

“By the way,” Marc continued. “You might want to do something about that. You're bleeding all over your pretty clothes.”

Marc pointed to K'Thrall's arm where the wound was bleeding slightly despite the lightning, blood soaking into the silken clothing K'Thrall wore beneath his fine linked chainmail armor.

K'Thrall roared and charged at Marc again. The chant of Marc's name seemed to be sending the elf into almost a berserker state. Fortunately, as far as Marc could tell, the elf was used to having more Strength than he currently did. His attacks were slow, off a hair from the blazing offense that Marc thought it might normally be.

That hesitation was enough. Rather than burn mana or stamina for the moment, Marc kept interposing his shield or sword on the attacks, defending just like his class was designed for. K'Thrall got angrier and angrier, his swings becoming less precise and even more slowed and Marc took the opportunity to strike the elf with another Shield Bash, sending the elf flying backwards.

As K'Thrall rolled and came up again, he had a potion in hand. Marc, having waited for an opportunity like this, dashed back into his corner and grabbed another of his Quills, the ones he'd dropped on the ground as he entered the ring, sliding it inside of his armor. K'Thrall straightened, the wound on his arm gone, and began moving forward with more intent, and less rage, than before.

Marc moved to join him in the middle of the dueling area, sliding his gladius into his shield hand so he could cast.

As they closed, Marc called out.

“K'Thrall, you know you have no hope,” he said, then followed it with a cast of Mana Dart in the standard Magic type.

K'Thrall struck and Marc deflected the sword with his shield.

“No skill,” Marc continued, this time sending an electrical set of Mana Darts out.

K'Thrall tried casting a spell and Marc felt his mental defenses trigger.

“No honor,” he continued with a cast of icy Mana Darts.

Marc continued his litany, defending against K'Thrall's attacks and striking him over and over with Mana Darts of every damage type he could muster.

It took until about the seventh casting of Mana Darts of a different damage type for K'Thrall to realize what was happening.

“You're toying with me!” K'Thrall roared.

Marc triggered Drama Queen again and poured pity into it.

“No, I'm playing with you. That's what you do with a spoiled toddler to tire it out so you can put it down,” Marc said.

K'Thrall's face warred between rage and fear now. It wasn't until Felicia yelled that Marc decided what to do.

“Marc, Zeus and Hera are in orbit, but they're being attacked,” she called.

“Jeff, Ella, get those fighters in the air to escort them in. Destroy whoever is attacking them,” Marc yelled.

He glanced over and saw the assistant adjudicator that K'Thrall had assigned falling over, a dagger in his hand that he'd been about to plunge into Sean's back.

“Got it Marc, just had to clean up a mess here first,” Jeff called, sprinting towards his ship.

A sword slammed into Marc's torso. Once more, his quill evaporated and the sword simply bounced off.

Marc turned back to K'Thrall, glaring.

“We're done here,” he said, and began to cast.

A moment later, K'Thrall was struck through the torso with a Constellation spell. When that didn't do the trick and K'Thrall struck at him again, Marc took the blow, feeling a couple hundred of his health evaporate under it, then cast another Constellation.

What was I thinking? I should've made this place big enough for Lightning Bolts, Marc thought. It's quicker than Constellation and I could've had a third one of those cast by now.

K'Thrall tried to strike again, barely on his feet. Marc caught the strike on his shield, but spun so the sword struck the ground in front of him. Stomping on K'Thrall's sword and tearing it from his hand, Marc drove his gladius into the elf's body, then triggered another lightning bolt through it.

K'Thrall thrashed and collapsed, staying still on the ground once the electrical charge had passed. With another thrust, this time to the elf's heart, Marc made sure that the elf was truly dead.

By the time he was done, Jeff was halfway to orbit and Ella was right behind him. Marc sprinted over to Felicia.

“Let's get to whatever pad they're coming in on, you might be needed. The last time we saw Zeus he was in a bad way and I know you've helped people in that condition before.”

“It's normally just rest that does it, Marc. I'm not sure how much I can help, but I'll try,” she said.

The next word they heard was from Jeff and Ella, over the comms.

“They're leaking air and the ship is beat to hell. I don't know how they made it this far, but with their air shields, we can cross load them onto our own ships and bring them in,” Jeff said. “Five minutes and we'll get them home.”

Marc waited impatiently until he saw the fighters roaring down out of the sky. Once they'd landed he looked between the two ships until one of them opened and he saw Jeff helping Zeus out of the ship. Zeus look ancient, like he'd aged to his eighties from the mid thirties he normally appeared to be.

“Marcus, we did it!” Zeus said, then Marc had to catch him as he slipped out of Jeff's grasp and started to fall.

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

Epilogue (three years later): 

 

Marc looked out over the area where his father had claimed the attack would come. K'Thrall hadn't been the only overconfident arrival to the newly acclimatized Earth. Several of the others had come to a bad end in the intervening three years, after it had been demonstrated that although you couldn't attack a Safe Zone, network, or Kingdom during these three years, groups that were outside of them were fair game.

Once he knew this, Marc had pretty much abused his father's divining skill, Cassandra's Gift. They'd caught the leaders of several of the newly built, hostile, Safe Zones out of their Safe Zone while those leaders were planning to attack groups from the SCN who were outside of their own Safe Zones. They'd killed or captured them and those actions had led to the Kingdom of SCN adding several new Safe Zones to their number when the inhabitants were grateful for losing their leader, or in exchange for freeing the leader. Once they obtained the new Safe Zones, they'd habitually build more Safe Zones to connect the new one to their Kingdom properly.

The Safe Zone Marc was most proud of, and most fond of, had come about from one of Zeus' suggestions. While the god was recuperating from his and Hera's adventure at the end of the first year, he'd done so at Any Port so as not to show any weakness to the inhabitants of his own Safe Zone. During that time, he'd asked Marc if he had his heart set on the ship Zeus and Hera had used.

“Because, Marcus, I'd like to keep that ship the way it is as a testament to what Hera and I did. I'm more than willing to replace it with a similar, but better, version. I can offer, in its place, a ship that has the capability of both using System paths and navigating in Wild Magic systems, as well as the less savory options the old one had for escaping detection.”

After some discussion, Marc had agreed. He'd also had an idea that had taken a year and a half to come to fruition. He'd moved the old ship into orbit right over his Kingdom, developing the means to do it on their own since the Kingdom was already in Space Age. With a few devices he ensured it would stay where it was in relation to the rest of the Kingdom and had then used it as the heart of a space station that, once he'd made it large enough, had become the first of Earth's Safe Zones in orbit.

The most amusing part of that to him was that the newer arrivals to the planet had been able to overfly SCN before he created the orbital Safe Zone. The Safe Zone areas didn't contain more than a few hundred feet vertically from the surface of the planet. Now, though, since they had a Safe Zone in orbit, they'd discovered that even with it not technically connected to the Kingdom, as it was sixty-two miles above sea level, that their airspace was now inviolate. The distance was far out of reach for the normal connection procedure for a Safe Zone to join the Kingdom, or Capture the land in between, but   evidently some of those functions still applied when you were building in space and the rest of your Kingdom was on the ground.

With the obvious aggression of many of their neighbors, Marc had gone a step further and equipped the station, and a number of satellites they sent up, with Kinetic Energy Weapons. They were mainly just chunks of rock or metal that wouldn't completely burn up when going through the atmosphere, but that could be dropped with a fair amount of precision.

That had resulted in a stalemate between the most aggressive of their neighbors and the SCN. They'd demonstrated one KEW on an unoccupied area and informed the aggressors that they had quite a few more in orbit, waiting and ready to drop. This had resulted in more attacks on their space assets, but between their two fighter ships and a number of vehicular grade railguns mounted on the System Change Historic Museum Safe Zone in orbit, the attackers had suffered far more than the defenders. When Marc threatened to start dropping the KEWs close to other Safe Zones if the orbital harassment didn't cease, an uneasy truce in orbit was born. 

Now, though, all bets were off. This was the first day after the three year moratorium on attacks. People on Earth could conceivably be as high as level one hundred and one and Marc wasn't. He might've been able to get that high a level, but he had begged off on a couple of planned trips to Wild Magic planets due to Felicia's pregnancy, a pregnancy she tried for just as soon as they were married. He had gotten an entire level bump out of completing Kingdom Quest #4, and Felicia did as well, but it was nothing compared to the multiple levels they'd managed when they had accompanied Zeus to Wild Magic planets.

Marc was currently level ninety-two and, even at that, not the highest level person who had been on the planet when the System arrived any more. That honor was now held by Rob. Rob hadn't missed a single Wild Magic planet trip, even when it put him in the doghouse with his wife, Janey. He'd put it this way: 

“How else am I supposed to protect my wife and child if I don't keep leveling?”

As a result Rob was level ninety-seven. Jeff and Ella's relationship was as stormy as ever and had resulted in those two missing some trips so they were both in the high eighties for levels. Felicia was right with Marc at level ninety-two.

When Marc had expressed concern about that, Zeus had reassured him.

“Marcus, with the density of magic on this planet now, an emergency transport is easily within my grasp. If you have a serious problem that you cannot overcome on your own, simply let me know.”

Zeus had declared a life debt to Marc and Felicia since it was only the scrolls that they'd sent along that had kept him from dying in the attack on the System. As it was, he'd needed to rest for almost a month before he was back to his normal self after the attack.

A drawback to having a higher level, Marc thought. If you're almost killed and need extraordinary measures to stay alive, then it's much harder to restore all of your health in the allotted time that keeps you from having to be nearly bedridden for a while. 

Zeus' promise was no joke, either. Technically he was at level one hundred and one if he didn't power up by extreme means. His sarcophagus or a trip to a Wild Magic planet left him at his actual level of two hundred and seventeen. He'd had that much experience banked even after all the awards he'd given their group.

Zeus could use that boost once before having to recharge again, so most of the time he kept himself out of trouble, acting as general to his troops, but when he was needed to display his full power, things changed in his favor rather quickly.

With Zeus as an ace in the hole, Marc wasn't worried about much. He was less worried about the attack that Sean had divined as coming in today. While Marc never let anyone else know where he got the information he used, he took action on it. When Marc told people something was going to happen, they believed him. With the exception of a few of the highest level people in the Kingdom, everyone else doubted Sean when he tried to tell them directly.

As a result of those divinations, the opposing terrain in the upcoming battle was laced with traps, placed by Beggar and Matilda from Stealth in case anyone was observing. Both raccoons were at level ninety themselves, so their Stealth was exquisite, plus the traps Matilda could produce were devastating and tended to encompass a large area.

In addition, the Legion was all leveled up. The lowest level of those taking the field today was level twenty, with other Legionaries' levels ranging up to thirty-five. Marc had seeded training dungeons all over the Kingdom, dealing with other Safe Zones for cores as well as using all the ones they gained themselves that they didn't reserve for expanding Any Port. The Legion had made good use of those training dungeons and it showed.

In addition to the Legions' levels, each Legionary and Auxiliary was equipped with a hand held railgun. All of them had also been trained in the Mana Dart spell, then had it boosted up to a higher level. With the training and skill books Marc had created, it was easy. Beyond that, those with enough mana in the back end of the formations had been taught the Ball Lightning Spell. Those in the melee ranks with higher mana were taught the Flamethrower spell. Marc had created skill and training books for those two as well, so everyone who had the spells had them at a minimum skill level of three. Some of them had taken training those spells to heart and had even reached second tier with them.

I'm not worried about this attack, Marc thought, as far as we know they don't have anyone at level one hundred and one coming at us. Once the System raised the level cap, most of those who had obtained level one hundred and one already decided to try to increase their levels more and are still out doing so. Our information tells us that the highest level they have for this attack is a ninety-five, followed by three in the mid-eighties and below. That's all that they could spare from off planet to help these idiots try to take us over. It isn't going to be enough for them. 

What he was worried about was that sooner or later some of those people who had been at level one hundred and one, and now were off trying to gain more levels, would show up. Zeus was a great ace in the hole, but if Olympus were also under threat at the same time, Zeus would, rightfully, focus his efforts on his own Kingdom.

Nothing to do about that for now, he thought. Although Felicia and I can start doing more of the Wild Magic planet expeditions Zeus tries to get us on now that she's done nursing. Mom can take care of Sophia just like she is right now. Sophia likes her so it's no big deal, really. 

Marc shook his head, disrupting the musing he'd been doing. A smile had spread across his face at the thought of his daughter and that helped snap him out of his thoughts.

Alright, I've got to focus on the here and now, not the past, he thought. Let's get our other surprises in place. 

 

* * *

 

Marc called for the two hovercraft to land, then be covered with illusions disguising them as massive boulders. The two hovercraft were both armed and armored. With Crystal and their second best Legion pilot manning them, they were another ace in the hole that Marc planned to use. Once the two armies were engaged, the hovercraft would reveal themselves and attack the opposing command center. Marc had yet to see any of the enemy try for command decapitation in a battle, but the battles had been limited so far, so he was ready with his own defensive spells. At his current level he had spells that could secure almost a square mile against pretty much less anything less than a nuke.

Or the magical equivalent, he thought. A KEW might be an issue also, but that's why Jeff and Ella are patrolling in orbit, to intercept any that get released before they can become a problem. Plus, Jeff just loves to fire our own KEWs, which we'll do on their capitol to ensure that their aggressive tendencies are pruned after today. The spies tell us that most of their non-combat leadership are going to be there to watch the battle from afar, and the same spies have sabotaged their defensive Safe Zone shields so they'll overload with the energy of a KEW hitting them as opposed to deflecting it like they should. I don't understand why our tactics surprise and confuse these people. They were under the System for how long? It did the same damned thing, whatever it needed to do to achieve its purpose, and now they're surprised when we do the same? 

Finally, the enemy showed up on the horizon, moving quickly, but still a half hour out. Marc immediately turned to their communications Mage, who quickly cast a spell that gave Marc a closer view.

“Huh, that's new. They're herding spawns towards us. They're learning, but if they think they're going to run us out of ammunition with a few thousand spawns, they've got another think coming. Orders are to hold for medium range on the railguns, then remove the spawns from the field,” Marc said.

The orders were relayed to the troops and Marc watched with satisfaction as the six hundred Legionaries they'd brought, along with the two hundred Auxiliaries, all removed their railguns from their inventories. The round check and insertion of magazines they'd all been trained in were almost simultaneous and Marc caught his father grinning at the well trained movements of the Legion.

Then they waited. It was a good ten minutes before the spawns were in medium range of the railguns, but once they were the Legion opened fire.

“Marc, incoming FAE missile, or equivalent,” Sean said. “I guess they did learn about decapitation strikes somewhere. It's targeted for right here and a Fuel Air Explosion would do a massive amount of damage.”

Marc's map pinged, showing a red dot.

“Size?” he asked.

“Estimated AoE,” Sean said, and a circle extended from the ping point on the map.

“Got it,” Marc said.

He immediately started casting an area shield spell. It would cover the center point of the AoE and he wrapped the area of the shield in a sphere around the explosion point, thickening the walls of the shield at the same time as twisting it to protect primarily against fire and heat. When he had it ready, he held it until the actual explosion was about to go off.

Thirty seconds later, while the Legion was still removing the last of the spawns from the field, before they hit the traps that had been set, the missile arrived. It was a missile too, not a spell, which surprised Marc.

I guess they have more of a tech base than a magical one? I thought it was fifty-fifty from the reports. Maybe they're holding the magical attacks for something else.

The missile exploded as an air burst, sucking all of the oxygen out of the air from a large area surrounding the explosion. The warning had gone out, though, so no-one was affected by that. When the fire came, it struck the shield and turned into a gentle mist that drifted to the ground. Within the shield, there was a roaring sphere of fire that seemed to last forever.

When the fire receded, there were a few disgruntled troops, but no serious damage.

“Okay, they want decapitation strikes, we'll show them how it's done, twofold,” Marc said.

He keyed a separate communications channel.

“Reggie, Jeff, operation Gomorrah is a go.”

Reggie had a nice little program set up. Right now, a System Message was going out to everyone in the enemy capitol.

System Message:

This Safe Zone is slated for destruction in thirty minutes. You have that long to evacuate before the Safe Zone is destroyed. You have been warned.

 

* * *

 

At the same time that Reggie was sending the message, Jeff was preparing two KEWs for the strike. One would follow the other by three seconds, just in case the defensive shield didn't overload on the first one somehow. It normally took a few seconds for those shields to recover from deflecting a strong strike, so a second KEW three seconds after the first was sure to finish the task.

I hate this crap, but at least I'm giving the civilians a chance to escape, that's more than can be said for some of these assholes.

In the cases where the new arrivals had the chance, they'd eradicate the population of a Safe Zone, then simply stroll in and claim it with no 'attack'. It had only happened a few times, times where the human in charge of the Safe Zone had risked the rest of its population to attempt to save hostages, but humans learned, and it hadn't happened since the first year after acclimatization.

I'm sure that attacks on Safe Zones by the newest arrivals now aren't going to worry about civilian casualties either. That doesn't mean that we won't. If we can provide overwhelming force, then we can also provide an out for those who aren't the actual aggressors, Marc thought. 

The spawns were cleared now and, a mile behind them, came the actual soldiers of the opposing army.

“Let them hit the traps, then open fire. A volley of full railgun magazines, then the back row area casters to clean up clumps. Front row casters, any group of three or more is a Flamethrower target,” Marc told the communications Mage, who made sure the orders were passed on to the Legion.

Marc switched channels again.

“Hovercraft, on confirmed observation of a leader group, you're authorized to break camouflage and attack.”

Then Marc sat back again. He hated this part of things, but Sean had insisted he be part of this defense. With Marc's Renown having skyrocketed from his duel with K'Thrall, even the sections of time where he wasn't doing much of interest still had the System posting videos of his actions. Sean had been sure that having Marc being in charge of this defense would get Marc to an even higher tier of Renown. Which meant more scrutiny for the planet and the actions of others on it, especially if Marc were involved in said actions.

Ah, K'Thrall. I hadn't thought of him in a while, Marc mused. Although I have considered the elves he brought with him. Who'd have thought that freeing them from their contracts would result in an almost zealous conversion. They joined the Kingdom, except for the three that we had to banish, and gave us another four elf style Safe Zones when given the chance. The pirate ship is really handy for the asteroid mining dad wanted to try, too. Even if it's mostly a punishment detail to have to work out there in the asteroid fields. 

“Reggie to Marc,” his comm relayed.

“Marc here, go.”

“You were right, they're using the System purchased comms. I have a location of the leaders in the field if you want it.” 

Reggie had unparalleled access to the System and had discovered, allegedly by accident, that he could pinpoint and tap communications made with System purchased communicators. It may well have been an accident that he found that out since he'd spent months defending the new System against the old System Programmer that had created the Renown videos section. When Reggie eventually found a way to send a message to the old System Programmer and threatened to utterly remove the Renown videos section of the System once and for all, the attacks had stopped, the attacker evidently more worried about his income than restoring the old System.

It is entirely feasible that he discovered how to do that during his fight with that programmer, Marc thought. I do wonder, though, if that was really the case. Not that it matters, we can make use of that discovery now, and we will. 

“Hovercraft, wait on Reggie's information until after the volley of railgun fire, then you're authorized to terminate the enemy leaders with extreme prejudice,” Marc sent.

I'm so sick of fighting, Marc thought. Fighting the spawns isn't the problem either, it's all of the idiots who think they're entitled to our planet. I could even let it slide if they only took areas that weren't already claimed, but they're trying to get their hands on everything. 

 

* * *

 

Marc actually found himself yearning for another visit to a Wild Magic planet. On those, things were very straightforward. You fought to stay alive. The spawns were numerous and aggressive, and there was little question of right and wrong. If the planets were ever to be reclaimed and used as habitats, they had to be cleared. They could just clear a continent like Zeus had done on his, then use the rest of the world as a hunting preserve, or they could clear the whole damned thing and give people another chance to claim it.

Marc had discovered that the Wild Magic planets came about when the existing species on the planet were unable to fight off the spawns during the acclimatization year. When the spawns won, the Wild Magic planet started out. Sometimes they could be reclaimed quickly by an influx of people, other times the spawns were simply too strong for the people available to clear it and the planet went its own way as a Wild Magic planet.

Fighting to reclaim a planet was a far cry from having to defend his Kingdom from other advanced species that simply wanted to take it for their own. He could get behind the former reason for fighting, the latter simply sickened him and had made him harder, emotionally, when it came to defending against the others attacking his Kingdom or his people. If it hadn't hardened his emotions, he would never be able to stomach things like the KEW attack, or the decapitation strikes.

Although if their attacks threatened Felicia or Sophia, I might well have the same reaction, he thought. Mom laughed so hard the first time she saw me go what she called 'all mama bear' on somebody because of that.

Marc looked at the enemy forces closing in. Once again, the Legion was outnumbered, just like they had been with the spawns. There were over a thousand people charging the lines now, but their information said that the overwhelming majority of those people were between level five and level fifteen. A few of the enemy non-coms might rank up to level twenty. Then there was a massive gap in levels until you got to the leaders.

Marc had discovered that most people who reached level twenty stopped working for anyone else, especially as shock troops. They took jobs that had a chance of enhancing their class, or went out adventuring. A lot of people never bothered with that, they ended up getting stuck around level fifteen unless they really worked on leveling more. The end result was that this army, like most you'd find in System space, was mostly below level fifteen.

The Legion, on the other hand, was not. Their lowest was level twenty. The only way Marc could explain the fact that the Legion had kept so many people at their level was that they offered adventuring, and their class was specifically designed for what they were doing, so this was their best chance of continuing to level.

Not to mention that they're utterly loyal to dad, Marc thought. That solid core in the low to mid thirties for their level are the ones that dad marched out of a dying city, only to bring them to Any Port when it was barely a Safe Zone. They'd follow him to hell and the only thing they'd ask was how many buckets they should bring to put out the flames. It's a good thing that he's as loyal to them as he is to me and I am to him. They're probably the most powerful cohesive force on the planet right now.

Marc watched as the opposing army charged in. There were a variety of mounts, both living and mechanical, as well as some people with skills that let them keep up on foot. He winced as they drew close to the first of Matilda's traps.

A one hundred foot wide section of the charging army simply disappeared, falling into the ground beneath them as Matilda's trap triggered. Marc knew that the pit they were falling into was twenty feet deep and lined with jagged steel spikes on the bottom.

A few of those caught in the trap made it back out, mainly those who'd had access to some sort of flight, but the rest were nowhere to be seen as the railguns opened fire.

Dust stirred behind Marc as the hovercraft dropped their illusions and took to the air, homing in on the area pinpointed by Reggie.

After about a minute of railgun fire, it ceased as though on command, and the casters in the back ranks let loose with Ball Lightning spells on the largest clumps that remained. A few leakers made it to the lines here and there, only to find a shield wall waiting for them, one with teeth as the Legionaries' swords struck out through narrow gaps that were closed as soon as the swords were withdrawn.

Volleys of pilum went over the shield walls, only these weren't the makeshift ones the Legion had started with. These were similar in nature to the lightning spear that Marc had. The pilum were designed to be more of a taser than a lightning bolt though, and where they struck, they stuck, channeling a low grade electrical current into the victim that immobilized most, leaving them twitching for a while after the pilum was removed.

Marc watched farther away, where the hovercraft were attacking. Spells flew up towards them, only to mostly dissipate against the armor of the hovercraft. Even so, Marc could tell that they were having some problems.

“Well guys, I think it's our turn. Part of the leader group is too much for the hovercraft, which we anticipated. Mount up and we'll go take care of the rest of them,” he said.

Felicia, Rob, and Beggar mounted their hover bikes. Matilda got up behind Beggar, holding on, and Marc flew on a slightly larger hover bike designed to go in front of the rest while he held shield spells attached to his bike.

The bikes were faster than the hovercraft, small enough to fit in their inventories at their current levels and Strengths, and an all around more convenient means of transportation for them. Running on mana batteries as they did, they were easy to keep charged up, cumulatively using less charge than a hovercraft or spaceship.

They took off, at a speed that would've been utterly ridiculous and useless if it weren't for the built in air shields on the bikes. They weren't even going at top speed, either, since Marc was holding a shield on his bike that increased the drag substantially. Despite that, they were between the two hovercraft and their opponents in just a few seconds.

Marc gave Crystal a thumbs up and she nodded and disengaged. A look at the ground showed that there were only four people still standing, the railguns of the hovercraft having killed off the rest. Marc smirked as he put an idea of Jeff's from long ago into practice and dove towards the remaining leader team of the enemy, the swirling blades of his Spinning Wall of Swords spell covering a significantly larger area than the first time he'd done this.

He rode a pass over the enemy, allowing his blades to strike them. With their attention on him, the rest of the team dropped their bikes in and dismounted, Rob in front. By the time Marc made a second pass over the enemy and dropped his spell so he could land and join the others, Rob was already Taunting.

“You're the best your entire planet could offer?” Rob said. “Oh my, what are you, a planet full of cowards or something? With your level, you must have run away from a lot of fights to level the Coward class so high.”

I love the fact that Rob's taunts sound like a kid insulting someone, but they still get the reaction he's after with the skill. Time to add a little bit of psychological warfare on my end. This isn't going to kill them, but it'll certainly hurt them and it looks impressive, Marc thought. 

Marc had gotten his Constellation spell up to second tier, so he had all ten stars. Experimenting with it had allowed him to discover a rather flashy configuration, one that even seemed to do some extra damage. Now he put that to practice.

Setting up the ten points to form a large cube with the extraneous two stars in the center, he cast the spell, catching all of their opponents inside of it. As the energy planes flared into existence, there were screams and shouts, but then all the energy from those planes flowed into the center two stars, causing them to explode and add more damage.

When Marc had first discovered this configuration, he'd started calling it the Supernova Constellation and it always left him a little bit in awe that someone had planned for this kind of added functionality on a spell when you got the skill level high enough.

It had one more effect, which wasn't technically from the spell, but most opponents he'd cast it on that had survived had spent a moment or two mentally stunned from what they'd just gone through. These four had already been moving towards Rob after his Taunt, so now when Rob charged them instead, they were lined up like bowling pins for him. He hit them like a freight train, sending three of them off of their feet, while the fourth managed to catch himself before falling.

Rob grinned and fell on the one person who hadn't fallen. Meanwhile Marc was moving in on one of the others, the Mage who'd been casting spells at the hovercraft. Beggar and Matilda had disappeared and Marc cast his Dragon's Teeth spell, which he'd also gotten to second tier, causing an eleven man squad of warriors to appear.

At the second tier, the Dragon's Teeth warriors' gear had gotten an upgrade. It had stopped adding additional warriors though. Not that it much mattered, the eleven warriors were enough to surround the entire party when they were all together, offering everyone some protection. The one other difference was that at second tier, they didn't have to wait to be attacked.

“Kill those two,” Marc said, pointing.

The Dragon's Teeth warriors marched towards the two people still on the ground as Marc moved in on his own target.

 

* * *

 

A quick Silence spell, one Marc had learned from Ella, failed. The second casting of it took though and in the interim, Marc had put up an Anti-Magic Shield to absorb the spell the Mage had cast. Once the Mage was silenced, he'd tried to flee. Marc had put an end to that, and the Mage, quickly.

The eleven Dragon's Teeth warriors were getting carved through, the two fighting them looking gleeful, until Matilda and Beggar appeared behind them in a synchronized strike that didn't quite kill the two of them, but quickly turned the tables of that battle, the Dragon's Teeth warriors taking advantage of the raccoon's strikes to push their attack hard. As those two enemies tried to respond to the raccoons, their backs were taken under attack by the warriors types. They tried to go back to back, but were quickly swarmed by the remaining six Dragon's Teeth warriors. That allowed Beggar and Matilda to disengage and their next strikes finished that fight.

Marc looked over at Rob.

“Rob, are you trying to practice your skills again?” he called.

“Where else am I gonna get them to go up any higher? You know the Training Grounds can't do that any more.”

“Remember that you've got your own Renown videos now, Rob,” Felicia called. “Janey's going to see everything you're doing. Heck, one day, your daughter might see it.”

Rob sighed, then slammed his shield down on his opponent's sword, pinning it to the ground and bending the metal of the sword. His labrys, which he'd discovered was a growth style weapon that kept up with his own growth, swept out to strike his opponent. It was currently much shorter than when they first obtained it, responding to Rob's desire to be fighting in close.

His opponent managed to get away by abandoning his sword and jumping back. Then the labrys, responding to Rob's desire, grew to its full length. Rob's next strike took his opponent in the gut, tearing through the armor that protected it and, essentially, finishing the fight.

“Can we do another Wild Magic planet run soon?” Rob asked. “I just don't make much progress on either my level or my skills while we're here on Earth.”

“Zeus said that we'd head out again once all the initial combats settled down,” Marc said. “So, it's probably going to be a few months, at the very least.”

Rob sighed again.

“Well, at least I'll get more time to spend with Janet.”

I can't believe Rob let his wife, Janey, name their daughter Janet. It's one of those cutesie things I used to hate, but I can't really hold it against them because she's such a cute kid, Marc thought. 

After looting, they remounted their hover bikes and flew back to their own command area.

When Marc found his father, Sean spotted him and held up three fingers.

“Three minutes?” Marc asked.

Sean nodded.

“Observation shows a large percentage of the Safe Zone has evacuated. Evidently, the leaders don't believe it because they haven't left.”

“Um, actually, I think Reggie found a way to not send the message to anyone in the Town Hall, some sort of exclusion option,” Marc said. “He was telling me about that before. So unless someone went out of their way to notify them, they might not know.”

“That works for me,” Sean said. “It's always nice to be able to actually rain repercussions on those actually responsible for things like this, as opposed to the patsies they hired to take care of it for them.”

He glanced out at the battlefield. It had been an utter loss for the attackers. The Legion had lost no-one, although they did have a few wounded that had already been taken care of.

As Marc stared out over the battlefield, the pillar of flames in the distance caught his eye. He watched as the KEW came down out of the sky like a fiery meteorite. The second one followed right behind a few seconds later, alternately more and less noticeable as it passed through the disturbed air the first one had already blazed through.

Marc thought he felt the impacts, although he knew that was liable to only be in his mind.

“Spotter says the first one dropped the shield, the second one left nothing but a massive crater.

“Another lake, if we give it a while,” Marc said, trying hard not to focus on what had just happened.

“We're already getting contacted by their remaining Safe Zones,” Sean said. “They got reports from the battle before you engaged their command group. As for the Capitol, they were all close enough in to actually see it.”

“Let me guess, they're proclaiming a lifelong feud until they get their vengeance?” Marc asked.

Sean grinned and shook his head.

“They're discussing terms of surrender, their surrender. Of the twelve Safe Zones other than their capitol, only two had their holders in them. The rest were in the capitol to watch the attack. They're offering up their Safe Zones if they can become part of the Kingdom.”

“How long would it take us to expand that far?” Marc asked.

“Two months,” Sean said, confidently.

“Tell them that, if they agree to that time frame, we'll do it.”

A minute later Sean spoke again.

“Done. You'll need to go claim the ones without a holder now, the two existing will retain control of their Safe Zones, but you'll be added in as co-holder.”

“Fine, it's better than having to fight them more,” Marc said. “Now, or tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow. We'll need to get the heavies for your guards.”

The heavies were a creation from Earl. With the help of Ella, of all people, they'd made a heavy armor version of the Legionary armor. Then Ella had experimented with a few enchantments. In the end they had a suit of armor that looked close to Legion standard, but offered a lot more protection as well as enhancements to all the user's physical stats.

That stuff is like the magical equivalent of a mechwarrior, Marc thought, and the price reflects that. I'm surprised dad managed to get eight of them authorized by the council.

There was a full contubernium of heavies, the elite of the Legion. Four were melee, two were Mages, and the last two were healers. They were some of the level thirty-fives that the Legion had, all eight of them. There were only two more Legionaries at level thirty-five, and they'd both trained with the heavies as backups.

“Okay, I do understand that you think I need that kind of protection, but I don't think I do. If I just take my group, we'd be fine.”

“People expect something of the sort and you have to meet their expectations. You know that,” Sean said.

“I know, I'd just like to get this all over with. I hate fighting to defend our Kingdom. Why can't the others just acknowledge that we have a right to own part of our own planet?”

“They'll get there. We'll just have to bloody their nose a few more times first. Then they'll learn,” Sean said.

“Are you sure?” Marc asked.

Sean nodded, grinning.

“Okay then, that gives me some hope. Let's head home. Sophia has probably exhausted mom already.”

“Exhausted her patience, maybe,” Sean said. “I can't imagine who she takes after.”

Now it was Marc's turn to grin.

“She can be a little hellion, can't she?”

“Only when her mom and dad aren't around. When you two are there, she's an angel.”

“When she knows we're there, you mean,” Marc said. “We've seen the other side of her, too.”

 

* * *

 

Marc sat back in the living room of his house. The house itself had been a wedding present from the Kingdom when he and Felicia got married. It wasn't the only one now, just the first that had been built. His mother and father had gotten the seventh one and when Marc asked why they weren't second, Sean had pointed to the location, since the houses were being built in order of proximity, and Marc realized that their new house was going almost exactly where their old house had been before the System arrived.

Now he, the rest of his party, his parents, Janey, and the two young ones were all sitting there, relaxing. Janey was talking to Michelle since she still seemed to be intimidated by either Sean, or any of their party aside from Rob. With Michelle, she seemed to be able to relax.

Rob was bouncing Janet on his knee, to her delighted cries, while Sophia was sleeping in Felicia's arms.

“So, this is what I really want,” Marc said. “Just to be able to relax and not have to worry about all that other junk.”

Rob cleared his throat.

“Yes, Rob, I know,” Marc said. “I agree, too. In order to be able to do that, we're going to need even more levels. You know Zeus offered to take us on another Wild Magic planet expedition and I agreed. We just need to wait a few months for things to settle down here on Earth.”

He glanced over at his father, who nodded.

“I think that ought to be enough time.”

“So, daddy Zeus is still offering to spoil you?” Jeff said.

Marc shook his head.

“He's not that, not a father figure at all. I finally figured it out. He's more like the black sheep uncle. You know, the one that sneaks you out and lets you drink beer, shows you porn, tells you how to play the really obnoxious pranks on people? That's kind of how I view Zeus. I have to be leery any time he's around, especially if he offers me something.”

Jeff snorted and almost lost his drink.

“Sounds about right, you know? At least he's keeping to his deal. He's got his Kingdom, claimed all the area he wanted, and he's not trying to go beyond it, although I've heard that he gets a little upset with any one person trying to claim large sections of land that border his.”

“I mean, that makes sense. If we weren't situated in the middle of the continent like we were, I'd be upset about anyone that wasn't a human here when the System arrived trying that with us,” Felicia said. “As it is, we'll just need to make sure that they understand the stupidity of trying to attack us, just like we did today.”

Marc was still a little upset. He knew the KEWs were a good idea, and he'd loved the idea of demonstrating one where it didn't hurt anybody. Needing to actually use two of them today left a bad taste in his mouth and a nagging guilt in his mind.

“Given enough time, that will fade,” Sean said, “one way or another. On the bright side, we've got some secure borders with both Deacon's Falls and Uni networks. Even if we do have to support them with some more powerful gear.”

They'd created a pair of ground mount railguns for each of those other two networks, as well as a few of the vehicular style. Although theirs were mounted on ground vehicles, not hovercraft.

They only had ten hovercraft for the SCN Kingdom and Sean frequently admitted a desire for more. The four spacecraft weren't used for ground situations much, the two fighters normally did patrols in orbit, or covered fights from in orbit. The pirate ship was off in the asteroid belt, mining for precious and heavy metals, and the smuggler's craft that Zeus had replaced their old one with was permanently on call for Marc's party.

Jeff thinks I don't know that he used his legendary token on that space yacht, so five spacecraft technically, but that one is decidedly non-combat. I wonder if he has any idea that the build portal records token usage as well as sales? Well, he hasn't told anyone yet, so I won't either, Marc thought. 

Marc looked around the room, seeing everyone he currently considered family except for his adopted black sheep uncle, who was just a call away.

Yes, this is what I want, just without all the other stuff hanging over my head. A few more Wild Magic planet trips and I can call it good and take a break, for a while at least.

 

 

* * *

The End

of

Natural Laws Apocalypse

 

* * *

 

 


Author's Note
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Thanks for sticking around for the entire series and I hope that you enjoyed it. I have my next series planned out already, it will be shorter at 3-5 books, and I'll be getting started in on that one after I take a short break from writing to let my brain reset for a new world.
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