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Chapter 1

The Application

It was a dark and stormy afternoon. Thick gray clouds covered the sky, as the sound of thunder rumbled in the distance. Rain fell from the heavens, beading along a large window, its sole occupant inside sitting patiently.

Simon watched the rain, admiring its beauty. It called to him, like a siren on the rocks. Rainy days were the best, for staying in or going out.

Memories touched Simon’s mind of moments he stood in the rain, his hands up to the dark heavens. How the cold water seeped into his clothes, weighing them down. How the sensations of drops cascaded down his form. How he wished it would last forever, the natural water washing away the darkness within his entire being.

Simon looked down at the rug of the office. It was a deep red. He noticed it was the color of oxen blood, a fine choice for a carpet. It soothed his senses, and relaxed his black spirit.

When a side door opened, Simon snapped awake from his inner thoughts, watching a woman enter and close the door behind her. He smiled with warm eyes.

“I apologize. I was on an important call,” the woman said as she made her way to her desk, pulled out her chair, and sat down.

“It’s no problem at all,” Simon said as he kept his small, excited smile.

Simon watched as the woman tapped on her cellphone, and moved her finger along the screen, scrolling. She wore an expensive silver-gray suit, and white shirt. She had short, perfectly combed black hair. Simon found her pretty, but despite her all-business attitude, he could see the hungry thing coiled around her soul.

In a blink, all Simon saw was a woman, scrolling through her phone. He glanced at the nameplate on her desk. It read “Serenity Draysek: HOA Board Member.”

Serenity began talking without lifting her gaze, “Mr. Simon Shade, I received your application to be part of the Penumbra Springs Gate Community. It’s impressive, considering I remember you from two years ago.”

Simon gave a single nod. “Yes. As you can see, I have improved my tax bracket, credit score, and listed how much is in my accounts.”

Serenity lifted her gaze, and put her phone face down on the desk. She leaned forward a little over her desk, laced her fingers before her, and stared at Simon with all-seeing eyes. There was a flash of lightning from the window, and a crack of thunder followed.

“It took you two years to gain so much. It seems a little odd, don’t you think?” she said with a sharp gaze and tongue.

Simon kept his disarming smile. “Yes, it is.”

The woman eyed Simon, taking in his strong shoulders, handsome features, and something in his eyes that might have unsettled a normal human.

“Two years ago, you had very little except for your background. As an officer of the HOA Board, we take pride in handling any newcomers to the community. We, especially I, like to get our hands dirty from time to time,” Serenity gave Simon a small smile, a pair of small fangs nearly glowing in the rainy light.

“I do,” Simon said, unperturbed by her display of power. “As you know from our last meeting, it has been a dream of mine to live in Penumbra Springs. The whispers of this place are incredible. A place where we can live peacefully, without worrying about normal people trying to hurt us.

“Since I run a bar in Night Haven, I hear the whispers. Normal police have been given phosphorous rounds to handle mythic threats. It’s not safe out there for people like us.”

Simon leaned forward a little with attentive eyes. “No one wants that kind of stress, especially us.”

Serenity eyed Simon for a moment, her finger tapping on the back of her face-down phone.

“You have enough wealth, and income to purchase a modest home here in the community, but we are above board in all matters of business. Our community cannot be linked in any way to illegal activities.

“What I am trying to ask here is, how did you gain so much in so little time, considering you had next to nothing when we first met?”

Simon didn’t blink as he spoke, “I took your words seriously, about building wealth.”

A memory caressed Simon’s mind of moving into the town of Night Haven. It was only meant to be a short transition as he applied to the Penumbra Springs community.

“I went home, and came up with a plan.”

The memory grew of Simon walking into a bar called, “The Lovecraft.” When he sat down, an older man was sitting at the bar beside him. A younger man and woman tended the bar, as the older man sipped from his glass of whiskey. Not wanting to drown in misery, Simon struck up a small conversation with the older man, learning his name was Rodney. They quickly hit it off, the older man enjoying the company, and Simon not dwelling on his own problems.

“I needed to have all my ducks in a row, to demonstrate I can be a valuable member of the community.”

Simon and Rodney laughed and drank the night away. When it came to closing time, Rodney said Simon could stay. They drank until the early morning hours.

When Simon said he needed a job, Rodney hired him on the spot.

“I knew it wouldn’t be easy.”

Months slipped by as Simon worked hard tending bar. Rodney was so impressed with Simon’s work, he gave him his own night. Simon didn’t waste his chance. On his off-hours, he heavily promoted special nights at The Lovecraft. It worked to grab people’s attention, and the bar was packed with patrons enjoying drinks and eclectic music.

“I found a job, saved every cent, and re-invested it.”

Simon used his funds to pay small-time online influencers, and bribed them with free drinks, to talk up the bar. More people came to the place, which meant more money. Rodney was so impressed, he gave Simon more nights to serve drinks to packed houses.

“As my money grew, I gained more confidence.”

Things were going so well with the bar, and the amount of money coming in, Rodney promoted Simon to lead manager. The rest of the staff were not happy, but to smooth things over, Simon allowed them to work with him, off the books. Rodney spent a lot of his time away, saying he didn’t like to drink there when it was crowded. He would come back when it was late, and by that time, much of the staff already left for the evening.

“I was promoted to Lead Manager, and I knew big things were happening to me.”

Simon helped balance the books for the bar, which meant he had access to the computer system. One night after closing, Simon worked on the figures for the day. As he imputed, and corrected amounts, an alert appeared on the screen.

Simon clicked on it, and saw that an offsite server had uploaded several gigs of photos. Curiosity tempted the new manager. He clicked on the link, and was confronted with a pop-up screen, asking for a password.

Simon remembered Rodney saying things during his drunken moments that didn’t seem to make sense. Everyone, including Simon, simply thought the older man was indulging too much, and speaking nonsense. But Simon understood madness when he heard, and saw it. Simon’s mind sharpened as he re-called the strange mutterings from the old man, making the connections. He tried a few possible passwords, and the fourth attempt allowed him access.

“I saved up enough money, and I saw my chance to make a real investment.”

Simon showed no emotion as he saw pictures of women in bondage in a dark room. They wore gags, tears and makeup running down their cheeks. They were naked, and in obvious distress.

Someone stood off to the side with a whip. In some of the pictures, the whip was coming down on them.

Simon remembered watching the news, pictures of women missing on the screen. As he looked through the images, he saw the very same women.

In the very last image, Rodney was smiling at the camera, as a bound woman sobbed.

It was at that moment, Simon saw an opportunity.

“It took some skillful maneuvering, but I knew my time had arrived.”

After a long night, Simon sat down at the bar to look over the call logs for anyone setting up private events, or asking for who was working when. The staff had their regulars, and since the schedule changed many times in a few months, the regulars were calling to make sure of the new schedule. The book was frayed, with yellow pages and liquid stains on the cover. Between some of the yellow pages, were some new, white ones.

Rodney came in with a smile, and hugged Simon like he was a relative. They sat down, Simon pouring expensive whiskey into two glasses. Simon told him it was a small celebration, for taking such a big chance with a nobody like him. Rodney was in tears, and hugged Simon again. The two toasted and drank. Simon continued to pour more into Rodney’s cup instead of his own.

It took an hour for the older man to be completely drunk. It was at that moment Simon sprung his plan.

The young manager sat with Rodney. The old man weaved as he could barely keep his eyes open. Simon pulled out a new deed, and slid it to Rodney. The drunken older man looked down with a questioning gaze. Simon informed him that he knew what he was doing, and he had the proof. He could sign over the bar to Simon, or he would go to the police.

Roney grew belligerent. He swung at Simon, but Simon caught his arm by the wrist, and squeezed with supernatural strength. Rodney cried out, but there was no one else there to hear him.

Simon remembered how he felt nothing for the old man. It wasn’t because he was evil, and twisted. It was because he didn’t feel anything toward people who harmed others. He knew the old man was different, his spirit a waste for the dark future Simon had envisioned. The moment he saw the images of the women, everything Simon was doing was out of opportunity, and advancement.

Rodney, knowing he was caught, began to blubber. Simon soothed him with words, and put the pen in the old man’s shaky hands. Rodney sobbed as he signed the deed over to Simon, making him the new owner.

Simon looked at the papers, seeing that everything was in order. He folded them up and put them in his leather jacket pocket, and had one more drink with the older man.

Rodney was soon elated, knowing he dodged justice. He had plenty of money to start a new business, far from here.

That feeling of elation bled away as the sound of sirens touched his ears.

Rodney tried to bolt away as best he could. Simon’s hand struck like a snake, grabbing Rodney’s arm, and making him sit on a barstool. They waited as police officers entered with guns drawn.

Simon let go, and Rodney fell to his knees, sobbing like a child. He was quickly arrested, and Simon handed over the evidence on a thumb drive. He accompanied the officers as they led Rodney out in handcuffs.

After a long talk at the station, and treated like a hero, Simon said his goodbyes to the officers, and took a cab back to his bar, declining a ride from the same officers.

“I made an offer the owner couldn’t refuse. He signed the bar over to me, and I am now the proud owner of The Lovecraft.”

Simon thought about killing Rodney after he signed, but it would have been too messy. Having the police take his former boss away in handcuffs, and Simon coming out smelling like roses was the cherry on top.

Serenity eyed Simon as she drank in his words. She then turned her phone over, and scrolled information up with a finger.

“You have a knack for business. And the information is all here, but there is still something that needs to be discussed.”

“My life is an open book,” Simon said, as thunder rumbled in the distance.

Serenity looked at Simon with serious eyes.

“As you know, our community caters to mythics, people who are not like normal people. But we never had any darklings own property here. It is long believed that most of your kind had returned to your…dark gods?”

Simon nodded with a cheery smile.

“We can talk about it,” he said with unblinking eyes.


Chapter 2

Darkling

The sound of rain thickened beyond the window like an angry beehive. Serenity and Simon sat, as there was a flash of light, followed by another thunderous rumble.

“I meant no disrespect,” Serenity began, “But darklings are rare across Urth. Some say the witch trials were the worst of humanity, but what was done to your people was,” Serenity didn’t finish saying the words.  

“It’s okay. We both know it was mass murder, bordering genocide,” Simon smiled.

Simon turned toward the window, watching the rain slip down the glass.

“My people couldn't help themselves. They lived freely, worshiping the dark gods in relative peace. They knew, one day or night, the dark gods would come for them, and take them away to be with them, part of them. There were several large populations that did that very thing, vanishing overnight as they ascended to higher planes of existence.

“The others who remained, saw glimpses of their futures. They didn’t run, or hide. They knew their time here was coming to an end. They embraced it, allowing their madness to consume them as they were murdered in their villages.”

Simon returned his gaze to Serenity, a small smile still present. “I have no memory beyond my adoptive parents. I figured out who I am, what I am. I grew up in a loving home. I had friends. I was happy. But they were not my people.

“I’m a mythic, the dark kind. I can control my black blood to a degree. I’m stronger and faster than most people. I’m no stranger to being different. But I don’t know what it means to be part of a community of my peers. It is why I worked so hard to try and join this community.

“I know there are many different mythics who own property here. I know I will be the only darkling. I’m okay with it. I just want a home where I belong.”

Serenity stared at Simon with focused eyes. There was no hint of emotion, or thought behind her plain mask. Instead, she leaned forward a little more, keeping her hypnotic gaze on Simon’s eyes.

“Your story is convincing,” she said in a normal tone, “But once you join Penumbra Springs, you commit a hundred years to staying here, and being part of a very active community.”

“You mean the Dread Dungeon,” Simon grinned.

Serenity gave a single, serious nod.

“The Dread Dungeon,” she repeated. “Are you aware of its history?”

“Somewhat,” Simon said as his grin turned into a small smile.

“Then let me further explain,” Serenity coming off with an air of superiority, like an adult talking to an innocent child. “The Dread Dungeon is the main activity here in Penumbra Springs. Created by Toric Penumbra, he made the ninety-nine-level dungeon as a means to test, not only our supernatural bodies, but our minds as well.

“The dungeon itself is ever changing, depending how deep a team goes. It is filled with all manner of pocket dimensions, and unusual, ever-changing levels. Each dungeon dive is different from the last. One floor may seem like a dreary stone dungeon. Another level may appear as a forest, with its own sun, clouds, and weather.

“The deeper you go, the harder it gets. The deepest a team ever achieved was the forty-first level.

“The monsters will come in all shapes and sizes. The challenges will grow until you feel like you will never leave it the same way again.”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to keep selling it to me,” Simon smirked.

Serenity blinked before she realized she was standing. The board member sat down, pulled her suit jacket down to adhere to her shoulders for a comfortable fit, and gently ran her palm along the side of her hair, and continued in a plain tone.

“I apologize. I am very passionate. Let us continue,” she said with regal flair.

Simon leaned forward to hear more.

Serenity spoke with a calm demeanor, “The Dread Dungeon rewards the strong, and the clever. Once you enter it, it knows your deepest desires. It will keep your secrets, and reward you with things from your wildest dreams.

“But we live in modern times. Our mages and mystics have discovered ways to monitor teams that enter and explore. We have set up drones to watch and record. They can transverse the pocket dimensions, and remain unseen, and undetected. Our overseer team ensures everyone sees what is happening.

“Being part of Penumbra Springs is not just about community, it’s about engagement and entertainment. The community will cheer teams on. We promote positive enforcement, but do not mistake positivity for friendship. Some enter the dungeon for loot and treasures. Others enter to seek knowledge and wisdom. A few enter for bloody violence. And yet others enter the dungeon to understand themselves, darkling.”

Serenity’s eyes shined a pale red. “You have the finances to be part of our community, but do you have the drive to enter the dungeon that has elevated some, and broken others?”

“Drive?” Simon said with calm demeanor. “I believe I can be a positive community member, and an avid dread runner, if that’s what you’re asking.”

There was a moment of silence between the two. Gazes drank in each other’s plain expressions, trying to get a glimpse of weakness. Simon had a half-smile, while Serenity's gaze tried to bore into his dark soul.

The HOA board member let out a sharp laugh, breaking the tension immediately. Simon remained a statue as she opened a top drawer, slipped her hand in, and pulled out a folder and a stamp with one hand. She moved so quickly, it became a blur. When she stopped, three documents sat perfectly on the desk, each one side by side. The stamp was on an ink pad, as her hand was on the desk beside it.

“I like you, Mr. Shade. You have a dedication of spirit I haven’t seen in a long time. I think you will be perfect for our community. If you sign here, here, and here,” she said as her finger blurred to each document in blinks of time. “We can finish up the process, and get you moved in. Do you have any questions?”

“Will I see the neighborhoods so I can choose one?” Simon asked with excited eyes.

Serenity made a strange motion with her lips, like a sad, disfigured pout.

“I’m afraid not. And we don’t call them neighborhoods. Instead, we call them hamlets. There can be five to twenty homes in a hamlet. Each one is named differently, and have mostly the same kind of mythics together.

“As for where you will be living, we have only one available. It’s beautiful, of course, but it’s the only one for sale that you would be perfect for. I’m afraid, since it’s raining, you will have to decide now if you want it.”

It had been Simon’s dream to be part of Penumbra Springs, and he didn’t hesitate.

“I’ll take it,” he said with enthusiasm.

Serenity handed him a pen. Simon took it, and quickly scribbled his name on all three documents. When he was finished, Serenity stamped all three, shoved everything into the drawer, and slammed it shut.

She stood up with phone in hand. She tapped at the screen a few times, and a chime dinged from Simon’s phone. He went to reach for it, but stopped as Serenity spoke without looking up from her phone.

“I sent you the final documents to read over. It’s only three-hundred pages long. Once the money clears from your account, you can pick up your keys from the front gate.

“Welcome to Penumbra Springs, Mr. Shade. I look forward to seeing you in the town center, the dungeon, and at the board meetings. Since I helped you get into our exclusive community, I will be expecting your vote for me, and a better tomorrow in Penumbra Springs.

“You know the way out,” she finished, never taking her eyes off her phone.

Simon stood up with excitement in his eyes. He was ready to thank her, but she stepped out the side door so quickly, she was gone when he parted his lips.

Simon blinked, before he smiled to himself. He gathered his jacket from the back of his chair, and headed for the door he came in, a sense of accomplishment flowing over him like water.


Chapter 3

Welcome to Our Community

A black, Mustang GT, pulled up to the main gate. Simon had a maddening grin as he looked at the pointed, wrought iron fences. They were over thirty feet high, and the ends were pointed like ancient spears. The area had many trees, obscuring some of the gothic fence that seemed to go on forever.

The low rumble of the motor purred like a tiger as it slowed to a gate booth. Simon looked over to the booth, seeing a man inside with a warm, welcoming smile. When he pulled up beside it, and identified himself, the man in a red, old-fashioned bellhop uniform leaned out a little to him.

The sky was dark, and threatened rain again, but Simon didn’t care. A dream, his dream, was coming true. To live among other mythics, and run the Dread Dungeon like he always wanted to.

The gatekeeper lifted a small, leather sack into view. Simon rolled down his window, and held out his hand.

It was at that moment, Simon noticed something odd about the gatekeeper. A mask covered his face. It was molded to him, with happy eyes, and a warm smile. But Simon could see the pinholes in the unblinking eyes. The gatekeeper’s hand was covered by a leather glove. Simon took a quick sniff at the air, and he could detect decay. It caused him to smile wider, the leather bag in his hand.

“Thank you,” Simon smiled.

The gatekeeper gave a small nod, but remained silent. They returned to their post, touching a button, and the main gate swung open.

Simon rolled up his window, and motored into the gated estate.

Once inside, he pulled off to an inside parking area, and parked. He lifted the leather bag up, pulled it open, and fished out its contents.

There was a key, a small map, and a letter written on yellow parchment. Simon began to read the small parchment.

Welcome to Penumbra Springs, Simon Shade! We are happy to have you join our elite community.

As a new resident, there are some things you should know to help ease your transition from outsider to insider.

First, your new home will be in Odd Bog Hamlet. It’s a small hamlet, with five houses. Your house is 1326 Odd Bog Place. We know moving is difficult, that is why your home is already furnished. After you settle down, you may change and alter anything you like.

Second, you will receive a visit from our tech crew. They will explain everything when they arrive.

Third, after you've settled in, please take a moment to visit the Town Center. It is full of shops, dining, and taverns, suited for most, if not all tastes.

And finally, you will be notified when the next dungeon run will take place. Please attend the watch parties, to experience what happens. You may be called in the future for a dungeon run, so please, prepare yourself accordingly.

Again, you’re welcome for joining us here at Penumbra Springs. See you soon!

~Serenity Draysek HOA Board Leader           

Simon read the note three times before he crumbled it up, and tossed it over his shoulder. The crumpled-up paper bounced off a box in the very full backseat. Most of Simon’s small life was in the backseat. Boxes of books, bags of clothes, and odd items he collected over the years were back there. He could have always bought more, but he knew it was just stuff, and didn’t need to weigh himself down too much, in case he was discovered, and had to make a hasty exit.

But those days of concern had come to an end, as he was now in the safest place he could be for a dark mythic.

Simon glanced at the small map next. He quickly noticed that the Odd Bog hamlet was as far east as you could go, away from the sea. It didn’t take a far leap of logic for the darkling to understand that he may be going to the worst hamlet in the community, but he didn’t care. He was in, and ready to make a name for himself.

The darkling put the key and map on the passenger seat, and motored out onto the road.

The drive through the community was easy. There were not many cars on the road, so he enjoyed the view. He passed clusters of beautiful houses, and small mansions. Patches of woods separated the groups. The trees were old, and strong. The road snaked through small hilly areas. Everything had a vibrant green.

After some time, Simon approached his hamlet. There was a hanging wood sign, with the words, “Odd Bog Hamlet.”

Simon drove past the hanging sign, and slowed down as he reached a cul-de-sac. He visually drank it in. Five houses surrounded him as he slowly motored in. Each one had a wildly different style. From his left, there was a house that looked like a small fortress. It was made of stone, and even had a tower. Next to it was an old-Victorian two-story home. It had a black roof, brown siding, and strange runic designs that seemed to blend in with it.

To the right was a black house. It had a beautiful design, but everything was black, even the curtains. Next to it was a simple, one-story yellow house. It looked like it didn’t belong in the cul-de-sac, but when Simon looked at his house, it stood in the middle of the horseshoe of houses.

He drove up to the middle house, and parked in front of it. He opened his door and stepped out, his gaze trapped on his new home.

The house was a plain, two-story white house. It was perfectly bland between the other houses. The yellow one had more character than his. It had a covered porch, a triangular roof, and wood stairs. The curtains were a velvet red, giving it a splash of color against the glow of white siding.

“It’s perfect,” Simon said to himself.

The darkling stepped around his car, and made his way to the front steps. He climbed them easily, and made his way to the front door, key in hand. With a quick insert, he turned the key, unlocked the door, and stepped inside.

Simon’s shoulders relaxed as he stepped in, the door closing behind him. Turning his head, he viewed the living room. It had a comfy couch, two love seats, coffee table, a fireplace with a large, flat screen TV mounted against the stone chimney.

Simon shifted his relaxed gaze ahead, seeing a wide hallway, with a staircase leading up to the second floor. He walked down the hallway and right into a large kitchen, complete with a middle island, new appliances, and a wide window. He stepped a little deeper in to see the backyard. There were trees farther back. Past them, Simon could see what looked like a small bog.

With a turn of his head to the left, he looked through an open door to a study. When he turned his head to the right, he saw a dining room with a long table, and six chairs.

The darkling turned around and walked back to the stairs. He climbed them up to the second floor. The corridor split to the right and left. He toured the second floor, moving from one side to the other. There was a master bedroom, complete with a giant bed and a pair of nightstands. A skylight was above the bed, and there was an en-suite bathroom. As he walked around, he saw two more guest bedrooms, and an extra bathroom. The corridor closets had fresh linens and towels.

“They thought of everything,” Simon said with a smile.

He made his way back down to get his things from the car, when there was a knock at his door.

Simon walked to the door and opened it. His smile remained as a man with dark red skin, and curved horns stood in a loose body suit. The man’s hair was short, and black. His face was angular, and his eyes were onyx in color. A tail with a triangular tip swayed from side to side behind him, as the demonic man held a tablet in his dark red hands.

“Hello! My name is Devon Blooddrip, from IT. Are you Mr. Simon Shade?” the demon said with a bright, sharp smile.

“Indeed I am. Please, come in,” Simon said as he stepped aside.

“Thank you,” Devon said as he walked in, and glanced down at his tablet.

Simon closed the door, and faced the demonic IT person.

Devon tapped at the screen a few times as he spoke, “Welcome to Penumbra Springs. It says here you’re a darkling. I never implanted a chip into a darkling before, but it should be fine.”

“Chip?” Simon asked with innocent eyes.

Devon looked at Simon with a warm smile. “Yes. All residents get a chip, so they can interface with the servers, access information, and we can track you in the dungeon. It’s standard procedure, and makes everything much easier for everyone.

“Don’t worry. The chip encodes to your DNA, so your supernatural regeneration won’t reject it. You might feel a pinch when it's injected, but that will be it.”

Simon nodded. “How does the technology work?”

“That’s a good question. It’s all black magic, code, and a few blood rites. We haven’t needed a new blood rite in a while, since the tech still works great with routine code updates.

“I’m sure you’re thinking about your privacy. It’s something not to worry about. It minimally tracks you around the community, aiding you with identifying locations, and information. The chip cannot take in anything visual or audio. The only time you will be seen is in the dungeon, where our drones will lock on your signal, watch, and record you as you fight, or sneak your way down. I’ve had great fun in the Dread Dungeon. My team has made it down pretty low. We demons sure love a good fight, amiright!”

Simon grinned. “What’s your team’s name?”

“The Ashford Assassins,” Devon said with pride. “Our hamlet has only demons, succubi, and incubi. There are fifteen houses along our oversized cul-de-sac. I wish I lived in a small hamlet like yours, but we don’t always get what we want,” the demon shrugged.

Simon nodded again as he watched Devon’s hand slip into his deep pocket, and pulled out a small, bent device. It was black, with a green light on top of it.

“Mr. Shade, I’m going to have to ask you to turn around and bend over.”

Simon’s smile melted away.

Devon let out a demonic cackle. “I’m just fucking with ya. Little demon humor,” he said as he lifted the device into view. “This device will allow me to inject the chip into the back of your neck. Once it’s in, I will check the connection, and then be out of your hair.”

Simon turned around. Devon stepped closer, lifted the device up to Simon’s neck, pressed it to his flesh, and pulled a small trigger.

Simon felt a small stab and a pinch. Then he didn’t feel anything at all.

The light turned red on the device, and Devon lowered his hand. He put the device in his pocket, and looked at his tablet.

Simon turned around and looked at the tablet as well. There were a row of bars glowing from red to green. An alert came up, followed by a chime.

“We’re looking good. The chip is safely in place. I say, give it a few hours before trying to activate it. It works by thought command. Once you get the hang of it, it will be like second nature.”

Devon walked to the door, opened it, and stepped onto the porch. Simon stood at the doorway when a sudden thought touched his mind.

“Devon, would you like to hang out? I have some beers in my car.”

The demon turned with a small smile. “Oh man, that would be so cool, but I’m still working. Plus, there is an unwritten rule about different hamlets hanging out with each other. Everyone is cool in the community, but when it comes to running the dungeon, teams can’t risk any secrets slipping, and giving another team the edge.

“We can have a few beers in the Town Center. There, anyone can hang out together. But another piece of advice, get to know your neighbors. They are the people you want to hang out and know, because in the dungeon, you’ll need each other to survive.”

“I understand. Thank you, Devon.”

“Don’t mention it!” the demon said with a sharp grin. “See ya around, and welcome to the community.”

Simon watched the demon enter a white van. He drove off, and was soon gone from sight.

The darkling’s eyes relaxed as he stepped across the porch. He looked up at the dark sky for a moment, before reaching his car. He opened the passenger side door, pulled the seat forward, and reached into the small, packed, back seat. He grabbed a small stack of boxes. When he stood up and turned around, he noticed some movement to his right.

Simon glanced around, seeing some curtains shift from two of the houses in his hamlet.

He glanced over to his left, the curtains still in the windows. The darkling looked back and forth, not seeing any more movement.

Neighbors checking on me.

Simon shrugged and walked back to his new home. When he reached the stairs, he quickly noticed he had a visitor.

An orange cat with white patches was sitting on his porch, by the front door. It blinked slowly as he climbed the few stairs, and onto the porch.

“And who might you be?” Simon asked with a smile.

The cat let out a small meow, sauntered over, and rubbed against his leg.

“I hope you’re here to keep the mice away,” Simon smiled, unable to pet the kitty with his hands full.

“I have to get inside, but maybe I will see you around,” he said as he made for the door.

Simon quickly grabbed the doorknob, hoping to slip in quickly and close the door behind him. He didn’t know if the cat had an owner or not, and he wasn’t sure he wanted any pets.

Simon slipped in, and closed the door behind him. He put the two boxes down in the entry hallway, when he felt something rub against his leg.

Looking down, Simon saw the beautiful cat showing him a lot of affection.

“You’re a slippery little one, aren’t you. That’s okay. You can visit, but you can’t stay. Your owners will be worried sick. Tomorrow, I’ll ask the neighbors if you belong to any of them.”

The cat continued to purr and rub against him.

Simon chuckled as he stepped toward the door, and opened it once again, eager to get everything inside his new home.


Chapter 4

Gaming The Meaning of Existence

Night fell with a gentle whisper, and a delicate touch. The clouds drifted away, and stars gleamed across the dark sky.

Simon moved about his house with a small furry visitor following him. He tried to enjoy the moments of being in his new home, but the cat distracted him at times. When he gave up, and sat on the couch in the living room, the kitty leapt up and sat on his lap. She started to purr as he gently petted her, running his fingers along her head, down her neck, and over her spine.

Aside from the purring, silence greeted the new homeowner.   

Simon leaned his head against the back of the couch, let out a slow sigh, and closed his eyes. His fingers dug into the smooth scruff along the kitty’s neck, and she leaned into his touch, purring lightly.

“This is nice,” he said.

The kitty continued to purr to his touch.

“I’ve wanted this for a long time, and now that I am here, I want to bask in it for a time.”

The kitty purred a little louder.

Simon lifted his head and looked down at the beautiful furry visitor.

“I never owned anything like this before. I have a bar now, and had a one-bedroom apartment above it. The previous owner didn’t need it after the police took him away. It was small, but it was mine.”

The cat looked up at him with relaxed eyes.

“You may not know this, but I’ve wanted to live in this community since I first heard about it when I was a teenager. There was an ad on the dark web, and the more I researched it, the more I fell in love with the idea of the place. A home where a strange being like myself could be myself.”

Simon looked away with distant eyes.

“I haven’t met any other darklings. I wasn’t sure I would find any of my people living here, but finding other darklings was never my intention. I wanted to live someplace where I could be myself, and move freely without the concern of being found out, and maybe being burned to death.”

A smirk stabbed into Simon’s cheek. “Yeah, and then there is the Dread Dungeon. I hear it's incredible. An ever-changing dungeon where you can gain loot, and even learn something about yourself. It’s another reason why I’m here. I know so little about myself, and my abilities. I thought, maybe the dungeon can help me figure out who I am. It’s such a crazy idea, but it could work.”

The furry visitor continued to look up at him as he petted her. Her ears faced him, giving the new friend her full attention.

Simon let out a soft sigh as he once again stared at nothing.

“As far back as I can remember, I’ve always wanted to destroy the world.”

The kitty stopped purring, and looked at Simon with wide eyes.

The darkling looked down at the silent cat, and let out a short, amused laugh.

“No, it’s not what you think. I don’t want to physically destroy the world. Nobody wants a lifeless rock in space, shattered beyond recognition. I just want to shatter civilization, and remake it. To have a hand at guiding a new civilization so it can prosper, and serve the eldritch gods, just as my people have done for eons.

“You see, darklings crave to be close to the eldritch gods. And our gods want to be close to us, for a price. We were put on Urth so we could protect the humans, and feed their psychic energy to the ancient gods when they wake from their deep slumber. It’s a slow process that could take tens of thousands, to millions of years to happen. The eldritch gods work on their own timescales, and we work with ours.

“But such an apocalypse would not affect any mythics. We are all touched by greater beings and energies. The eldritch gods would leave us be, as the rest of the world fell into ruin. That is why, it’s important to make sure the human population of this world endure until the great Dark Fall. After that, everything will change.”

The cat gave a small purr, as it adjusted on Simon’s lap, a small look of concern in their eyes.

Simon continued, “The animals would be safe too, for the most part. There might be some collateral damage, but once everything adjusts to the new cycles, many of you should be okay.”

The cat’s purring slowly grew louder, and deeper.

“I think I will like it here. But with any community, there will be understanding people, and those who don’t want to understand. It’s a strange dance, but one I am happy to try.”

There was a long pause. Simon stared at nothing, as he stroked his visitor down her furry back. For the darkling, it was pleasant, and welcomed. The bar could get crazy at times, with drunks getting rowdy, but his new home felt like a peaceful sanctuary. A place he could retreat to when the outside world was simply a little too loud.

A thought struck Simon’s calm mind. He blinked as he activated his chip. In his field of vision, a woman appeared like she was standing in his living room. Her brown hair was in a bun. A small pill-hat was on her head. It looked like it would fall off if it was real. She wore a deep blue uniform top with a knee-length skirt. She smiled as she looked at Simon with kind eyes.

“Welcome Mr. Simon Shade to Penumbra Springs. My name is Rita, your personal assistant. I’m here to answer any questions you might have, and act as a guide through our community grounds.”

“Hi Rita,” Simon smiled. “Is there anything I should know at the moment?”

“Only that I am here to aid you with anything you may need. I am a virtual avatar, and you may change my appearance to anything you desire. Since you are a darkling, I took on the appearance of a normal person.”

Simon nodded. “Tell me about the Dread Dungeon.”

“Of course,” Rita smiled. “The Dread Dungeon is a ninety-nine-level dungeon. It changes every time any team enters it.”

“I know this. Please give me information beyond the history.”

Rita nodded. “Two to six teams may enter the dungeon at one time. Once they do, they must fight, and solve puzzles to make their way down to each level. Some levels may split a team for individual challenges. Some teams may have to work together, or against each other to gain access to deeper levels.”

“What about rewards, and loot?”

“Rewards and loot can be many items, or knowledge. They are earned by defeating difficult foes, dungeon bosses, or acts beyond the normal scope of dungeon runs.

“To prevent item and loot hoarding, players may anoint an item to their inventory. There is no ceremony, or oils smeared, needed for the process. It simply means the anointed item remains with you every time you enter the dungeon. Your anointed items cannot be stolen or lost from your inventory.

“Rewards and loot items are classified as Common, Uncommon, Rare, and Ultra-Rare. Rare and Ultra-Rare items will be stronger than common, and uncommon. They may be useful as you and your team reach harder levels.”

Rita’s eye took on a knowing gleam as she continued, “There are an untold number of items, weapons, armor, and artifacts. The dungeon has a way of pulling items, or creating them for those looking for them. It knows your desires, and may dangle such items for you to work harder to gain them. I can sense there is something specific you’re looking for.”

Simon was silent, an image of a book in his thoughts.

He broke the silence with another question. “Do I have an inventory list, or a way to keep track of everything?”

Rita nodded. “Yes, you have a team player display you can call upon at any time.”

Simon called up his team character display. A 2D character sheet appeared next to Rita.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 0

Armor: 0

Hits: 0

Attributes

Strength:

Intelligence:

Dexterity:

Will:

Influence:

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Limited)

Anointed Gear (1)

“Rita, please explain line by line,” Simon said as he stared at his character display.

“Of course. As you can see, your name is displayed to show these are your player stats. No one else can see this but you.

“Next is your class. It’s simple, displaying what kind of mythic you are. This is more for our internal systems to help identify you.

“We have your current level. Since you haven’t entered the dungeon, it will read as zero. When you do enter the dungeon, each level you complete will indicate your level. Should you perish from enough hits, your lowest level will remain as your rank. To put it simply, if you reach level twenty, and perish, you will always be a level twenty player. This is used for status among players. The deeper you go, the more you are regarded.

“Armor is how much protection you have. Gear and mystical items may give you an armor rating. This simply takes away from the amount of damage you sustain. The higher the armor, the less damage you take.

“Next is your Hit stat. This displays the amount of hits you can take before you perish. When it reaches zero, you turn to dust, and appear at the dungeon entrance. Any damage taken in the dungeon is not permanent. We know many mythics can regenerate, but if you lose an arm, or a leg, they will be a part of you when you appear outside of the dungeon.

“Dread running, as the players like to call it, is essentially a game, and entertainment. But it is always a means to discover more about yourself. Many mythics may learn new abilities they never knew they could do before. The dungeon is truly an experience.

“Next are your attributes.”

“Why are they blank?” Simon interrupted.

“The chip takes a few days to understand your body, and measure your attributes. After it finishes the process, numbers will populate your attribute stats. The scale is one to twenty-five. It is rare for any attribute to go past nineteen naturally. As you gain items, they will augment your natural powers, abilities, and strengths.”

“Influence?”

“Influence is the only stat that goes up or down independently, depending on how many successes, or losses, from a dread run. It’s a simple measurement of how well others will respect you as a player, or ignore you. Players in Penumbra Springs are good sports, most of the time, but rivalries do happen. As long as it remains in the dungeon, it is tolerated.”

Simon’s gaze fell to abilities. “It’s safe to assume that the player display is showing my natural darkling abilities.”

Rita smiled and nodded. “Yes. Your natural abilities will show under the heading. As you gain more abilities, or your current ones grow stronger, it will show here.”

Simon only knew the basics of his black blood. He had the power to let it surface to his skin, and change it slightly. He only knew how to make short, black claws, something he learned in a fight when he was young. He threw a punch at a bully, and nearly cut his face open. The marks were light, but it did stop the fight. The bully ran off crying, and everyone else backed away from the shock-eyed Simon. After that, Simon learned the bully needed stitches, and didn’t come to school for two weeks. When he did arrive, he was scarred, but by that time, Simon had already transferred to another school. He received a text and an image of what he had done from someone he knew, before they too cut off contact.

“I know about the anointed gear, but tell me something else I might expect from the dungeon.”

Rita continued, “It is a medieval-fantasy dungeon. The weapons, armor, gear, and artifacts, will be mystical in nature. There will be no science-fiction, cyberpunk, or futuristic items found within. You may come across some steampunk items, and enemies, but that is as high as the technology will go.”

“And the things that lurk within the dungeon?”

“Monsters, humanoids, strange creations, and other teams. Therein lies the conflicts, and challenges. You will have to overcome many enemies, and the challenges from within.”

Simon listened, committing everything to memory. But as the flame of excitement began to burn low, so did his unusual spirit.

“Thank you, Rita. I look forward to our future conversations.”

The assistant bowed deeply. “As do I, Mr. Shade.”

“Please, Simon is fine.”

“Yes, Simon,” Rita said and faded away.

The entire display faded away, leaving Simon to glance down at his furry visitor. The cat was fast asleep in his lap, still purring.

Simon lifted his gaze and looked at nothing. He didn’t stir, not wishing to wake the sleeping feline. He mulled over everything that was explained as he remained where he was.

“I suppose I am sleeping on the couch tonight,” he whispered as the warm cat purred in blissful slumber.


Chapter 5

Neighbors

Simon opened his eyes as he heard a small noise. He lifted his head, small shafts of sunlight glowing from partially closed curtains. He quickly looked down, the cat on his lap long gone.

Another shuffle in the kitchen caused the darkling to stand up. He listened intently, the whirling sound of a coffee machine starting.

Simon made his way around the couch, and into the main hallway. He walked into the kitchen, and saw a woman with long, orange-red hair, and a green robe, standing with her back to him. A small wisp of smoke rose up, and the scent of coffee filled the kitchen.

“You didn’t have any tea or coffee, so I went home, picked up a little of everything, and brought it here. Consider it a housewarming gift,” the woman said as she turned around, a cup of black coffee in her hands.

The intruder had long, flowing red hair, pale skin, and freckles. Emerald green eyes stared at him. She had high-cheekbones, giving her an elegant beauty. Her body had a rubenesque form of a mature woman, but a youthfulness filled her bright green gaze. She wore an open green robe, but a black shirt with a low-cut neckline showed her well-endowed, freckled cleavage. She lifted the cup to her lips, and sipped the hot, black coffee.

Simon looked at her with blank eyes, but something stirred deep within. “I was wondering when you would show your true shape.”

The beautiful intruder lifted an eyebrow. “You knew the whole time?”

Simon smiled and nodded. “It was a whisper, but I figured you wanted to know your new neighbor.”

The darkling stepped around the kitchen island, and stood before the intruder. She was slightly shorter than him, his gaze connecting with hers.

“My name is Simon Shade,” he said with his hand out.

The woman looked into his eyes with a dreamy gaze.

“I can’t read you. I often can gain something from looking in the eyes, but yours are blank. Yet, I know there is something there.”

“You don’t have to read me. You can simply ask,” Simon smirked.

The woman’s gaze fell to his wide shoulders, and strong chest. She then looked back into his eyes, and one hand let go of the mug. She slipped her hand into his, and gently squeezed it.

“Roma Norwood, neighbor and witch,” she said softly.

Simon held her a hand a second longer, before letting go.

“Good to meet you, Roma,” Simon said with unblinking eyes.

“I’ve never met a darkling before,” Roma said as she returned her hand to the mug, and sipped her coffee.

“I’ve never met a witch before.”

“Oh, we’re everywhere. We simply don’t advertise it.”

Simon nodded. “I told you about myself.”

Roma gave the handsome darkling a sly, mischievous smirk.

“I could simply walk out of here without saying a word.”

“I could block your path,” Simon returned her smirk.

Roma let out a warm laugh. “Oh, you are a delight. I’m happy to know you’re not like most of the residents here.”

“What are the other residents like?”

The witch sipped her coffee, her gaze falling on Simon’s strong neck.

“You know, petty, power hungry, mythic politics, blah blah. But don’t misunderstand, they are mythic first here. In times of need, we aid each other without question. But when there is no need to defend each other from greater threats, they can be a little rude.”

Simon stepped back and leaned his butt against the kitchen island.

“Unlike you, when you entered my home in the guise of a cat?”

Roma’s eyes gleamed with an impish glow.

“You invited me in. I may have been a cat, but you still allowed me to stay.”

“I suppose I did,” Simon said with interested eyes.

“How old are you?” Roma asked.

“Twenty-six,” he answered.

“Are you going to ask me my age?” she asked before taking a sip.

“It’s rude to ask a woman her age.”

The witch kept her face neutral, as her inner self squirmed.

“Polite, quick witted, strong, and mysterious. You’ll fit in well here,” she said with a small smile, before taking another sip of her coffee.

Simon watched her with interested eyes. He had worked at the bar for a few years. He saw women her age before. He guessed she was in her mid-forties. She had a refined beauty, but her eyes gave away her wild spirit.

The mood in the kitchen drained away as the doorbell chimed.

Simon looked over his shoulder. Roma’s smile dimmed.

“Another neighbor,” she said with a hint of disdain.

Simon turned and left the kitchen. He approached the front door, took hold of the knob, and opened it to the bright morning light.

A woman stood on his small porch. She had a wide-brimmed black hat. She also had short hair, and round sunglasses. Her lips were a ruby red against very pale skin. She wore black clothes, but her shirt had a plunging neckline to her stomach, showing the inner sides of her cleavage.

The woman had a gift basket in her hand, with a bottle of wine, fancy cheeses, salted meats, and crackers.

“Hi,” the woman in black said, the “I” lasting another second.

Simon saw the sharp, fanged smile, and returned her smile with his own.

“Hello,” he said simply.

The woman lifted the basket with one hand, and presented it to him. When Simon lifted his hands to take it, she pushed it into his hands, walked past him, and into his home.

“This is nice,” Simon smiled as he turned around and walked back in, the door closing behind him.

The woman in black looked around as she stood like an art critic in a gallery. Her elbow was at her side, and her hand out as her head moved on a swivel, taking in the living room.

“My name is Valice Alucard, but everyone calls me Val,” the woman said as if she was tired of the menial pleasantries.

“Simon Shade. Welcome to my home. Please, come in,” he said as he lifted the basket, and eyed the different cheeses.

Val spun around on her heels, and kept the same pose as she looked Simon up and down.

“You’re pretty hunky. Darkling?”

Simon nodded. “You're beautiful. Yes, I’m a darkling,” he said, mirroring what she said.

“I’m surprised they let one of your people in the community,” Val said off the cuff.

“I keep hearing that,” Simon said as he set his sights on the brie cheese.

“Don’t mind Val. She’s like that with everyone,” Roma said as she stepped out of the kitchen, and stood not too far from Simon’s side.

Val kept her blank expression, but did lift her chin a little in subdued annoyance.

“I see he simply lets anyone enter his home,” Val said with a biting tone. “Always interesting to see you, Roma.”

“You too,” the witch smiled, and sipped her coffee.

Val turned her attention to Simon. “Well, I don’t care for what’s happening here, but welcome to Odd Bog Hamlet. Home to the lesser members of Penumbra Springs.”

Simon lifted his gaze to Val. “Lesser members?”

“Simon, don’t listen to her. She’s been bitter since she moved in,” Roma smirked.

“Bitter? Hardly. More like annoyed. Our hamlet is dead last in the community rankings. Simon, you will hear it sooner or later, so I’m saving you the trouble. Odd Bog is where they stick the community members who have little, to no influence, or status.”

The vampish woman shifted her head slightly, her shaded gaze on Roma.

“How else would you explain why we are here? They will never tell us, but it’s clear as a moonlight night. The other vampires don’t accept me because I am from a different realm. You were kicked out of Moon Glow Hamlet. The other two in our hamlet don’t belong anywhere else. We are the freaks, and the rest of the community knows it.”

“They just don’t know our power and influence yet,” Simon said plainly before he snapped his fingers. “Eighties style, right? I love the fashion of that era. It suits you.”

Val tilted her head forward, her red-tinged eyes looking past the top rim of her glasses, and staring at Simon.

“You are an interesting one, aren’t you?” she said with a focused gaze.

Simon remained silent.

Val tilted her head up, and looked away like something else caught her interest.

“I like you. I think we should show him the main event this evening. What do you say, Roma?”

“The Dread Dungeon?” Simon said with a rare excitement in his eyes.

“So soon? Doesn’t he need to settle in, and meet Bridget and Tara?”

“I would very much like to see the Dread Dungeon,” Simon grinned.

“It’s settled then,” Val said with pompous flair. “I will convince Bridget and Tara to join us for dinner. I will reserve us a table at the Midnight Court, so we can all get to know each other.”

Val walked toward the front door, while speaking over her shoulder.

“It’s been a pleasure, Mr. Shade. See you for dinner. Make sure you wear a nice shirt.”

Simon and Roma watched as Val opened the door, and stepped out into the sunny morning. She let out an annoyed hiss at the bright morning, as the door closed behind her.

The darkling turned to the witch with happy eyes.

Roma eyed him, her heart melting.

“It will be nice to meet the others at the Midnight Court. It is a posh dining experience. You’ll like Bridget and Tara, once they warm up to you.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Simon’s excitement bled away, and his eyes returned to normal.

“I will also look forward to seeing you there,” he said with a smokey gaze.

Roma looked at him, a dreamy feeling wrapping around her spirit.

“A community car will pick us up. Until then, welcome to our hamlet. Please, ask me anything, or come over to simply talk. We are very free here, in the community.”

“I will,” Simon said.

Roma looked away, and back at Simon’s gaze. She gave him a shy smile, stepped to the door, opened it, and walked out.

Simon moved to the window by the door. He looked out to see Roma walking toward her house, not too far from his. She glanced back, and saw him watching her. She gave another shy smile, and stepped onto her porch.

When the witch entered her home, and closed her door, Simon stepped away. He walked over to his couch, and sat down.

Thoughts churned on about the dungeon. A need to be close, and observe it, filled him with purpose. But a sliver of something else touched his dark spirit.

The man stared at nothing as his mind drifted to possibilities, before he spoke.

“Rita, please tell me more about the Dread Dungeon,” he said with an eager tone.


Chapter 6

The Dinner

The community car stopped at the edge of the Town Center. Roma and Val stepped out, with Simon following. He stepped out of the black car, and was at an entrance to the center of Penumbra Springs.

The evening sky was a dim purple. Beyond the buildings flanking each side of his gaze, he was greeted with lights, people, and a darkness that sang to his spirit.

“Bridget and Tara agreed to meet us at the restaurant. Let’s move little ducklings,” Val said as she walked in a silky-smooth black dress that adhered to her every curve.

Simon was about to take a step, when an arm curled into his. The darkling turned his gaze to see Roma wearing a dark green dress, and a bent witch’s hat on her head.

“A gentleman always escorts a lady,” Roma said with a smile.

“Of course,” the darkling said as the two of them walked side by side, arm entwined into arm.

The pair walked out in the main town center, mentally drinking in the view.

The floor was stone, with symmetrical lines. The outside circle had shops of all kinds, too many to list at a glance. Simon’s gaze couldn’t fight the gravity of what stood in the middle center, the heart of Penumbra Springs.

A stone structure stabbed up toward the night sky. The stone was designed in a peculiar way. It was five faces, with their mouths abnormally long. They faced outward, their mouths hollow entrances to the famed Dread Dungeon. Each mouth swirled with darkness, and flashes of purple light. The whole structure looked like it was carved over a millennia ago, but stood unscathed by time or the elements.

Not far from the dungeon entrances, flatscreens were on bolted down poles. Information scrolled along the screens, as many people standing before them mulled about. There was excitement in many of their eyes. Some with horns laughed and nodded. Others spoke excitedly, and pointed to others standing close by. There was an electricity in the air, one Simon was not immune to.

“Are they preparing for a run?” he said out loud.

“Yes,” his personal digital assistant Rita said in his mind, while Roma said the same out loud.

Simon blinked as he stopped in his tracks. He turned to Roma, and looked at her with focused eyes.

The beautiful witch looked at him with curious green eyes.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

Simon nodded with a small smile. “I am better than alright. I have dreamed of seeing the famous Dread Dungeon, but I don’t wish to be rude. We are going to dinner together, and I am being less than courteous to a vision such as you.”

Roma couldn’t hide the pink in her pale, freckled cheeks.

Simon put his hand on hers. “I know we just met, and we are going to dinner as new friends, but I’m terribly excited, and not just about the dungeon.”

Roma’s eyes filled with warm understanding. “Is this the real you?”

Simon nodded. “I must wear a mask when I tend my bar in town. It’s a mask I have worn for most of my life. But here, I can be myself, my true self. I hope it’s not too much?”

Roma looked down, her arm curled around his, and his hand on hers. His touch was intoxicating, and her spirit weakened.

She looked up with a present gaze. “No, it’s not. It’s refreshing.”

Simon nodded with a small smile. “Let’s enjoy dinner. Afterwards, maybe we can look at the dungeon entrance for a while.”

“Maybe we can,” Roma whispered.

“Ducklings!” Val shouted from a posh, dark wood entrance, the name “Midnight Court” over her head.

“I seem to not be the only one who are their true selves,” Simon said as his gaze darted to Val, and back to Roma.

The witch laughed as she hugged his arm. The pair walked side by side to the restaurant entrance.

Val was still wearing her sunglasses, but Simon could see her give Roma a dirty look, before she turned and led the way.

The trio entered the fine dining establishment. The floor was carpeted with a dark red color. The walls were dark wood. The maître d greeted Val with a warm embrace.

Simon saw that everyone was dressed in very fine clothes. He looked down at his button-up black shirt with a collar, black jeans, and simple boots. For a moment, he feared he didn’t dress up enough for this place.

“Right this way, Lady Alucard,” the man in a tuxedo bowed, and pointed into the restaurant.

“Thank you, Peloquin. You’re a dream,” Val said as she led the way.

Simon and Roma followed. When they entered the main dining room, Simon visually drank in everything.

Nearly every table was packed with all manner of beings. Some tables had multiples of the same kind of mythics. He caught sight of horned demons in suits, or business casual wear. A large table had a gaggle of witches, wearing clothes like Roma. A few eyes turned in his direction, and a few whispers were made.

Another table had beautiful men and women, their skin flawless and nearly glimmering in the comfortable dim light.

People with small horns, and wearing suits at another table spoke in measured tones. Small imps hovered close to the small horned people, and Simon knew they were devils. Unlike demons, who are considered a lower-class of fiendish beings, devils were considered the elite of their fiendish worlds. Evil incarnate, they always strived to make all realms, all worlds, fall into torment and despair. To see them here, acting almost normal, was oddly strange to Simon, who wasn’t normally bothered by any mythic beings.

An image filled his mind of devils, and demons, rushing into battle against his people, while his gods towered over all.

An instant later, the image was gone.

“Simon?” Roma asked with concerned eyes.

He looked at her and smiled. “I’m okay.”

The darkling returned his gaze to the expansive dining room, seeing tables with banshees, vampires, witches, elves in pirate garb, and several others eating, talking, or laughing.

“This way, ducklings,” Val said as she walked deeper into the crowded restaurant.

Simon eyed a table with only two women sitting. One had black and white hair, green skin, and several stitches appearing along her uncovered arms. She wore a white dress, showing her arms, and busty cleavage. She had black lipstick and stared at the table.

Next to the green woman was a beautiful woman with pale white skin, and long white hair. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks a little sunken in. She wore a black suit, and her visage was stern as she too looked at nothing.

“You found our neighbors,” Roma whispered.

“They look unhappy,” Simon whispered back.

“They are unhappy. They would rather be anywhere than here. The green one is Bridget. She is a flesh golem. Val and her used to be best friends, until they were exiled to Urth. They’ve been here for decades, but haven’t quite become friends again. She’s only here because Val can be pushy, if you didn’t realize.”

Simon nodded as they walked, slowly following Val.

“And the one in the suit?”

“That’s Tara Finn. She’s a wight. She works as a bodyguard for a few movie stars beyond Penumbra Springs. She is a fierce warrior, and good at her job. She just has a hard time in social settings. Never bring up the show, “Game of Crowns.” She hates any mention of it.”

Simon nodded as they walked. He had heard of both types of mythics. Flesh golems were often made as guardians for mad wizards and mages. When their masters died, they were freed and often wandered to different places to make new lives for themselves.

Wights are a kind of undead. Often warriors in life, when they died a brutal death with hatred in their heart, they come back. Despite their hatred for living life, some do regain a semblance of a life, when they take better control of their hate.

Vall approached the table with vampish flair.

“Bridget, you look amazing in that dress,” Val said and gave a mock kiss to each of Briget’s cheeks.

The flesh golem looked up at Val with tired eyes.

Val turned and looked at Tara, sitting across the table. “I know you don’t like the pleasantries of high society, so I’m just going to say, it’s good to see you.”

Tara looked at Val with red eyes, and a hard scowl.

Simon and Roma approached Val’s side, Roma slipping her arm from Simon’s arm. Bridget looked up at the pair, her gaze fully on Simon. She stood up and gave a small bow.

“Hello. My name is Bridget Stein. You must forgive me, I didn’t believe Val when she said a darkling had joined our hamlet.

“Never doubt me,” Val said as she sat down like a camera was on her for all to see.

“It’s quite alright. Simon Shade. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said with a small bow.

Bridget smiled.

Tara stood up, her hard gaze on Simon.

“Pleased to meet you,” she said sternly.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Simon said.

Tara glowered for a moment, before she sat down.

“Have a seat my little ducklings,” Val said with a bored edge.

Simon and Roma sat down beside each other.

Simon picked up the extensive menu. It had everything, for any kind of mythic. He saw things from mystical berries, to raw cow legs. When he saw a steak and mashed potatoes, he thought he would keep it basic.

“Bridget, I love the dress,” Roma said to the flesh golem.

“Thank you. I thought I would buy something nice for myself.”

“Yes, it’s slightly above average,” Val said with a wicked edge.

Bridget glared at Val.

The vampire put her pale hand up. “Forgive me. I’m trying to break old habits.”

“Don’t make this night about you,” Bridget said with hard eyes. “As you said, we’re here to welcome a new neighbor to Odd Bog. Nothing else.”

“And I meant it, beautiful Bridget. Don’t pay me any mind,” Val said diplomatically.

Simon could cut the tension with a knife. It was obvious there was history all around the table. Roma had mentioned a sour friendship between Val and Bridget, but Tara looked like she was going to flip the table and just leave. Roma sat close to Simon’s side, but even he could feel an uncomfortable vibe from the witch.

“They may take their time to take our order, so let’s take a moment to talk about ourselves a little,” Val said with a ruby smile. “I’ll start.”

Bridget rolled her eyes. Tara looked away. Roma let out a tired sigh.

“Any rumor you hear about myself and Bridget is true. We were exiled from our world to this one. My ex-husband was the most powerful vampire on our home planet Earth, but he cheated on me with one of my enemies, and I staked him in the heart. I left him like that for a decade, but there was a piece of me that missed him. In a misguided attempt to rekindle our relationship, I pulled the stake out.

“As you may have guessed, he was less than pleased. He captured me, and outed my betrayal to him to the vampire elders, his direct children. Of course they would have sided with his father. With the aid of a powerful mage, who happened to be a lawyer as well, put our divorce through, and banished me to this dimension.”

“Are you forgetting something?” Bridget growled.

Val smirked. “Oh, yes. Bridget was my closest, best friend. Because of her loyalty to me, she too was banished to keep me company in this world. Currently, our friendship is a bit of a rough patch, but time heals all wounds. Except for my divorce. That one is final.”

Simon blinked, unsure if he should laugh or not.

Val looked at her nails as she continued, “I have been in tough times before. I scraped together a life, and a simple fashion line called Bites Fashion. Influenced the right people, blackmailed others, yada yada yada. I am now the CEO of a major fashion clothing line.

“I also made Bridget my regional manager. It was the only job she would take to ensure she was as far away as she could from me in our working life.”

“You offered it to me, and I took the job because no one else will hire someone like me,” Bridget said with a hard edge.

“Tomatoes, potatoes,” Val said with a small wave of her hand.

Bridget composed herself, and faced Simon. “I’m sorry. It’s been a few difficult decades here on Urth. The culture is slightly different than in our world, and sometimes I forget.

“As for me, there isn’t much to tell because Val told you the bullet points. I was created on Earth, made a companion to my husband. We were together a long time, until I wanted something more,” Bridget said with pink in her cheeks.

“I became friends with the blood-sucking fiend sitting next to you,” the golem pointed at Val.

“You still care about me,” Val said with an amused, sharp smile.

Bridget rolled her eyes before she continued, “My husband divorced me too, and now I’m here,” she blinked, her green hands on the table.

Roma put her hand on Bridget’s hand.

Bridget gave the witch a small smile.

“I supposed I should go next, unless you want to, Simon,” Roma said.

“No, please go first. I’m interested to hear more.”

Roma nodded and continued, “I’m Roma Norwood. My family owns the largest number of occult shops on the tri-coasts. I was deeply into the family business, until I wasn’t. I…sort of woke up, and never went back.

“I’m still independently wealthy, but I'm happy with my home, and living in Odd Bog, if that makes any sense.”

“It makes perfect sense to me,” Simon smiled.

Roma eyed him, a pink touching her cheeks.

Tara stood up, and slammed her white hands on the table. Everyone turned and looked at her, as she stared daggers at everyone.

“I’m Tara Finn, warrior for the goddess Freya, bodyguard to the rich and famous, and Odd Bog Team Leader. We are at the bottom of the rankings because no one in our hamlet cares to fight as one.”

“Tara, something more about yourself,” Val said politely.

The wight glanced to the side, an uncomfortable gleam in her red eyes.

She stood up, and looked Simon in the eyes.

“I like fishing, night walks, and martial-art movies,” the wight said and sat down with an uneasy gaze.

Simon smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all, and I’m very happy to be here.

“Something about myself, I never grew up around other darklings. I tried to live a normal life, but it never seemed to work out. I acquired a bar called “The Lovecraft.” It’s in town. Of course you’re all invited anytime.”

Simon looked at the faces around the table, and knew they were trying to be better, their baggage holding them down.

The darkling leaned forward, and everyone at the table did the same, their eyes on him.

“I have dreamed of being part of Penumbra Springs, and running the dungeon. I know I’ve only been here a day, but I’m happy to meet, and be here with everyone at this table. Thank you for telling me your stories. I look forward to making new stories with all of you.”

There was silence along the table. Bridget and Tara looked sideways to each other. Roma smiled as she eyed Simon.

Val leaned a little closer to the darkling, and her ruby lips parted.

“Are all darklings like you?”

Simon turned his head, his gaze meeting Val’s sunglasses. “What do you mean?”

Val sniffed at him. “Nice.”

Simon smiled. “There is no answer I can give that will satisfy your question.”

The vamp gave him a sly smirk.

“Can you fight?” Tara asked like a bull in a porcelain shop.

Simon nodded.

“Does it bother you the baggage we keep between us?” Bridget asked as she looked away.

“No,” Simon said plainly.

“You must be the most relaxed mythic across Urth,” Val said as she motioned for the waiter.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Roma simply watched Simon, knowing he didn’t speak to them like he spoke to her cat form.

A pale waiter approached, and bowed to the table.

“Please forgive the wait. Tonight’s a dungeon run, and we are running a bit behind. I can take your orders,” he said before he stood up.

“Let’s order before the craziness of the dungeon run begins,” Val said with a sigh.

Simon looked at the beautiful women at the table. The feeling he felt before only grew, and now his purpose became further refined.

“Yes, let’s eat, and share more about ourselves,” Simon said with a smooth smile.

The tension bled away as the women at the table looked at him, his words cutting at many of their barriers.

Val leaned a little closer, as the waiter bent forward to hear her.

“We’re going to need a half dozen bottles of red. It’s going to be an interesting night,” she whispered with a half-smile.


Chapter 7

The Show

A relaxed mood took hold around the table as the evening wore on. Simon watched, and said very little, as the women of his hamlet talked, and even laughed a little. Even Tara’s angry eyes cooled as Val told stories from her many centuries of experiences, and Bridget cutting her down playfully when she embellished. Val took it in good fun, drinking a glass of blood while everyone else had wine.

Simon often glanced at Roma. The witch was all smiles as she enjoyed her wine. He couldn’t deny something was there. When she put her hand on his thigh under the table, the attraction only grew.

The darkling felt the restaurant around them take on a warm, relaxed cloud. The electricity was there, but it was subdued as mythics at every table had drinks, and joyful banter. It only further proved to himself he made the right decision to join the exclusive community.

A figure approached their table. Simon felt them before he glanced back, seeing a witch with a practiced smile approach. The darkling squeezed Roma’s hand, and they both turned to see a woman dressed in light blue robes approach Roma, her eyes glancing at Simon.

“It’s good to see you again, Roma,” the witch said with fake enthusiasm.

“Evening, Lydia,” Roma said with mild annoyance.

Lydia shifted her gaze again to Simon. “And is he the new resident everyone is talking about today?” she said and reached out her hand to Simon’s face. “Lydia Lark, Leader of the Moon Glow Hamlet. Pleased to meet you,” she said with a gleam in her eyes.

Simon looked at her hand, but did not take it. “I’m Simon Shade. Pleased to meet you, Ms. Lark. Do I shake your hand, or kiss it?”

Roma tried to hide her instant smile with her hand.

Lydia’s eyes narrowed. “Either.”

Simon could see the witch was here to investigate the situation. Most of his life, and especially when he took over the bar, he saw the entitled, scheming types. He didn’t tolerate them then, as he wouldn’t tolerate them now. But he knew his actions now would have repercussions throughout the community. With a glance to the side, there were many eyes at different seats, watching the outcome, so he decided to take charge of the outcome.

Simon stood up from his seat, stepped around Roma, and gave the witch a big hug.

“Oh!” Lydia said with uncomfortable eyes as this darkling gave her a tight embrace.

“It’s my first day here, and I already feel like I am part of the community,” he said into her ear before letting go, but keeping his hands on her arms.

“The community has been so welcoming, and it is wonderful to meet you,” Simon said loud enough for their audience to hear him. “Please, tell me more about yourself.”

Lydia squirmed, feeling the darkling’s hand on her shoulders, but didn’t outright break free. She gave an uncomfortable smile, her eyes wide with embarrassment.

Simon let go, but remained standing, eagerly awaiting to hear more.

“Well, um, as I said, I am the Moon Glow Hamlet leader,” she repeated.

“No, no, something about you?” Simon asked with attentive eyes.

Lydia looked at the darkling like he was crazy.

At this point, many eyes looked in their direction. Smiles bloomed, eager to see what the witch was going to say.

Lydia composed herself, and smiled at Simon. “I have a strong love for alchemy. The ways of alchemy have been in my family line for generations.”

“That is incredible to hear. Do you make potions for the dungeon runs?”

The witch was uneasy, her edge completely neutralized by Simon’s attention.

“No. You may only have a few anointed items, depending on how deep you go. But the dungeon does provide, if you’re alert enough.”

Simon was about to ask another question, when Lydia spoke quickly.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Shade. I do believe the dungeon run is about to start, and I must get back to my table. The community of Penumbra Springs welcomes you. If you have any questions about magic, or potions, I’m sure the members of our hamlet will answer those questions.”

Simon saw Lydia glance at Roma, before returning her gaze to him. It was a deliberate dig at Roma, and he would not stand for it.

“Thank you, but I’m sure Roma can answer many of my questions. She is quite the witch,” Simon said with a simple, innocent smile.

Small murmurs filled the restaurant, and some patrons hid their smiles behind their hands.

Lydia’s eyes widened a hair, before they half-closed. “Enjoy your evening, Mr. Shade. May the company you keep be everything you wish them to be,” she said with cutting edge.

“They will,” he said loud enough for many to hear.

The witch turned around, and walked back to her table. The other witches at the table watched him with blank eyes. When their leader sat down, they all spoke in hushed tones.

Simon smiled as he sat back down. He looked at the ladies at his table, all their eyes on him.

“No notes,” Val said with an amused smile.

Bridget leaned in a little, her eyes filled with concern. “No notes? We’re a small hamlet. We don’t need to be picking fights with any of the other hamlets.”

Val turned her sunglasses to the golem, her smile remaining. “My dear Bridget, we are always in some kind of fight. You know I don’t share your optimism for the status quo. The witches never liked us, because of the company we keep.”

Roma was looking down as she spoke up. “Val, thank you for not saying it, but you don’t have to dance around the subject. Simon is part of our hamlet, and he should know many of our secrets, if we are to bond as a true hamlet.”

The witch turned to Simon, her gaze meeting his.

She parted her lips, but Simon spoke up with a gentle tone.

“You don’t have to say anything. I could tell Lydia was trying to stir up emotions. I did my best to diffuse it. As for secrets, I’m sure we all have them. I don’t need to hear, or uncover what lies beneath the surface at the moment. We just met, and we should get to know each other as it happens, naturally.”

Roma’s eyes trembled for a moment, before she smiled, and nodded.

Everyone at the table stared at Simon.

“Are all darklings so polite?” Tara asked with an accusing, harsh tone.

“If the rumors are true, yes,” Simon said.

Tara stared into Simon’s eyes, when she saw a thin shadow move along the edge of his visible eyeball, she smirked with knowing eyes.

“This is getting delicious,” Val said as she held her glass of blood. “I’m beginning to think we might have a chance of changing public perception of our little hamlet.”

“Or things will get worse,” Bridget said in a low tone. “In all social groups, and communities, there is a pecking order. We’re at the bottom, and that means they will work harder to keep us there.”

“My dear Bridget, you worry too much. We shouldn’t be wasting our energy on the opinions of others. Simon’s little push back is just what we needed. We should put aside the negativity, and focus on a goal of kicking everyone’s perceptions in the ass.”

Bridget’s eyes narrowed at the vamp. “You know it’s never that easy.”

Val nodded, and sipped from her glass. “No, it never is.”

Simon felt Roma’s hand on his thigh. He turned slightly, seeing her eyes on him. They spoke more than words could say, and yet, he understood everything unsaid.

A chime filled the restaurant. Small cheers filled the air.

Simon glanced around when Roma touched his chin, and lifted it up a little.

The darkling smiled as a flatscreen lowered from an opening slot in the ceiling. It was connected to a robotic arm, the flatscreen moving into a position where everyone at the table could see it.

Above every table, a flatscreen lowered, and shifted into place.

“Ahhhh, the evening’s entertainment,” Val smirked as she leaned back in her chair.

Simon didn’t blink as the screen glowed to life. He sat back, ready to see what he came here to see, and eventually participate.

Several groups of people mulled about before the Dread Dungeon entrances. A voice came through the screen before a digital person appeared on screen. He wore a black suit, handsome features, perfectly cut short hair that was combed back, but his eyes were pure white. They were soulless as he spoke.

“Welcome to another Dread Dungeon run! To all the new mythics in our wonderful community, I’m Peter Dread, your digital AI announcer! I’m here to help commentate on what is happening so you don’t miss out on the juicy action.” Peter said with the slyness of a gameshow host.

Simon shifted his gaze past Peter, seeing that one runner group was a bunch of demons. When one of them turned to speak to another of his companions, Simon recognized him.

“That’s Devon Blooddrip. He was the IT demon who put the chip in my neck,” Simon mentioned.

Roma leaned in a little closer to Simon, her gaze on the screen. “It doesn’t matter what position, or job, one may have within, or out of Penumbra Springs, everyone can be a runner.”

Simon nodded as he heard Peter speaking again.

“Let’s welcome our three runner teams. Our first is the Discordia Hamlet team!”

Four women in robes high-fived each other, before they broke out into a harmonic song.

“Lovely ladies, each and every one of them,” Peter smiled. “Our next group is the Foxfire Hamlet!”

Three of the most beautiful, stunning people, stood with smiles. They wore leather outfits that looked fashionable, yet practical.

“The fae never looked so good,” Peter grinned. “And for our next and last group, welcome the Ashford Assassins Hamlet team!”

The five demons pumped their hands in the evening air, roaring like they just rose up from hell.

“The three teams will be running the famed Dread Dungeon. For those just joining us, the dungeon is a medieval styled dungeon that changes every time teams enter it.

“The goal of the three teams is to reach the ninety-ninth floor. It has been long believed that those who reach the bottom floor, and defeat what is down there, may receive the ultimate prize, a wish.”

Simon watched with an edge of excitement. If he didn’t find what he was looking for along the way, he could wish for it should they reach the bottom. Destiny focused into a razor edge as his purpose was clear.

“So now that everyone understands the stakes, only one team has made it the farthest down. The Bloodstone Hamlet holds the record for the deepest run, making them the strongest team in Penumbra Springs. But I want everyone to remember, it’s anyone’s chance to make their way deeper into the dungeon, and come out as the best.

“But, let’s get on with a run!”

The teams moved closer to the dungeon entrance. Each team moved to a separate elongated mouth as Peter Dread vanished from the screen.

Simon watched as the crowd in the center watched with bated breath. Even in the restaurant, one could hear a pin drop from how quiet it was.

“Run!” Peter shouted from off-screen.

The three teams charged into the dark, open mouths, and vanished from sight.

A few seconds later, a split-screen appeared, one screen larger than the other two. It shifted to different teams, as each one entered a stone room filled with chests.

“The teams are in their separate, starting rooms. Here, every runner has a chest only they can access for anointed items. The deeper you go, the more anointed items you may have,” Peter Dred explained.

Simon stared as each team pulled out blades, crossbows, staffs, gauntlets, and all manner of weapons and armors. They strapped on sheaths, or different armors. It didn’t take long for them to be equipped, before a door appeared in their chamber.

“The Dread Dungeon is a dangerous place. The only way to win is to reach the bottom. Those who perish along the way, will be returned to us, safe and sound, well, except for knowing they didn’t make it. But not to worry, it only adds more fuel to the fire for when they run again!”

Simon studied everything as each team opened a door in their chamber, and began walking out in single-file.

The teams didn’t have the bravado they had before they entered. They stayed low along the dimly lit, stone corridors. They were silent as ghosts, easing their way along. Eyes moved from side to side, as blades and crossbows were held at the ready.

“The dread runners are being extra careful. Many long-time fans know, even on the first few levels, a difficult encounter may occur. The dungeon has many different denizens within, from goblins and kobolds, to orcs, ogres, trolls, and monsters that defy explanation. Be sure to consult your digital assistants with any questions you may have. Knowledge is one edge to aid you before your next run.”

Simon made a mental note of the suggestion as he watched.

Time slowed as the teams made their way deeper. They made turns along corridors, investigated chambers, and whispered to each other about strategies. Twenty minutes passed, and they didn’t run into a single encounter.

“We’ve seen this before,” Val whispered as she finished her glass of blood. “The dungeon sometimes throws an impossible encounter, just to shake things up.”

“What do you mean?” Simon asked as he watched the screen.

“She means, this might be a swarm event,” Tara said with a rough tone. “There might be many of one type of creature, and if the teams are discovered, they will be swarmed.”

Bridget sat back, and yawned. “If it isn’t a swarm event, then it might be a long night. I can watch the rest when I get home. These runs can sometimes go for days, or even a week.”

“Swarm! Swarm! Swarm!” a table of devils chanted before they cackled with laughter.

Simon glanced over to the table with devils and their imp servants. Devils had no love for demons, and it was apparent that the sentiment had remained.

“The teams have found stairs down to the second level. This doesn’t look good,” Peter Dread said.

Simon stared at the Ashford team. Devon looked around with dark eyes. He had a short sword in his hand, and leather armor covering his body. His tail was low, and his dark eyes sharp.

“Can they hear Peter?” Simon asked.

“No. Only we can hear him. The teams are on their own, with no guidance, hints, or clues,” Roma whispered.

“They are completely on their own,” Val said with a wicked ruby smile.

The darkling leaned forward, elbows on the table, and resting his chin on his laced fingers. He stared with unblinking eyes, his dark heart hammering in his chest.

The tension filled the air as everyone watched. Some licked their lips in anticipation. Others looked on, knowing the experience of encountering a swarm event.

The Ashford team huddled up on the stairs going down to the second floor.

“This is too easy. There might be a swarm waiting for us,” a demon said.

“We can’t just wait here,” Devon whispered. “We should send a scout, and everyone else create a defense. A corridor is easier to defend than an open chamber.”

The demons nodded in agreement, and then stared at Devon.

“I’m the scout, aren’t I?” Devon chuckled.

“You called it. You run it. That’s the rules,” a demon said with a spiked mace in hand.

“Also, first to die has to buy drinks,” another demon grinned with a wicked sword in hand.

“Fine, fuckers. I’ll go. Better have that defense ready if I come running back.”

“We will,” said the demon with the spiked mace before he addressed the group. “If there is a swarm, we take turns fighting until we kill every last one of them. Understood?”

Horned heads nodded in agreement.

Devon moved to the front, and spun his sword in his hand. He easily made his way down the second floor. The demon poked his head out, a three-way corridor before him.

“Shit,” he muttered as he stepped out.

The demon looked down the corridor before him, before glancing to the ones to his right and left. He took the one ahead of him, stepping into it.

Devon stayed low, staring ahead at the wide corridor.

“The corridor is too wide for their team to defend. They need at least three more members to be effective,” Simon mentioned.

Everyone at his table looked at him.

“How do you know that?” Val asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Simple strategy. They have to work with their strengths. They are the largest team, but not big enough to form an effective defense. They should have gone as one group. Easier to watch each other’s backs.”

Tara gave Simon an angry grin. “Yes, precisely,” she hissed.

The darkling noticed that the women at his table were still looking at him strangely.

“I had plenty of time to read,” Simon smiled.

The tension only grew as the demons formed a simple defense, their backs exposed to the other two side corridors, and the stairs. They watched as Devon made his way deeper along the dimly lit corridor.

All eyes were on the screens, watching silently.

Devon crept along. A smell touched his sensitive nose. He caught sight of an archway at the end of the corridor. Torchlights wavered in the smelly breeze.

The demon moved slowly, and when he was closer to the archway, he put his back flat against the wall. He slid slowly to the archway edge, took a quick inhale, and peeked through the archway.

Almost everyone watching gasped, except for the devils and imps, they shouted “SWARM!”

The camera panned out to see a cathedral-sized chamber. Small fires burned, as hundreds of goblins were either sleeping, resting, or eating. There were several cooking fires, with dead kobolds roasting on splits. 

Simon saw the look of horror in Devon’s black eyes.

The camera view shifted to a goblin sleeping beside a crude bell.

“Stay silent,” Simon whispered.

Devon began to slide back, when on the other side of the immense chamber, a group of beautiful fae stepped in with weapons drawn.

“Kill them all!” a fae said with madness in his eyes.

Val threw her head back, and sighed. “The fae can be so stupid. They think they are the heroes of every story.”

Goblins leapt up from their beds. Bells began to ring as shouts echoed. Goblins drew crude weapons as a hundred of them charged in the direction of the three fae.

Two fae brandished swords, while the last one held her staff sideways. They shouted as one as they charged at the incoming goblins. There was a flash from the fae, and the goblins slowed their charge.

“Fae charm. They beguile their enemies as they cut them open,” Tara growled.

For a moment, Simon thought the fae had the advantage. They slammed into the goblin force, slicing, and bashing the smaller, green bodies. Blood spurted as bodies fell. Goblins were slow to react, charmed by the beautiful fae, even when the fae sliced their heads from their necks.

A goblin wearing a black robe, with small bones hanging from it, slammed his hands together. A black wave struck all goblins in the immense chamber, dispelling the charm.

An evil hatred filled the eyes of every goblin, and they roared as they launched into battle.

The three fae fought on as a wave of goblins crashed into them. Simon stared as blades stabbed into legs, and a “1 Hit Damage!” glowed above each fae, followed by another one.

The fae’s heroic attack quickly turned. One of them shouted as his arm was sliced off from the shoulder. The female fae screamed as goblins jumped on her, stabbing her repeatedly with daggers.

The leader fought on as his two teammates turned to dust from the barrage of attacks. He spun around, slicing off a few goblin heads, before swords stabbed into him from all sides.

“I weep in our defeat,” he grinned as blood burst from his mouth, and dripped down his chin.

A second later, he was gone.

“Team Foxfire has perished!” Peter said like a stadium announcer.

Simon glanced out the window to the town center. Three fae appeared on the stone floor, heaving like they just ran a marathon. Other fae went to them, helping them to stand up, and patting them on the back. They were unharmed.

Simon returned his gaze to the screen.

A goblin by a bell glanced down the corridor he was guarding. He saw Devon break into a run, and rang the crude bell hard.

Devon pumped his demonic legs as he heard the bell, and goblin shouts behind him. Ahead of him, four of his teammates were spread apart in the wide corridor.

“Too many! Too many!” Devon shouted.

The Ashford team stood their ground.

“Fall back to the stairs! We will fight there!” Devon shouted.

Behind him, the sound of many footsteps, and clanging weapons followed.

“No!” the Ashford leader shouted. “We will have extra corridors behind us to escape. We must advance to the next level!”

“Devon had the right idea,” Simon whispered as he watched with intense eyes.

“You fucks are terrible at this!” Devon said as he spun around and joined his team as they stood shoulder to shoulder.

Further down the corridor, a wave of bloodthirsty goblins came at them like a raging river.

“I’m not buying drinks,” Devon growled.

“We’ll see who dies first,” the leader said with an evil smirk. “For now, drink your fill of violence, and blood!”

“Team Ashford Assassins!” the demons shouted in unison.

The restaurant was silent once again. Even the devils watched silently.

The wave of goblins reached the line of demons. Many of the smaller, green goblins, leapt up with unbridled rage in their eyes.

The demons leapt up to meet them with roars of savagery. The two sides collided, blood and limbs flying in all directions.

Val licked her lips as the demons tore into the initial wave, turning the corridor into a meat grinder.

The feed was uncensored, as demons hacked into goblins. Auras flared along the demons as they took glancing blows from the goblins. The goblins pushed to their own deaths, as the demons began to take a step back, followed by another.

For a moment, Team Ashford was in sync. They fought like they had fought beside each other their entire lives. Even Devon had become a demonic killing machine, contrasted against his calm, nice demeanor as he put Simon’s chip in his neck. Goblin blood splattered against his face as he sliced goblins in half.

It took only a short time for the tide to change. A demon fell, goblins with short swords and daggers stabbing and hacking at him.

Another demon laughed, saying, “Karter is paying for drinks!” before a dagger stabbed into the side of his neck. A blink later, he turned to dust.

Devon and the team leader put their backs to each other, hacking the goblins to pieces. They didn’t speak, focused on their killing frenzy.

But it was not enough. The team leader roared as he was run through, and turned to dust. A blade penetrated Devon’s back. The IT demon grinned as his head shot forward, bit a large goblin ear, and tore it away like delicate, bloody meat. He spit out the ear with a blood-stained grin.

“Next time!” Devon shouted as goblins piled onto him, stabbing him until he vanished.

“Team Ashford Assassins has been vanquished!” Peter Dread said with digital charm.

Simon glanced to the side, some of the patrons getting up and leaving. The devils and imps were first to go, talking about the dread run with interested eyes.

“What’s happening?” Simon asked.

“Usually, when it’s only one team, many viewers lose interest, especially at the earlier levels,” Roma explained. “Many will go home and watch the rest, or catch it the next day, if the team survives long enough.”

Val stood up from her seat, and looked at her pale wrist. “Look at the time. I need to get home and have a nightcap, or three.”

“I’m going home too,” Bridget said as she stood up.

Tara growled as she too stood up.

“Alright,” Simon said, eager to see the rest at home.

Roma and Simon stood up together.

“Let’s get a car home. Come little duckling,” Val said as she beckoned with a finger, and led the way to the restaurant entrance.

***

The black stretched limo pulled into the cul-de-sac. The driver turned it around before coming to a stop. The doors opened, and the residents of Odd Bog stepped out.

“Such a nice night,” Val said as she breathed in the night air.

Simon put his hand out to Roma as she was stepping out. The witch smiled as she took it, and stepped fully out of the limo.

When the doors were shut, the limo drove off down the road, and was gone from sight.

Val turned to the group with a white, perfect smile.

“That was a lovely night. Always nice for us to get together. We should do it more often.”

Bridget gave Val a hard stare before turning to Simon.

“It was good to meet you, Simon. I hope your stay in our weird little hamlet won’t be too exciting.”

“It was good to meet you too, Bridget. No, I think I will really like living here, and getting to know all of you. My door is always open to my neighbors.”

“Careful,” Val said as she looked at Roma. “Some of us may take advantage of your open hospitality.”

The witch laughed.

Simon nodded. “It was a pleasure to spend time with everyone here.”

There was a small breeze as everyone looked at each other.

An alert filled the edge of Simon’s gaze. He glanced at the others as they too looked to side, also getting alerts.

It read “Discordia Team has perished!”

Rita appeared next to the alert. “The run is over. Team Discordia made it to the fourth floor, before being swarmed by goblins.”

Tara stamped her foot. “I wanted to watch a good run,” she said with a frustrated tone.

Peter Dread’s voice filled everyone’s minds.

“What a run! I know the viewers like longer runs, but considering there was a swarm event, Discordia did an amazing job.

“Team Discordia wins the copper trophy of the week! Congrats to those lovely banshees and their incredible singing voices.”

“Rita, can I view the footage of Discordia’s run,” Simon said out loud.

“Yes, you can view the footage of their run, and any other run on record,” she answered.

Peter’s voice came on again, a degree of excitement in his voice.

“Alright, prepare your ears for our next dread runners! In a week’s time, we will have another three-team run.

“Our first team will be the Bloodstone Hamlet! The champion vampires should make this next run a truly mesmerizing experience. Gregor Black will be leading his crack team of dread runners. It will be an experience to behold as they try to beat their all-time best record.”

“Fuck Bloodstone,” Val hissed.

“Our second team will be the Shipwreck Hamlet! Those wonderful elves from Aquris have been wanting to get back in the dungeon for some time. They are feisty, and eager to shiver the timbers of viewers, and dungeon monsters alike!”

“The pirate elves are a disorganized mess,” Tara growled.

“And finally, the last team no one expected, Odd Bog will be joining the run! Yes, the bottom team will be making their way down the dungeon depths. Maybe they can turn their disastrous streak around, and show the rest of Penumbra Springs what they are made of!”

The group stared at each other.

“Now? So soon?” Bridget said with concerned eyes.

Tara glowered. “They picked us because now we have a fifth team mate.”

“See you next weekend for another dread run!” Peter said before he was gone from their minds.

Val tapped her pale cheek with one finger. “We’ve run the dungeon before, but we’ve been dismal at it. I think you’re onto something my dear Tara. I think the reason why we’re next is because they want to test Odd Bog’s newest resident. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Either way, we’re making a run,” Bridget said, less than enthused.

Simon’s expression was blank, but his inner self glowed with excited energy.

“This is for entertainment and fun. We should give the community something to talk about,” Roma said with a defiant gleam in her green eyes.

“I agree,” Simon said as he glanced at the witch, and nodded.

There was another awkward silence, an uncertainty in the air.

Tara’s white face, and long white hair nearly glowed in the night. Determination filled her pale features as she stood straighter.

“We have one week to train. We start tomorrow evening, and every evening after that until the night of the dread run.”

Everyone watched as the wight turned on her heels, and marched toward her home.

Simon and the rest watched her go.

The darkling smiled as he knew his destiny drew closer.


Chapter 8

Training Night

The sun hung low, close to the horizon. Birdsong filled the air, but with each passing moment, each song slowly faded away. Night was approaching, and the songs would return at dawn’s early light, as feathered bodies huddled close for comfort and protection.

Simon spent his afternoon finding places to put his limited belongings. The house was furnished, but he found little nooks to place small, strange statues, and hung arcane pendants he collected over the years. The home would be a shrine to the dark gods, but it still needed some TLC to make it homey.

Despite being busy, an image of Roma touched his thoughts. The night at the restaurant was enlightening, and interesting. The whole gated community shared a bond, but it didn’t stop the petty rivalries. Even here, the world never stopped being cruel and petty. Still, Roma was a light in the darkness, one he was attracted to.

Simon knew there was a spark, and he knew she knew it as well. He couldn’t pinpoint why? Was it because she was a human mythic, or she simply held a beauty he always found attractive? He couldn’t say, but he knew he had to tread carefully. Emotions caused a lot of pain, and distractions. It was why he kept them locked away. He wore his masks in public, but in private, there was a hunger for more. A need to feast on power, and urges.

Simon blinked, and let out a small, crazy chuckle. The madness licked at his dark soul from as far back as he could remember. It called to him, a need to earn his abilities as a darkling, and satisfy his destiny.

The darkling heard an alarm on his phone.

“Oh, training,” he said like he just remembered where his car keys were.

He fished out his phone, and canceled the alarm.      

The darkling turned in his living room, ready to walk to the front door, when he looked down at himself. He was only wearing a black T-shirt, black jeans, and boots. Hardly the gear needed for proper training.

“Maybe Tara will have some items, or armor, I can use,” he said, and walked toward the front door.

The moment Simon opened the front door, he saw a figure dressed in leather and metal armor, standing in the center of the cul-de-sac. Red eyes stared at nothing as a thin metal helmet covered their head. On the ground by the armored figure, were open tote bags, filled with wood swords, bats, and pieces of leather armor.

Simon gingerly walked across his porch, and down the stairs. The evening light cast long shadows as the darkling approached the armored woman.

“Good evening, Tara,” Simon said with a small smile.

The wight grimaced with a smirk. “Good evening. At least you showed up on time. The rest of our team is ALWAYS LATE!” The last words roared loud enough to scare away the birds from several nearby trees.

A door opened and Simon turned. He watched with entranced eyes, Roma walking toward him from her home. She wore a dark green cloak. Underneath were green yoga pants, a leather corset with small, stylish pockets. She had a green shirt on, but how the corset hugged her, it pushed her pale, freckled cleavage up, high, and tight. She had a wood staff in her hand, and a small smile across her lips.

“Evening, Mr. Shade,” Roma said with a playful tone.

“Evening, Ms. Norwood,” Simon said with a gleam in his dark eyes.

Tara bent over in a blur, grabbed a wood bat, and swung it at Simon’s leg. The impact caused his leg to bend up, and he hopped around on one foot.

“No flirting during training!” the wight growled.

“Ow! Hey!” Simon said with a half laugh. There was little to no pain, but he thought it would be funny enough to make Roma giggle.

And giggle the witch did. She covered her mouth, and looked away in amused delight.

Two more house doors opened. Simon put his foot down. He, Roma, and Tara, turned to see Val and Bridget approach them.

Val wore a poet shirt, with a leather body suit that ran from her ankles to just under her breasts. The white sleeves were puffy, like a French fencer garment. Two wood handles poked up from past her slender shoulders. The vamp wasn’t wearing her glasses as she walked, her eyes dark, with pinpoints of crimson dots. She wore leather gloves, as her pale features glowed in the dying sunset light.

Bridget wore a full, padded, black bodysuit. She was weaponless as she approached, her black and white hair braided in a long ponytail. Her hands, neck, and head were uncovered. Despite her shy demeanor, Simon caught a hint of thunderous power in each of her steps. He could see she was a confident fighter, but may lack the confidence for social situations.

When the vamp and flesh golem reached the others, it was Val who gave them an amused smirk.

“What a team of misfits,” she said with a wicked edge.

“Not misfits. Just need more training,” Tara said, in a strangely positive manner.

“A week isn’t going to be long enough for training,” Bridget said with a defeated gaze.

“Not with that attitude,” Simon and Tara said at the same time.

The darkling and wight looked at each other, and both cracked a smile.

Val put her elbow on her other hand, her gloved hand up by her face like she was at a cocktail event.

“We barely made it to level eight last time, and that was our best run. I doubt, even with our hunky darkling, we will do much better. Level nine perhaps?”

“Where do we start with our training?” Simon asked with a positive tone, eager to begin.

Tara looked at Simon, and a small relief filled her angry features.

“We begin with listing strengths, weaknesses, and roles in the team. After that, we start combat training,” Tara said plainly.

The wight pointed a white finger as Val. “You like to talk, you start.”

The vamp gave a ruby colored smile. “Hi, my name is Val. I like long walks in the moonlight.”

“Val!” Tara said with furious eyes.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I was just easing our darkling in with a little humor,” Val said before she began talking like a bored teenager.

“I have two anointed katanas, called Slicer and Dicer. My role in the team is, what’s it called, DPS. I believe it means Damager Per Second, or some nonsense like that. Aside from my katanas, I have super speed, strength, and agility. My natural abilities are blood related. I can not only drain, but if an enemy is bleeding, I have limited control over it.”

Tara nodded and shifted her red gaze to the flesh golem.

“Bridget,” the wight said, like a difficult school teacher.

Bridget sighed. “I have a pair of iron gauntlets. They improve my natural lightning ability. With them, I have better control of unleashing lightning attacks.

“I have super strength and toughness. I’m a switch on the team, DPS, or tank, depending on what’s happening. I can heal very quickly, and feel little to no pain.”

Tara nodded and looked at Roma.

Simon also turned his attention to Roma. The witch looked at him with embarrassed eyes before she took a breath, and summoned her courage.

“I’m the team support class, and scout. My spells can enhance our team in combat. I can also use some divine spells to help us move more easily through the dungeon. I gained a spell book I absorbed, allowing me to shapeshift into a cat.”

“You’re also our highest-ranking teammate,” Tara said.

Simon looked at Roma with a warm gaze. He could see she was slightly uncomfortable with anyone knowing she was a higher level than everyone present. It was part of her past, and he saw no reason to make her further uncomfortable by asking for more information.

When she’s ready, she’s ready.

“What’s next?” Simon asked, trying to move things along.

Tara nodded. “We must know your abilities, and your place on the team, darkling.”

Simon nodded, and lifted his strong arms before him.

“Darklings can regenerate, and we use our dark blood as a weapon, or defense,” Simon said before he called on his blood.

Spots of shimmering black blood appeared along his thick forearms. They pooled and connected, covering each forearm, from wrist, to just before his elbow. Simon concentrated as he willed it to harden. The blood did as it was commanded, forming a hard, perfectly adhered piece of black bracers.

Simon turned to Val, “Care to strike at me?”

The vamp eyed him, and nodded. Her hand moved in a blur, taking hold of a practice wood sword. She drew it in an instant, and brought it down on Simon. The darkling’s arm moved in a blur, parrying the blow with his armored forearm.

The wood sword struck, and exploded into kindling. The top part of the practice sword was flung from the explosion, and landed about twenty feet away.

“Impressive,” Val said with a sharp grin.

“I didn’t expect you to come down with such force,” Simon said as he put his undamaged arm down.

“We are testing our strengths,” she said as she lifted her ruined wood sword. “You broke it.”

“Technically, you broke it on my forearm,” Simon smirked.

Val let out a small, haughty laugh. “I’ll start a tab,” she said and dropped her broken sword.

“A tab?” Simon shook his head.

Tara grabbed another wood blade from the open totes, and tossed it to her. The vamp perfectly swung her arm up, and sheathed the new sword in one, smooth move.

The wight spoke up, “The only real way to test our strength and abilities, is combat training.”

Simon put his armored arms up, hands to chest level, “Hold on, what’s your team class and abilities?”

Tara gave the darkling a shrewd look.

“Team leader. I am skilled, fast, and strong. I am also undead. I feel no pain, except for fire. I am the most experienced in our group, fighting in seventeen wars, and untold conflicts.”

The wight moved in blur, and picked up a wood sword. She held it before her, red eyes filled with controlled rage.

“No aiming for soft spots. Roma doesn’t regenerate, so she will decide to aid as we train. Strength wise, don’t hold back. Combat training starts now.”

Tara burst toward the darkling. Her sword struck his armored forearm, and quickly slid off. She moved with power, and speed, her attacks almost faster than the eye could see for a normal human.

For Simon, he saw everything in slow motion. Madness consumed him as his arms moved in quick blurs, parrying away each of her attacks. When the wood sword cracked, Simon caught it with one hand, twisted his hand, and shattered the wood sword.

A boot struck his stomach, and he stumbled back a few steps.

“You’re quick,” the wight said with curious eyes.

She quickly glanced at Val and Bridget. “All of you, attack me as one.”

“Great,” Val said as her hands blurred up and grabbed her sword handles.

Simon watched in slow motion as Tara darted back to the totes, and pulled two metal batons. She didn’t do any weapon waving, or other displays of skill. She simply darted at Val like a blurry comet.

Val barely drew her swords when Tara was on her. He watched as the vamp and wight moved like evenly matched furies. The vamp, despite her haughty demeanor, moved like a skilled swordswoman. Each parry was measured, and refined. When she thrust, she missed Tara by an inch or two.

The darkling watched and studied the pair. Where Val was a refined swordswoman, Tara was a skilled powerhouse. The wight’s attacks were brutal, and calculated. She kept Val on the defensive, until she whipped her whole body away into a spin, Bridget’s green fist missing the wight’s head by three inches.

Tara landed hard, her boots sliding back a few inches. She gave the pair a small smile.

Val looked at Bridget’s fist as she drew back. She glanced at the flesh golem with happy eyes.

“Defending me? You never defend me?”

“Things are changing,” Bridget said with an annoyed tone. “Despite our differences, we don’t need history getting in the way.”

“History, or are you trying to impress the handsome darkling?” Val quipped with a wide smile.

“Val, shut up,” Bridget said with tired eyes as she stood beside the vamp’s side.

Tara nodded, before she launched at Simon again.

The darkling braced himself with his fists up. When Tara reached him, his arms blurred, parrying the metal batons. The ringing of metal sounded off like a storm, the darkling trying to keep up with the vicious wight.

A surge of darkness filled him as his eyes turned a midnight black. His defense moved quicker, parrying anticipated attacks. Tara’s red eyes didn’t flinch, even as the darkling she was fighting was slowly shifting her from attack to defense.

An energy filled him, and he glanced to the side, Roma whispering a spell. The witch stared at him, energy dancing along her fingertips as she moved them to arcane gestures. The surge was enough to combine with his growing dark power, and he acted.

Everything happened in a blink of time. Simon parried a blow as his hand opened and reached for the wight’s neck. His other arm moved like a machine, blocking blows with incredible precision. Tara tried to shift attacks but the darkling seemed to anticipate it.

When she brought her baton down harder than she meant to, it struck his hard forearm, and bounced right out of her white hand.

The blurs stopped as Simon’s hand grabbed Tara’s neck, and squeezed.

The wight saw the madness in his eyes as he grinned.

Simon’s gaze blinked to the side, and he saw the metal baton flying at Roma, her focus on the spell. The darkling let go of Tara’s neck, and burst sideways like a comet. He reached for the spinning baton, and caught it.

Roma blinked, the end of the baton inches from her nose.

Simon smiled at her, before a wood sword stabbed through his side, the blade appearing in front of him.

Simon and Roma looked down, the wood sword clean, without a drop of blood on it.

Tara’s face loomed from behind Simon’s shoulder, her white lips close to his ear.

“You're quick, strong, and can take damage,” she said as she twisted the wood blade.

Simon felt it, but it was muted to his senses.

Tara pulled the sword from him. She stepped back and looked at the darkling with approving eyes.

Roma rushed to Simon, and put her hand to his open wound.

“It’s alright. I barely felt it,” he whispered.

“That’s not the point,” she whispered as she looked up into his eyes.

The wound already began to heal.

Roma moved her lips to his ear while still touching his closing wound.

“I felt the darkness within you, and I didn’t wince,” she whispered.

Simon’s eyes widened a hair, before his gaze cooled.

The witch stepped back, as Simon turned around.

Tara spoke up, “Simon will be our second tank. You and Bridget will learn to work together. Val and I will work together as DPS partners.”

Val touched a gloved hand to her cleavage in mock shock. “Tara, this is so sudden. Are we going steady? Should we get matching swords?”

The wight ignored the vamp, and continued, “Roma, you will have to work on your defense spells. Always defend yourself first before you aid others.”

The witch gave a firm nod.

Tara walked over to Simon. She was slightly shorter than him, but still looked into his eyes.

“Do I need to apologize?”

Simon understood she was referring to him being stabbed in the back.

“I don’t need sympathy or coddling. I trust you were testing me, and I accept it.”

Tara gave the darkling a small, knowing smirk.

“Good,” she said before turning and addressing the team.

“The other hamlets have looked down on us for too long. As team leader, I will do my best to not let any of you down. I expect the same in return.

“We will continue training tonight, and the entire week. When we are not training, I expect everyone to study their player stats, and the other team’s players. Their records can be accessed by your digital assistants.”

The wight lifted a metal baton, and spoke as she slowly moved it, aiming the tip at each team member in turn.

“I will not carry this team like the last two runs. No more excuses from anyone. Once we enter the dungeon, we bring everything we have, and more. The loot rewards will get better with each dungeon level we defeat, but we’re not here for just loot. We’re here to make names for ourselves, and elevate Odd Bog to a higher status.”

The wight picked up another baton, and took a battle stance.

“Again,” she said with a hard, seething tone.

Val took a battle stance, wood swords in her hands. Bridget lowered her center of gravity, and held her hands up, keeping them loose.

Simon glanced at Roma as she readied herself, holding her staff.

The darkling lifted his strong arms, a small mad gleam in his eye as he knew he was going to enjoy this.


Chapter 9

Witchy Trance

Patrons entered The Lovecraft in small groups. The late afternoon was turning into the evening crowd, as Simon worked behind the counter, with a few other bartenders in his employ.

The darkling smiled, and greeted many of the regulars, and newcomers. He kept it light, often pouring more into their drinks, and handing them over to delighted faces.

For the darkling, it was never about the money. It was about knowledge, and power. The urges ran deep in his black blood, but there were other things swimming below the surface of his well-crafted façade. He had a genuine love for humanity. Their potential was grand, each soul able to become more, or less, of who they were. It was fascinating to see, and something he enjoyed nightly, when tending bar to strangers, and regulars.

When a patron moved to the bar, Simon turned and smiled. An older redhead in a green dress was at the bar, giving him a gaze he greatly enjoyed.

Simon moved to the woman, and put his hands on the bar, giving her a warm smile.

“I wanted to see your place of work,” Roma smiled back at him. “I hope it’s not too bold, me coming here?”

“Not at all,” Simon said with a warm smile. “I’m very happy to see you.”

Roma’s cheeks glowed a gentle pink among her freckles, but she didn’t turn away.

“Care for a drink?” Simon asked.

Roma’s entire demeanor wilted before the darkling.

“I wish, but we have training. If I show up drunk, Tara will have my head.”

“You’ve shown up drunk to training before?” Simon grinned.

Roma’s head was tilted forward, but she looked up at him with bright green eyes, and a sardonic smile.

“It depends on how you feel about it?”

Simon kept his grin. “If you were drunk, I would just take care of you, and make sure you had plenty of fluids.”

Roma’s heartbeat quickened. “And if I was sober?”

“Same,” Simon said plainly.

The witch pressed her fingers to the bar top, and slid them back like she was clawing the wood. She didn’t leave a scratch, but Simon understood her meaning.

“I like what we’re doing,” he said in a gentle tone.

“What are we doing?” she asked with curious eyes.

“Getting to know each other.”

Roma slowly blinked, a heat in her eyes.

“Simon, after training, would you like to have a drink together?” Roma asked with a questioning tilt of her head.

“I was going to ask the same thing. Yes, I would love to have a drink together. Your place, or mine?”

Roma couldn’t hide her smile as she leaned forward, her elbows on the bar top, and her fingers laced. She rested her chin on her laced fingers, and eyed the hunky bar owner with a warm smile.

Simon couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful woman.

“Jackie,” Simon called to another bartender, “I’m leaving for the evening.”

“You got it, boss,” Jackie smiled as she watched her boss entranced by the beautiful mature woman at the bar.

Simon made his way around the bar to Roma. The witch was on her feet, and moved to his side. She wrapped her arm around his, the pair leaving the bar, arm in arm.

Outside, Simon looked over to his parked car, and then looked around.

“Where’s your car?” he asked.

“Oh,” Roma said and held out her hand.

A broom shot off the top of the bar rooftop, spiraled down, and slammed into her open palm. She closed her hand around it.

“I don’t drive,” she smiled as she looked at this car. “But I like your car.”

“Put the broom in the backseat, and I’ll drive us home.”

Roma looked at him with warm, knowing eyes.

***

The moment Simon and Roma pulled into the cul-de-sac, Tara gave them both a death stare.

Val and Bridget smiled as the Mustang pulled into Simon’s driveway. Car doors opened, and the pair stepped out.

“You’re seven minutes late,” Tara growled.

“Traffic?” Simon phrased it as a question, to see if the excuse would work.

Tara’s eyes seethed. It didn’t work.

“Bumper to bumper with a pile up in Heart’s Ville,” Val mocked.

Bridget burst out laughing, and immediately fought for some self-control.

“Sorry,” the flesh golem said, trying to stifle her laughter.

“It’s okay. You can laugh at my witty remarks. I give you permission,” Val said with a sly smirk.

Bridget looked at the vamp, before looking away, trying to hide her own smile.

Simon and Roma approached, the witch unable to hide her smile.

The darkling lifted his hands, black blood covering them, and half-way down his forearms. He made a sharp point along his knuckles of his black gauntlets, the darkling trying a different approach.

“I’m ready,” Simon said as she took a fighting stance.

Tara bent her knees, a metal baton in each hand.

“Begin!” she shouted and charged.

***

Deep night fell over the world once again. Stars glowed across the black sky. A serenity befell all, except one house in the Odd Bog Hamlet.

The door opened, and Simon carried Roma in his arms. Once inside, he kicked it closed, behind him.

A bleeding bruise was on her calf muscle. The witch had her arms around his neck, looking at the strong man carrying her over to the couch.

“You know, you didn’t have to carry me. I can heal it with a spell,” she smirked.

“I know,” he said as he gently put her down on the couch. “But this was much more fun.”

She looked up at him with adoring eyes. He looked down on her with an unmistakable gaze.

The darkling eyed the purple and pink bruise with concern.

“A drink should help with that. I brought home a bunch of different liquors and mixers. What would you like?”

Roma couldn’t hide her smile. “It’s your home. I’ll drink anything you make.”

“Two old-fashions coming up,” Simon said as he stepped around the couch, and vanished into the hallway.

Roma smiled before she whispered a few arcane words. The bruise along her calf-muscle bulged before the color began to fade away. The wound closed, and soon, her calf was completely healed.

The witch sat up, a tension bleeding away from her spirit. She looked around Simon’s living room, seeing the strange pendants, and eldritch figure statutes in odd places. She saw another figurine that looked like a tentacle creature sitting on the fireplace mantel, just under the flatscreen.

Roma stood up and walked up to the little, stone statue. She admired the craftsmanship, but didn’t touch it.

“How did you find these little statues and pendants?”

“They are everywhere, if you know where to look,” Simon said loudly from the kitchen. “Mostly from yard sales, and antiquing. I think it used to be easier, when there were more darklings.”

“It must have been so lonely for you,” she whispered as she stared at the little statue.

“Not many people know much about the dark gods anymore. I mean, there are some ancient books on the subjects, but it has mostly left the social consciousness. It doesn’t help that many of my people are gone.”

Roma’s gaze softened at his words.

“But we manage how we manage,” Simon said, not as loud.

The witch turned to Simon appearing at the living room archway, a drink in each hand.

“Already healed? Good. The drink should further help with your recovery.”

Simon entered the living room, and handed Roma a drink.

The witch lifted it up, the two clinking glasses. When she brought it to her lips, she took a deeper sip. The drink was delicious, and without a burn.

“You like?” Simon said as he looked at her.

“I like,” she smiled and took another deep sip.

Simon’s eyes drank in her form. Something crawled from the deepest pit of his soul, whispering mad urges.

Roma tilted her head a little, looking into Simon’s dark eyes.

“I saw a hint of you, without your mask,” she said with a soft, understanding tone.

“I know. I felt you peek.”

“Is there anything you don’t notice?”

“Rarely. It’s a curse, but a nice curse in the right company.”

Roma eyed the strong man before her, and her inner flame of desire grew into a fever.

“I don’t normally play these kinds of games for very long, but you make me feel younger.”

“If I were simply a normal man, how would you play this game?” Simon asked.

Roma stepped closer, and eyed Simon’s strong neck. “We wouldn’t be talking anymore.”

Simon’s dark eyes relaxed. “You know more about darklings than you’re letting on.”

Roma drank in Simon’s musk, savoring it with closed eyes.

“Fanatical beings and worshippers of the dark gods. Before the ascension, and genocide, they could be in any place, no matter how remote, as long as there was a large enough population of people.

“Darklings hide because of their allegiances to dark forces, and their hungry appetites and urges. Once they give in, they find it difficult to stop. That is why they have many partners, to satisfy their own urges, and the needs of others.”

Simon gave a slow nod, his gaze on Roma’s entranced state.

Roma continued, “Simon, this is Penumbra Springs. Lust cults are rampant, as are intimate affections. I don’t care if you need more. At this moment, I want more. I need more.”

The witch put her drink on the mantle, and then her hands touched his body. Fingers and palms moved over his strong, muscular chest. They glided down until she cupped his bulge.

Roma pressed her large breasts to Simon’s chest, a heat in her eyes, and her breath.

Simon put his drink down on the mantle, next to hers. His arms wrapped around her, holding her close. One hand was on the small of her back, the other touched her spine, between her shoulders. Heat poured off his hands and arms.

Roma couldn’t control her breathing. She felt safe in his arms, a feeling she hadn’t known in a long time.

There were no words as she gave him another gentle squeeze.

Simon’s manhood thickened to her touch, straining to be free.

The witch’s breathing deepened as she ran her fingers along the length of his trapped cock.

The couple basked in the moment, the heat of their bodies converging, pushing their urges to the brink.

Simon was first to break away. He grabbed her hand and pulled Roma with him. The witch let out a giggling gasp at the way he roughly pulled her. When they were by the couch, her hand found the zipper to his jeans, and pulled it down.

When the zipper was down, she slipped her hand in, and found her prize.

She looked at Simon’s cool gaze, as she pulled out his thick manhood, and stroked it.

“I want to see all of you,” she whispered before licking his ear.

Simon smirked as he grabbed at his clothes.

It didn’t take long for all his clothes to be off, and thrown aside. Roma looked at his fit, strong body, a drop of wetness sliding down her inner thigh.

Simon’s eyes trembled with madness. He looked at the witch in the dark green dress, reading her thoughts. The tension only thickened as she truly loved his body, her body focusing on his cock, and a deepening hunger within her.

The darkling knew when his urges were at the breaking point, he could see, feel more than normal. When her imagination dripped of him taking her, using her, his darker-self took control.

Simon approached the witch, one hand reaching up and grabbing the back of her head. He pulled her to him as his other hand grabbed at the top of her dress, and pulled down.

Roma gasped before he was on her, his tongue invading her mouth, while his hand grabbed at her creamy pale, freckled breast. She moaned as he held her in his power. Knees weakened as wetness dripped down her inner thighs. She grinded against him, his cock against her covered thigh.

Simon’s thumb rubbed her erect nipple, making hypnotic swirls. He could feel her thoughts, and urges. When he pulled his lips from hers, she gasped weakly.

“Do whatever you want,” she huffed with tender eyes.

“I want to love you, and make you come until you pass out,” Simon stated his intentions.

His eyes blazed with madness as he continued, “And then wake you as I fuck you more.”

Roma's eyes widened as she slipped from his gasp, and was on her knees. Without thinking, she took his thick, veiny cock. Her tongue slipped out, licking at the bulbous head, swirling at the tip. She lovingly licked it as it bounced in her grasp. With small strokes, she closed her lips around it, and gently began to suck.

Simon watched as she moved her lips back and forth across his rigid member. She moaned with her mouth full, the vibrations running along his shaft.

Roma pressed her tongue under the shaft, making her mouth tighter as she sucked. Full lips ran along his veiny flesh, the witch enjoying his taste.

Simon’s mind caught flashes of the witch’s mind. She surrendered to him, wanting to suck on his member for as long as she could. Her thighs rubbed together under her flowy dress, eager to sit on him.

The darkling pulled away. Roma felt his cock slid out of her mouth, saliva dripping on her own cleavage.

Simon sat on the couch with a wicked smile. “Sit on your throne.”

Roma crawled to him. She was on her knees, bunching her dress up in her hands. She stood up, showing Simon a glimpse of her pussy. There were small ringlets of red hair surrounding the entrance to her sacred valley.

“Yes, my lord,” the witch said with a sly smirk, before climbing onto the couch on her knees.

Simon took hold of her hips as she let go of her dress. She reached down between them, grabbing his cock. She rubbed his thick head to her, a weak sigh falling from parted lips.

Heat bloomed along Roma’s freckled chest as she slowly impaled herself on him. Eyes squeezed shut as her lips parted further. Thick inches spread her inner world, bliss growing with it. A fullness touched her spirit as she reached the hilt, and remained.

Simon’s hands were on her, pulling top lower, further freeing her large breasts. Puffy pink nipples greeted his gaze, and he ran his thumbs along them as his fingers pressed against her soft flesh.

“I…wanted this…since the other night,” Roma whispered as her hips betrayed her, moving on Simon’s rigid erection.

“I've wanted this since I saw you in my kitchen,” Simon whispered as honey and desire ran down his cock.

Roma couldn’t collect her thoughts, riding the strange, handsome younger man. Urges pulled at her soul, bouncing on his iron-hard member.

“You never have to be alone, not anymore,” Simon said as he lifted a hand from her breast, and touched her fiery hair. “I would have claimed you, without a single word spoken between us. Just as you claimed me.”

Roma’s willpower began to crack, the sound of his voice sending tendrils of wet heat throughout her entire body. She bounced faster as he touched her like they had always known each other. Sensitive nipples needed his expert touch. Each brush of his thumb, or strong chest, increased the tempo.

Heat crawled up Roma’s neck, unable to hold back. Nerves tightened to the breaking point, his cock filling her soul.

“Fuck,” the witch hissed.

Simon put a hand on her hip, giving it a firm squeeze.

The intentions in his touch were clear, and Roma’s eyes rolled into her head as she bounced on him. Inner nerves exploded. A stream of mini-novae blasted her nerves to glass. Ecstasy and bliss swirled together as heat burst from her body.

Simon felt Roma’s orgasms as she let out a weak moan. Her leg trembled, followed by her body. She shuddered as blind bliss slammed into her very soul.

The witch slumped onto Simon, huffing for air with her eyes closed. Her hips continued to move a few inches up and down, milking the sensations and her own orgasm. Wetness surged, running down Simon’s cock, and balls.

The darkling helped her along, taking hold of her hips, and helping her to bounce on his cock. Darkness bled into his eyes as black blood emerged from his cock. The darkling made a devilish smile as mini black tentacles rubbed and massaged the witch from within.

Roma’s eyes fluttered as new sensations filled her. A moan dripped as she was on Simon, helpless to what was happening.

“I want you to come as I come,” Simon whispered in her ear.

“I want to come when you come,” she said like a zombie, the new sensations playing with her weakened spirit.

At the base of his cock, a tentacle snaked up and rubbed her clit. It massaged her with firm, but tender care.

The witch’s eyes fluttered as she was trapped by ecstasy’s embrace. Her strength returned, as she moved with the fluttering sensations.

In a blink she was up, bouncing on Simon again with renewed vigor. She moaned and gasped as the sensations only grew.

“You’re a bad boy,” Roma huffed.

Simon smirked as pleasure cracked his dark self. Primal urges pushed at his very being, and his control quickly abandoned him.

Roma’s eyes focused, and she took control.

“You don’t have to be alone anymore. I will be here for you,” she whispered like a succubus in the dark.

Simon’s eyes weakened as more and more of his control slipped away.

“You thought you were in control,” she said with a wicked grin. “Coming first was a need. Now, I only want.”

Simon felt himself getting weaker as she bounced on him.

Roma whispered a few arcane words. Energy touched Simon’s mind, and he relented, showing her his desires, and memories.

“Don’t be afraid,” Roma said as her eyes glowed with a dim light. “I simply have to know.”

The witch saw her lover’s crushing loneliness. Images played on like small movies, moments lost to time except for his memories. It was a kaleidoscope of silent pain, and a need for connection, like a small boat in the middle of the vast sea.

Roma’s eyes weakened as she felt herself getting weaker to his intimate touches.

The witch cupped his face with both hands, tilting his head up, and gazed into his eyes.

“I’m here. I see you, feel you. Don’t hide yourself. I won’t hide myself,” she whispered with loving tenderness.

Simon’s cock thickened, and Roma moaned louder.

Her hands fell to his strong arms, as he helped her to bounce on his standing cock. Their connection blazed bright, as the sounds of their bodies filled their ears like a private symphony.

The pair looked into each other’s eyes, a bond taking hold like a thick chain in the dark.

Simon and Roma closed their eyes as their urges crashed into each other. Roma threw her head back, her mouth making a perfect oval. She moaned as Simon grunted. His cock thickened before thick ropes of seed painted her inner world, and flooded it.

Roma’s body shuddered as Simon held her, keeping her from being swept away from a river of bliss.

Fingers and hands held each other, heat burning brighter between them as honey and come dripped from their intimate connection.

The scent and touch of their bodies was a primal madness, the pair lost to swirls of ecstasy.

The tempo slowed. The rhythm of their connection remained. Roma tilted her head forward, and pressed her forehead to Simon’s forehead.

“My…good…lover,” she whispered between huffing for air.

Simon kept his eyes closed, feeling the connection as it remained between them. The primal senses of his people knew a connection when they saw it, and he knew it when they met.           

“I’m not going anywhere,” Roma said as she opened her eyes.

“Even if you glimpse more of my inner self?”

The witch slowly grinned. “No,” she said plainly.

The two were silent, the darkling still hard as iron within the witch’s valley.

“I need more,” the pair said in unison.

They blinked, and laughed as bodies betrayed themselves once again.


Chapter 10

Final Preparations 

Simon slowly opened his eyes, and saw Roma staring back at him. The glow of morning light filled the bedroom, the green-eyed witch watching him sleep.

“Good morning,” Roma said with sultry affection.

A blanket was on them, but they were close underneath it. Simon reached over the short distance, his hand touching her naked hip. His hand slid over his skin to her behind. He gripped a cheek, and pulled her closer to him.

The witch kept her smile and bright eyes as she was close enough for their bodies to touch. She felt his hard manhood against her stomach. She took hold and gently stroked him as she looked at him with loving eyes.

Memories filled Simon’s mind as his hand let go of her ass, brought it closer, and snaked it between her parted thighs. He rubbed her clit as moments played out, half the night spent in different intimate poses, and locations. The number of orgasms they experienced was obscene to most, but not to them.

Roma gasped as he rubbed her clit with gentle swirls.

“I’m very sore,” she whispered as her eyes fluttered.

“I can stop,” Simon smirked.

“I said I was sore. I didn’t say stop,” she seethed to his intimate touch.

They enjoyed each other’s touch in the peaceful morning glow.

“I meant…what I said,” she said with a relaxed gaze.

“I know,” Simon whispered as he rubbed her a little deeper.

Roma snuggled closer, closing her eyes, and breathing in his scent.

“The dungeon run will not allow us to be close for long,” the witch whispered.

“I know,” Simon said with understanding eyes.

“I needed to be with you, so we could enjoy this moment,” she whispered.

“We will have many moments to enjoy, once we defeat the dungeon.”

“Defeat the dungeon,” Roma said as she opened her confused eyes.

The witch let go of his cock and sat up on an elbow.

“The dungeon is unbeatable, and purely for entertainment. Even the powerful Bloodstone Hamlet hasn’t beat it. They went far, but they only made it to level forty-one.”

Simon continued to rub her, and she melted a little to his touch.

“We have to be prepared for a long dread run, and I believe we can do it.”

Roma eyed him as the tingling from his touch grew louder.

“There are hundreds of residents in Penumbra Springs. Almost all of them have run the dungeon numerous times, and no one has made it past the forty-first level. It will only get more difficult the deeper we go.”

“Then we will go deeper,” Simon smirked as he rubbed her clit a little harder.

The witch gasped, and grabbed his arm. “Too hard.”

Simon eased his touch, but didn’t pull away.

Roma’s eyes slowly fell into a daze as bliss coiled around her spirit.

“I love your optimism. I hope it doesn’t break when we appear back in the town center.”

“I will show you my optimism,” Simon said as pulled his hand from between her legs, and pushed her onto her back.

Roma watched with warm eyes as he was over her, his cockhead touching her wet slit. When he pushed into her sore, and bruised inner world, she let out a deep sigh, and a moan.

Simon’s hips moved as he closed his mouth on her puffy, pink nipple. He sucked and thrust as she moaned. Purpose filled him, pleasing her, and breaking a dungeon never meant to be broken.

***

Days slipped by. Training continued each evening, and deep into the night. Tara put them all through the paces, but with each day, Simon grew more confident. The trainings were never meant to show him how to fight. He knew that already. It was about learning to fight with his hamlet team.

The darkling watched Val as she moved like a blurry shadow. She was fast, and deadly. The vamp was always in control as she fought like a master. He knew she was holding back, and looked forward to when she unleashed her true self in the dungeon.

Bridget wasn’t quick, but was very strong. When she landed blows on him during training, he felt them more than anyone else. Her lightning ability was there, but she didn’t use it much, saying she had a hard time controlling it at times. Simon knew, once in the dungeon, she wouldn’t hold back if the time came to use it.

Tara was an accomplished leader, and trainer. She was curt, and honest with her assessments, much to Val and Bridget’s annoyed eyes. The wight demanded results, and on more than one occasion, Simon could see the undead fury lurking behind her red eyes.

After spending the night together, Simon saw the change in Roma. Her spellcasting was quicker, and focused. She moved with her fellow runners, noticing how they fought, and where she should be in relation to everyone, to ensure her spells would aid one, or the entire team.

Simon constantly reviewed his own abilities, and worked with the team. He studied and moved with power, and finesse. He was the second tank, Bridget being the first. He could take a hit, but if he didn’t get some helpful gear, even with his abilities, he would only be a shield for the others. Deep down, he knew he could be more, once he entered the dungeon.

When the team wasn’t training, Simon took a leave of absence from his bar. He left it in good hands, the team loyal to him because of everything he did for them. They would watch the bar. But a dark thought crawled along his mind. If he succeeded in his destiny, there would be no need to come back, because everything will have changed for him, and many others.

Simon often pushed those thoughts away, eager to get back training and planning.

When he wasn’t at work, or training, the darkling was at home, speaking with Rita, and gaining as much knowledge as he could.

He sipped hot tea as he stared at 2D floating screens from his couch.

The darkling mentally scrolled through the profiles of the other dungeon runners. There would be fifteen runners total. Five on his team. Five for Bloodstone and five for Shipwreck Hamlet.

Simon looked at the Bloodstone team again, the first profile showing their team leader.

The profiles were simple, showing a little information for each runner. Gregor Black was a master vampire of unknown age. He led the team that reached forty-first level, before they were overrun by a swarm of stone golems. Without blood to feed the team, they were quickly defeated, one at a time. The only one left was Gregor.

Simon watched the footage as the master vampire fought with power, and agility. His sword sliced through stone, but without his team, he was quickly defeated. When he arrived in the town center, he was celebrated, as was his team for reaching such a depth, creating a new community record.

The darkling pulled up the files of the vampire’s teammates, eyeing them without emotion.

Gregor’s second in command was none other than Serenity Draysek. The HOA board member was the second to last to fall during the battle. She wielded a bow that shot black arrows.

Simon watched the footage intently, the arrows striking golems. The black arrows themselves made craters in the golems, but their job wasn’t finished. They splashed and seeped into the craters and cracks, inflicting secondary damage.

The darkling sipped his tea as he continued to look over the rest of the Bloodstones, and others that were going to delve into the dungeon depths.

The rest of the Bloodstone team consisted of a large man with short, black hair, and a sinister disposition. His name was Kreeger Stonewell, and it was obvious he was the tank. He used a spike metal mace, and every strike appeared lethal.

There was Radella Crane. She dressed like a rogue, and used a spiked chain, and throwing daggers. She seemed like the scout and support position.

The last member of the Bloodstone Team was Hazel Gloomis. The vampire wore a coat that looked like it belonged to Kazis. It was black, sleek, and intimidating, like a powerful mad scientist. She carried an odd pack, and wore what looked like a gasmask. The footage showed her hanging back, and using a lightning wand. She fell quickly in battle, but Simon guessed she was in the support and healer position. Yet, he wondered if she did more than just help her team in a fight.

Simon mentally scrolled to the Shipwreck team.

The darkling raised an eyebrow at the sight of them. It was no secret there was an open portal in Southvale, connecting Urth to Aquris. The mostly water world was ruled by an elven emperor, and had a healthy number of pirates, seeking to earn gold, loot, and toppling the empire.

Since elves had come through, and were seeking asylum from the empire, the Urth government was sympathetic to their plights. It was quickly learned that the Lodis Empire was not the kind regime they displayed shortly after the portal appeared. Because of this, elves, and other races from Aquris, were granted their requests for asylum. But the government had to put them somewhere, so they put some of them here, in Penumbra Springs. 

What caused Simon to pause was the footage of the team fighting like they were consumed by madness. The elves were reckless, fighting like they were drunk, and shouted at each other a lot. But what was undeniable was their results. The pirate elves somehow managed to escape defeat many times by simply using the most creative, and often ludicrous means of defeating enemies. They were not ranked as high as Bloodstone Hamlet, but they were in sixth place out of thirteen, which meant they were formidable in their own way.

Simon scrolled up to the team leader of the Shipwreck team. An image appeared of a pointy-eared, blue haired elf woman, smiling, and pointing an arcane pistol. Her name was Violet Juul. Simon couldn’t find a description of her pistol, but to his eyes, it did look arcane in nature. The dungeon did not allow modern weapons, but the elf had a weapon that skirted the line.

Footage appeared in the corner of Sinon’s gaze, showing the elf moving like a trained acrobat, shooting dungeon monsters in the head while smiling and laughing the entire time. Her teammates ran the gamut of strange and otherworldly.

Pyra Seaflame was her second, and long range DPS. She used a bow that fired flame arrows. She simply pulled back on the bowstring, a flame arrow would appear, and she let it loose on her enemies. She had a madness in her eyes, one Simon could appreciate.

Their tank was a large, wide, sea elf, by the name of Grath Kelp-eater. He stood at nine-feet tall, and carried a wicked looking spear. Footage showed him using the long spear, and if enemies moved in too close, he used claws at the end of his large, webbed hands. There was a hungry rage in his black eyes as he fought dungeon enemies.

Next was Vessa Night. She was a shadow elf, with dark skin, and long white hair tied in a bun. She used magical spells in the footage he watched. Rita informed Simon that spells could be learned by those in the dungeon, but their stats had to meet the requirements. The shadow elf must have had a high intelligence, to use such spells deftly in combat.

The last member to the Shipwreck team was a timid looking elf, with blonde hair, and priestly robes. His name was Tolith Bright-gaze. It was clear he was healer, and support class, healing his teammates as they charged further and further into battle. Despite his look of terrified resignation, he stayed close, and used his healing magic in the blink of an eye. Simon guessed he was the glue that kept the team together, as they recklessly charged into battle.   

The darkling knew Violet’s team were the wildcard in this dread run.

Simon sat back and closed his eyes, digesting everything he took in. A nagging feeling touched the edges of his mind, and he knew better than to ignore it. There was something happening behind the scenes, and Val may have been right. The only reason Odd Bog was on this run was to test him, and his intentions.

Simon couldn’t bring himself to tell his true intentions, even to Roma. If he did, everyone would turn on him, even if his intentions were not nefarious. The dungeon granted power to those worthy enough to wield it. It was often said, the dungeon was meant for entertainment, but Simon felt it in his dark heart, that wasn’t the case. His own journeys to find the one thing he has been searching for were unfruitful, and his only recourse was this dungeon. Its mystical nature could grant him the very thing he searched for. The dark gods left Urth, and took many of his people with them. He was left behind, but for what purpose? The darkling couldn’t answer. Instead, it shaped his destiny as he knew this run was much more important than any of his teammates realized.

Memories of conversations with Rita surfaced. The digital assistant was very helpful with information. He went over the tidbits again.

For every eight levels in the Dread Dungeon, a player can anoint another item to them. That meant, out of ninety-nine levels, a player could only earn a max of twelve anointed items. Despite that number of items, players still had to find items they wanted to anoint to them. A starting player started with one slot to anoint an item, which meant each player could have a total of thirteen items.

Anointed items can never be stolen, or lost. The item would always return to a player’s inventory. As for normal items, there was no limit. A player could hoard everything they find, but once they perished in the dungeon, all those items will be lost. It was the same if they were dropped, or misplaced, the item gone forever.

Simon’s mind drifted to the hit system. Rita explained that direct hits only counted in reducing a hit point. Knicks and light strikes didn’t count, so players couldn’t game the system in their favor, should they ever fight each other. She explained, there are Player versus Player levels, where each team in the dungeon had to fight each other to advance. PvP levels were rare, but they do happen. It was something the darkling filed away to the back of his mind.

Rita appeared behind closed eyes.

“Simon, your chip has finished calculating your stats. You may access them now, and ask me any questions you may have,” she smiled.

Simon opened his eyes and sat up. He watched as a 2D screen appeared with his player sheet finally populated.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 0

Armor: 0

Hits: 7

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty)

Intelligence: 15 (Formidable)

Dexterity:  16 (Mighty)

Will: 20 (Imposing)

Influence: 3 (Feeble)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (1)

Simon studied his player stats with sharp eyes.

Rita spoke up as he looked it over, “As you can see, everything about you has been put in our ranking stat system. Here is a quick explanation of each rank.

Stat Ranks

1 to 3: Feeble: small, or weak in nature. Limited use, or effect. (-1)

4 to 8: Moderate: Average in use and power. Most humans fall in the moderate range. (0)

9 to 12: Potent:  Above average, or gifted. (+1)

13 to 15: Formidable: Considerable strength or skill. (+2)

16 to 19: Mighty: Supernatural in strength or skill. Well beyond normal beings. (+3)

20: Imposing: Beyond supernatural skill or strength. (+4)

21: Colossal: A master of skill or strength beyond imposing supernatural skill or strength. (+5)

22: Supreme: Grandmaster. Able to perform a skill or strength beyond measure. (+6)

23: Titan: A skill or strength that is beyond understanding of most. A power to shatter the physical, or mental. (+7)

24: Ascendent: A demagogue of power. A being just below the level of true godhood. (+8)

25: Eternal: Achieved divinity. A god of a particular skill or strength. (???)

“It is rare to see any mythic achieve a stat rank over nineteen. It would appear, your willpower is slightly beyond those of normal mythics.

“The bonuses are there to help clarify your power in the dungeon. They will add, or take away any edges you may have during a run.

“As for your other attributes, your strength is mighty, which makes you stronger than most, and adds damage to any weapons you acquire. You have considerable power in your intelligence, but your dexterity is mighty, and supernaturally fast. Intelligence is used for deciphering items, and your situations. Your dexterity will aid you in speed, and armor class. The faster you are, the harder it is to hit you.

“Willpower allows you to shrug off status effects.

“Your influence is feeble, but that is one you can easily work on the longer you are part of the community.”

Rita tapped her cheek with a finger. “You start with seven hits, which is considered very good for a beginning runner. Most start with three to five.

“Your shadow blood has been ranked in our system as feeble. It means your natural ability is considered unrefined, but not weak. When you created bracers during your training, they can take considerable punishment. That means, you simply must work on your natural ability to improve, and utilize it.”

Simon nodded. “How do natural abilities and earned dungeon abilities work together during a run?”

“A runner may use any of their natural abilities within the dungeon, alongside any mystical weapons and artifacts one may find along the way. The Dread Dungeon alters itself to the players, increasing, or decreasing the power of enemies and monsters within.

“Gregor Black is a very powerful master vampire, with many different blood, and dark power abilities. If the dungeon didn’t alter to powerful players, he is the one player that may have reached the bottom by now.”

“Can you tell me Gregor’s supernatural abilities?” Simon smirked.

Rita smiled, and shook her head. “I cannot. It goes against my programming to give any player an unfair advantage. The information I told you about Lord Black is common knowledge.”

Simon let his head fall back onto the back of the couch, and let out a small sigh.

“It was worth a try,” the darkling grinned.

Rita hovered over Simon in such an absurd way, Simon wanted to laugh,

“Will you accompany me during my run?”

“Of course, Simon. I am here to aid you with information, and understanding the finer points of the dungeon. All assistants are with their players for their time in the dungeon.”

Simon eyed her clean blue outfit, neat hair, and simple pretty features.

“It would be nice to have another darkling to talk to. Let’s make some changes to you.”

A menu appeared in the darklings' gaze. Simon lifted a hand, and began tapping at the virtual screen. His hand moved in quick blurs, picking our aspects, and body type.

Rita changed from a simple assistant, to a woman with a slight voluptuous shape. She had long black hair, pale skin, and dark eyes. She wore a black T-shirt, and black jeans, with knee-high boots.

Simon’s fingers continued to move, picking out personality traits. When he was done, he swiped away the 2d screen and lifted his head up.

Rita stood in a comfortable, laid-back manner. Her dark eyes stared at nothing, and her smile was slightly manic.

“This feels much better,” she said with a small, crazy smile.

Simon smiled. “We’ll keep your name. I want us to be friends, and not just my assistant.”

“I can do that,” Rita said as a strand of hair covered one eye. “I tapped into the aspects of madness in the corners of your mind, and have replicated them. I am now unique to you.”

“Good,” Simon smiled as he leaned forward. “Let’s continue with other aspects of the dungeon. I am eager to know more before we take the plunge.”

Rite nodded. “Of course, handsome Simon,” the digital assistant said with maddening eyes, and lope-sided grin.


Chapter 11

Runners, Get Ready! 

Night covered the world as a black limo pulled into the town center. Fractured crowds of mythics stood, many eyes turning to the stretched car as it rolled to a stop. Smiles filled the many different, and separated crowds as a door opened, and a vamp with sunglasses stepped out first.

“No need to fret, I’m here,” Val said with haughty charm, and stuck-up brilliance.

Small claps filled the different crowds, playing into Val’s vanity out of pure amusement. Others rolled their eyes in disdain, the vamp’s attitude a tired reminder of her personality.

“They love me,” Val smirked as she truly did not care. “Come little ducklings, out you go. Let’s show the community what it means to be a team member of the Odd Bog Hamlet.”

Tara was next to step out. The wight stood tall, with hard red eyes. She didn’t bother to look around, her gaze landing on the only thing that mattered, the dungeon entrance. In her still heart, she knew this was her chance to change everything.

Bridget was next to step out. The flesh golem lowered her gaze, the crowds making her uncomfortable. She quickly moved to Val’s side, not wanting the spotlight on her.

In the limo, Simon’s eyes were filled with maddening excitement. He was about to step out, when he saw Roma remaining in her seat, her eyes lost to inner thoughts, worry touching her brow.

“Roma?” Simon asked with concerned eyes.

The beautiful witch in green looked at him, a deep sadness etched into the skin under her eyes.

“They only want to gawk at us,” she said in a low tone.

Simon gave her a loving smile, He reached down and took her hand into his.

“Then let’s change their perception with something unexpected,” he said with warmth, and understanding.

Roma looked at him, feeling his strong hand hold hers.

“Follow my lead, and don’t worry. We’re going to change everyone’s minds about everything,” the darkling smiled, and gently pulled her with him.

Roma’s eyes widened as she found herself moving with the handsome darkling, not fighting his gentle pull.

Simon and Roma stepped out into the world. Many mythics turned their eyes to him with a gleam of curiosity. When Roma was beside him, Simon put his hand around her waist, and pulled her close. The witch looked at him with wide eyes, a confidence filling Simon’s features, his amused expression intoxicating.

In a moment of passion, they kissed each other, her hand touching his cheek, and Simon holding her close.

The crowd watched, stunned at such a display. A roar of cheers and clapping filled the center, many hearts, dead or alive, tickled by the moment of affection.

Roma and Simon pulled their lips from each other, the couple staring into each other’s eyes.

“Any excuse to kiss you is a good excuse,” Simon said with a deep, loving voice.

“When this is over, we will do more than kissing,” Roma said, her expression shifting into wicked playfulness.

“And maybe before it’s over,” Simon smiled.

Bridget looked at the couple, and her whole body wilted in joy.

Val rolled her eyes.

“Disgusting. They still have their clothes on,” she sneered.

The clapping and cheering died down as another limo pulled into the opposite side of the town center. All eyes, and bodies turned to see a large, nearly monstrous sea elf step out, the limo bouncing back from the weight.

The sea elf towered tall, a grim look in his features. He stared at the crowd with black eyes.

The crowd was silent.

The sea elf held out a webbed hand to the open limo door. A thigh-high, leather boot stepped out, followed by another. An elf with long, light blue hair stood up with a cocky smile, and amused eyes.

The sea elf lowered his body a little, his strong arm out. The elf sat on his arm, and was instantly lifted in the air for everyone to see.

“Shipwreck Hamlet is here to conquer the dungeon!” Captain Juul shouted with a wide, devilish smile.

The crowd went wild, clapping with their hands up, and cheering loudly.

Val sucked in a disgusted inhale. “Everyone loves elves. I find them annoying. They’re not really mythics. People only like them because they are fucking sexy. Amateur perverts.”

Simon craned his neck up, but through the cheering crowd, he could only see the sea elf holding up Captain Juul, waving to everyone.

When the darkling gave up, he returned his gaze to his team. Val was wearing her white, puffy poet shirt with billowing sleeves. Her leather leggings adhered to her hips as they were up, just under her breasts. She had leather gloves on, as shades covered her eyes.

Bridget was wearing a dark blue bodysuit. It covered her from neck to ankle. A pair of sturdy boots graced her feet. Her long black and white hair was tied back in a tight ponytail.

Simon wondered why she covered up, when he realized, she didn’t like showing off the stitching along her skin. Flesh golems were often pieces of different bodies, sewn and bolted together to create them. She was shy, but her beauty still shined through her covered body.

The darkling switched his gaze to Tara. The wight was wearing a normal wool stitched top, and leather leggings. She looked like a plain-dressed Viking woman, and Simon knew she was honoring her people by wearing traditional attire. She was a warrior her whole life, and afterlife, and acted accordingly.

The darkling looked down on the witch beside him. His hand was still on her waist as she looked at the crowd. Roma wore her dark green, ankle long dress. She displayed her pale, freckled cleavage to the world. A bent, dark green witch’s hat graced her head. Her red hair was tied back, to not be her way.

When the crowd died down a little, a voice boomed from one of the rooftops of the town center.

“Let this be a run everyone remembers!” a loud voice filled the night.

Everyone turned their heads and eyes in the direction of the voice. The crowd grew silent as everyone stared at the pale figure, with two figures standing to his right and left.

The man in the center had short, jet-black hair. His features were a pale white, but his face was one of noble accents, his features carved from angelic stone. Even at a distance, he was handsome. His wry smile, made many hearts melt among the crowd.

A roar of cheers, and shouts filled the crowded town center.

Simon stared at the vampiric man, clad in black with a billowing cloak.

“Gregor,” the darkling whispered.

Val shook her head. “The car probably dropped them off on the other side of the building, and they leapt up to the roof for their cliched appearance. Typical.”

Gregor lifted his arms up to the cheering crowd. The rest of his team looked down on everyone, like kings before their subjects.

Gregor leapt off the roof edge, his team leaping with him. He landed first on the stone floor, barely bending his knees. He stood tall, as did his team, when they were swarmed by many in the crowd.

The master vampire smiled and said kind words to many in the crowd. He walked like a shark among a thick school of fish, everyone parting away and many bowing their heads to him.

“Thank you, thank you. Yes, I’m excited to run the dungeon again. Yes, I will try to say your name when time permits. Why yes, I will sign your breast. Thank you for the marker,” Gregor said to various mythics as he walked through.

Simon spotted the crowd parting in his team’s direction. The Odd Bog group turned and faced the bulging crowd, before it parted, and the master vampire approached them.

“Tara Finn, so good to see you ready to lead your team in again,” Gregor said with subtle charm.

Simon glanced over to Tara, and for the first time he met her, she looked like she melted a little to his compliments.

“I always knew she had the hots for him,” Val said to Bridget, and the flesh golem nodded.

Gregor then turned his gaze to Simon, and approached him.

Simon stood his ground as the master vampire stood before him. They started into each other’s eyes with blank expressions, before Gregor bowed his upper body to Simon.

“It’s good to finally meet you, Mr. Shade,” the vampire said, dripping with charming respect.

“It’s good to meet you. Mr. Black,” Simon smiled with a slight bow.

The two men stood up, looking each other in the eyes.

“Please, Gregor will do.”

Simon nodded. “Simon will be fine.”

“I am honored to be in the presence of a darkling. I had known many over the centuries. It is good to have one of your people here in Penumbra Springs.”

Simon couldn’t help but respect the master vampire. He spoke with eloquence, and respect. He didn’t bring up the majority ascension, or genocide, which is often said in a rude, uncaring way. Gregor appeared upstanding, wise, and charming. Simon didn’t feel Gregor was a threat at all, which deep down, the darkling knew he was the biggest threat, aside from the dungeon.

“I look forward to seeing how far our teams make it,” Gregor said with a small red glow in his eyes.

Simon gave Gregor a mad stare. “How far? Odd Bog is going to reach the bottom.”

A murmur filled the surrounding crowd.

Val covered her face with a gloved hand.

“Simon, my dear, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have to live in this community, with all of them,” the vamp said and then flicked the same hand that covered face to the crowd.

Gregor gave Simon a sharp-fanged smile. “No Val. I like his confidence. We all should treat this as less entertainment, and more of a true challenge.”

Simon gave a small nod. “The challenge of a lifetime.”

Serenity stepped closer, her gaze and smile on the darkling. “Simon, always good to see you. I know you’ve only been with us a week, and eager to prove yourself, but the Dread Dungeon is only meant as entertainment for the community. It gives us a chance to be the mythics we are, exercising our dark energies.

“Don’t let the dungeon cloud your mind with imagined glory. The deeper you go, the more difficult it becomes. Even for master vampires such as ourselves, the dungeon can be quite challenging.”

Simon turned his gaze to Serenity, and smiled. “Glory is why I’m here. Glory is what we will achieve.”

Val sighed as Bridget’s jaw dropped. Roma blinked with wide eyes.

Gregor visually sized up Simon, and gave him an acknowledging nod.

“Simon, I do look forward to glory, and success for all of us.”

With that, the master vampire turned around and walked back into the adoring crowd.

The people nearby all walked with the Bloodstone team, leaving Odd Bog team to themselves.

Simon turned to the group, Val eyeing him like he leapt off a tall building without a parachute.

“Simon, are you mad? If we make it past the tenth level, we will be doing well. But reach the bottom? No one has ever achieved it before. The dungeon is very difficult after level thirty.”

“No half-measures. We will break the dungeon, and their perceptions.” Simon smiled.

Tara stepped to Simon, and looked him in the eyes. The darkling looked his team leader in the eyes without a hint of fear.

The wight’s stern expression turned into a joyful smile, right before she embraced him.

Roma, Bridget, and Val looked on with disbelief.

“I’ve never seen Tara smile before. I didn’t think she could,” Bridget said with wide eyes.

Tara pulled back, her hands gripping Simon’s arms.

“You understand why we’re here. Simon, you have a warrior’s heart, and I am proud to be your leader,” the wight said with joyful enthusiasm.

The darkling lifted his hands and gripped her elbows. “Tara, I am honored to have you as my leader, and look forward to following you into battle.”

The wight and darkling embraced again.

“I knew we were all misfits and rejects, but I didn’t know we were crazy too!” the vamp scoffed.

Roma turned to Val and Bridget, a fire in her green eyes.

“Simon and Tara are right. We shouldn’t treat this as a game, but a true challenge. The other hamlets mock us, and I won’t stand for it any longer.

“Val, the Bloodstone Hamlet rejected you because you’re from a different realm. Bridget, you don’t have a hamlet because there are no flesh golem hamlets.”

Roma’s eyes watered a little as she continued, “And I was exiled from the Moon Glow Hamlet because they bullied me, and used any excuse to reject me from the coven. I will not let them have power over me again. We will not let them have any power over us anymore. We are Odd Bog, and we will make a name for ourselves, one of honor, and power!”

Simon let go of Tara, moved to Roma’s side, and embraced her.

“That’s the spirit. We can achieve greatness together.”

Roma closed her eyes, held in the darkling strong embrace. Her heart beat with new passion, and excitement.

Val slow-clapped as a genuine smile filled her pale features. “I’m feeling it. I don’t know what it is, but I do feel it.”

Bridget rushed over to the couple, and hugged them both.

Tara watched with a small, proud smile.

An alert filled everyone’s gazes, before Peter Dread appeared with a welcoming smile.

The group pulled apart, the digital persona projected in their gazes.

“Welcome to another Penumbra Springs dread run! As many of you know, I’m Peter Dread, here to give you the play-by-play moments of our teams within the Dread Dungeon. What a night to be mythical!

“But let’s not blabber on before we get to the good stuff. Our three teams for tonight are the Bloodstone Hamlet, the Shipwreck Hamlet, and finally, the Odd Bog Hamlet!”

An image of the three teams appeared alongside the digital announcer.

“I am looking forward to this run. With the returning champions, the Bloodstone Hamlet is the only team to reach the deepest part of the dungeon, level forty-one! That is going to be hard to beat, but that’s why the Bloodstones are back to rip their record to bloody shreds as they try to go deeper.

“Next, we have the Shipwreck Hamlet. A team of feisty elven pirates from Aquris. They have had a few good runs, reaching level twenty-five. They are certainly in good spirits, and from what I’ve heard, are looking to beat their record, and more!”

Peter kept his smile as his eyes took on a wicked gleam.

“And finally, we have the Odd Bog Hamlet. A group of different mythics, the perceived underdogs of the community. Their rank has always been dead last, but anything can happen in the dungeon.

“Will our scrappy Odd Bog team pull through, and change things around, or will they remain at the bottom again, it’s anyone’s guess. I for one want to see them come out on top, showing the community their brave tenacity. But, as much as I would like to pick favorites, it’s against my programming, so let the best hamlet come out on top!

“Dread Runners, to the dungeon entrances!”

The crowds parted, leaving only the three teams.

Most of the pirates waved to everyone as they walked to one of the mouth entrances. Captain Juul blew kisses before she, and her team, stepped into the darkness, and vanished.

Gregor and his team walked with purpose. The master vampire led the way as he walked into the darkness, and was swallowed whole. The rest of his team followed, a seriousness etched into them as they vanished one after the other.

All that was left of Team Odd Bog.

Tara turned to her team, a seriousness in her red eyes.

“We are not just neighbors, but a team. No matter what happens, I want you to know, I care about all of you,” she said gruffly.

“Even me?” Val grinned.

Tara sighed. “Yes, even you, Val.”

“When we finish this, I’m going to buy you a sword,” the vamp grinned and wrinkled her face in feigned delight.

“We will follow you to the end,” Simon said, not sure if he heard that from a movie before.

Tara nodded, and turned on her heels. The group moved to her sides, and they all collectively looked up at the yawning entrance.

“We will meet the challenge, and break it,” Simon said in a low tone.

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Let’s go,” Tara said and stepped forward.

The team of five walked together. They stepped into the mystical darkness, and vanished from sight.

“Let the dungeon run, begin!” Peter Dread said to everyone watching.           


Chapter 12

Dungeon Run 

The darkness bled away, and team Odd Bog appeared in a stoney-walled chamber. Torches glowed as shadows danced. Five chests occupied the chamber, two against two walls, and one in the back.

Four bodies moved at once, each stepping to a chest. Simon stayed where he was, and watched as they opened the large chests, and began pulling out items.

Tara pulled out a sheathed longsword first. She set it on the floor, as she reached in and pulled out a suit of wicked armor. From what the darkling could see, the wight’s armor was a light, thin metal, with wicked curved spikes on the shoulders. She moved quickly, putting it on like she had a thousand times before. It covered her chest, back, and arms. The armor looked incomplete as she picked up her belt with her sheathed sword, and wrapped it around her waist, fastening it closed.

Simon shifted to Bridget. The flesh golem pulled out some leather armor, and a pair of metal gauntlets. She put the armor on first, quickly fastening it to her chest. With her rather ample bosom, it looked like the armor wouldn’t fit, but once she had it on, it molded to her like a second skin. She then picked up the gauntlets, and slipped on one after the other. A lightning bolt rune was etched on the gauntlet covering part of her forearm, past the wrist.

The darkling looked over to Val. The vamp secured some leather armor to her, but it only covered her from the waist up. She smirked at Simon as he watched her, but he didn’t avert his gaze. He continued to watch as she turned, and reached into her chest.

The vampire stood up and turned around. In her hands were a pair of medieval katana blades. She strapped the sheaths to a special belt, swung them to her back, and then connected the belts over her chest. When they clasped shut, she looked at Simon with amused, red eyes.

Simon smiled at Val, before shifting his gaze to Roma. The witch pulled out a durable satchel with tiny pockets along the strap. When she secured it over her shoulder, the main pouch was against her hip. She then reached into the chest, and pulled out a long, wood staff. It had runes carved into the middle of it as she turned around, and faced the darkling.

“Don’t bother looking in your chest, Simon,” Tara said from behind the darkling. “Only anointed gear will be in there for you to use. We will have to find you some mystical weapons. You can use your natural abilities, but I recommend you stay in the back, defending Roma. It’s the best plan of action until we can find you better gear.”

Simon nodded as he looked down at his own hands.

I’m starting out, but that doesn’t mean I’m helpless.

Tara continued, “Val and Bridget, you both will be running lead. I will back-up both of you, if needed. Roma and Simon will be to our rear.

“We have no idea what the dungeon has in store for us. It could be a normal run, or a swarm run. Just keep your wits. Any level has a potential to swarm us. Treat this run as life of death, and we will succeed.”

“That’s so strange you say that because three of us are dead, and two are alive,” Val grinned.

“I’m technically alive, but made from dead body parts,” Bridget laughed.

“Bridget, you will always be dead and loving it to me,” the vamp winked.

Tara clapped her hands once. Everyone turned their attention to the wight.

“I don’t want this run like our previous ones. We trained hard all week. I know you are all capable of more. Don’t treat this like entertainment, no matter how many times it’s said by everyone else. Do you understand?”

Everyone nodded.

Tara continued with a hard gaze, “Remember, knicks and small slashes do not count as a hit. Deep wounds, or punctures do count. There will be pain. There will be blood, from our own, or our enemies. The denizens of this place do not want us in their dungeon, but we will carve out our own destiny, without their permission.

“We may get split up. We may be paired off. Do not panic. Every level has one entrance, and one exit. If you are lost, find the exit, and wait there.

“If anyone runs out of hits and falls, Peter Dread will notify the rest of the team privately.”

Tara’s red eyes softened a little. “I want us to reach the bottom level, but I want us to do it together. Look after each other, and we may have a chance. Don’t treat this like we have in the past. We lost because we didn’t take it seriously. Take it seriously.”

“Tara, we know you're trying to impress Simon. It’s fine if you find him hunky,” Val said with an amused smile.

The wight’s eyes blazed with rage. Her fingers coiled around her sword pommel, ready to unsheathe it.

Bridget stood between them, looking at Tara.

“She didn’t mean it,” the flesh golem said diplomatically.

“Yes Tara, save your rage for the dungeon,” Val said as she looked at her gloved fingers like she was looking at her fingernails.

The wight closed her eyes, and let go of the sword pommel.

“This is important to me. Important to us. To live with such disrespect for being in the lowest tiered hamlet has always burned at me. I can’t hack anyone in the community to pieces. This is our chance to show them what we can do.”

“Uh, Tara, you know we’re being recorded. Everyone in the community can see and hear us,” Val mentioned.

The wight nodded with an amused, hard gaze. “I know,” she said sternly.

A door appeared on the wall.

Tara turned to it, a need of violence in her red eyes.

“Don’t think about the cameras, or the viewers. Think only about our survival, looking out for each other, and defeating this fucking dungeon.

“Let’s go,” the wight said as she walked proudly to the door.

The group moved together, following the hamlet team leader.

Tara opened the door, and stepped out, the team following her.

Simon looked around with unblinking eyes as he was second to last to vanish through the archway. Once Roma passed through the threshold of the door, the door vanished from sight, replaced by a stone dungeon wall.

The darkling let his senses drink in everything. The air was slightly stale, with a hint of plant matter and mold. There was a small breeze. The stone walls looked ancient, with occasional weathered cracks. He had finally entered the Dread Dungeon.

Glancing down, Simon could see some grime on the floor, and subtle impressions of odd feet in some areas. He found it incredibly real, and wondered if the place was an actual location, instead of a magically created dungeon.

“Val and Bridget, take the lead. I will follow. Remember, don’t draw your weapons unless you know there is an actual threat. Your weapons will distract you, and only pull them, when necessary,” Tara told everyone with just above a whisper.

The group nodded in unison.

Simon pulled up his player stats again.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 0

Armor: 0

Hits: 7

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty)

Intelligence: 15 (Formidable)

Dexterity:  15 (Formidable)

Will: 20 (Imposing)

Influence: 3 (Feeble)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (1)

The urge to feel useful to the party nearly overwhelmed the darkling. He was always self-sufficient, but in this moment, he needed to be more than a zero-level player. He was far from weak, but with better gear, he could be much more powerful.

A small screen appeared in the corner of his gaze. It was a small dungeon map, with a compass. Much of the map was in darkness, except for their corridor. It didn’t show too much, but for the darkling, he understood the map would open up as they explored.

“Follow the west corridor,” Tara ordered.

Val and Bridget turned and faced the corridor, before they began walking. Tara, Simon, and Roma followed.

Time ticked away as the group made their way deeper along the dungeon level.

The silence was comforting to Simon. To most, the quiet would drive them to madness, but to him, it was like the deepest recesses of his soul, silent and calm.

Simon quickly determined the dungeon wasn’t wall to wall monsters and encounters. At dinner a week ago, they managed to catch a swarm event. The teams were butchered rather quickly, and that was the only information he had on the dungeon. With nothing else to compare it to, he was a little disappointed.

The dungeon will not be boring for long. I can’t help but think this is the calm before the storm.

Sure enough, Val lifted a hand, and pointed to the wall.

The party moved to the right wall, and put their backs to it.

Simon remembered from their training, secret hand gestures to speak to one another and silence. It was clever, Tara teaching them one she created on her own, so other teams couldn’t copy it.

Val peaked her head past the corner, and pulled back in a blur. The vamp lifted her hand, indicating four enemies around the corner, zero threat.

Tara gave a quick pat to her wrist, indicating they will take out the enemy.

Val grabbed her katanas from over her shoulders, and pulled them out so quickly, Simon knew a normal human couldn’t see how fast she moved.

The vamp moved silently forward, her eyes glowing in the dim light. She spotted a strange, bulging alcove in the northern corridor. In it, she looked at four kobolds.

A small fire glowed, with a simple tin cup beside it. Two kobolds were sitting on opposite sides of the little fire, barely keeping their eyes open. Two more kobolds were laying on dirty blankets, fast asleep.

Val saw no bell, and a fanged smile bloomed. With a burst of silent speed, she appeared behind a sleepy kobold, one of her blades slashing across.

There was no blood, or sound for a moment, before the head fell off. A fountain of blood spurted from the trunk of the neck, the kobold still sitting.

The other kobold blinked slowly, not sure what was happening. When it registered, something flashed across its neck, and the world tumbled as their horned head rolled to the floor.

Val didn’t slow down as she stabbed one blade into the head of a sleeping kobold. She blurred to the other one, doing the same. I was all over in a few seconds, the vamp standing with her back to her team, a blade in each hand.

“Sexy stances are all the rage,” Val said with an amused smirk.

The rest of the group turned the corner and walked toward the posing vamp. Bridget pushed Val with an armored hand, and the vamp laughed as she stumbled.

Simon looked at the dungeon crime scene. Kobold blood soaked into everything, the scent filling his nose. He glanced at their weapons with curious eyes.

“Don’t bother,” Val said as she sheathed her swords over her shoulders. “They are rusted, and weak. In our hands, they will break with one or two blows. It’s better you use your natural gifts, instead of wasting your time with this trash.”

Simon nodded, knowing at this level, their natural abilities made them over-powered.

“We’ll keep going, and,” Tara stopped as her gaze snapped to the northern corridor.

Simon shifted his gaze past the wight, seeing what she was seeing.

A group of kobolds were standing still, having seen what just happened. There was no fear in their eyes, as they snarled. But it wasn’t the kobolds that silenced Tara. It was the hulking troll with them, carrying a large club. It stood eight-feet tall, with dark blue skin, and a pointed nose. It had long, tangled black hair. It was male, only wearing a filthy loincloth. Its black eyes seethed with rage.

Tara’s sword flashed from its sheath, and held it up with one both hands.

“Kill them all,” the wight seethed with menacing red eyes.


Chapter 13

Bloody Initiation  

Val drew her katanas again, as Bridget lifted her armored fists. Tara stood before them, her dark sword before her as she glared down the length of the corridor at the large group of kobolds, and the troll.

Simon lifted his arms, and did the only thing he could do. Black blood surfaced along his fists, and part of his forearms. A spike stabbed out from his knuckles as he stood at the ready.

“Trolls regenerate very quickly. Only fire can damage them. Defend me as I use my staff,” Roma said quickly.

Simon heard the witch, but glanced at the torches on the walls. He quickly moved to one, and pulled it free.

Fear stabbed at him. The darkling knew fire was his own weakness. If the torch burned him, it would not only take away hit points, but it could weaken him in the process. He knew he had to be extra careful.

The kobolds and trolls stared with violent contempt. The dungeon air grew still as both sides visually sized up the other. The troll hefted its club, and let out a heated exhale from its long, pointed nose.

Tara stared with supernatural patience. She didn’t move a muscle as she visually picked out weak spots along the enemy group.

The kobolds and troll acted first. They barreled down the corridor with screeches, hisses, and a single roar from the troll.

Tara was first to act, launching down the corridor with her dark sword trailing behind her. The rest of the team silently followed their leader into battle.

Mad excitement filled Simon’s eyes as he charged with a torch in black, armored hand. The time had come to unleash his frustrations, and he was going to enjoy every single moment.

Kobolds ran forward as two of them whipped out crossbows from their tattered cloaks, and pulled triggers. A pair of bolts shot out in an instant.

Tara brought up her sword, and turned the flat side out. Her arm moved in a blur, deflecting each shot away.

When the two groups met, kobolds leapt at the wight, short swords in clawed hands. Tara’s dark sword made a streak of darkness, decapitating two kobolds, their heads and necks withering away.

Bridget bashed a headless kobold corpse from midair, before driving an armored fist into a kobold’s chest, caving it in. The light in its serpentine eyes faded away in an instant.

The groups clashed in a swirling maelstrom within the expanded section of the corridor, chaos ensuing.

Val’s arms moved in quick, blurry arcs, slicing kobolds in half. When blood splashed against her cheek, her eyes and smile grew in the contained fighting.

Kobolds leapt to their deaths as Tara, Val, and Bridget, sliced and bashed kobolds to bloody chunks.

Simon watched everything in slow motion as the troll launched into the fray, swinging his club. Bridget lifted her arms to parry a club swing. When it connected against her gauntlets, the force sent her back to the wall. The impact caused her to grunt as cracks appeared along the very wall she hit.

Tara moved quickly, slicing at the troll’s thick leg. Her blade made contact, the tip cutting through the top of the thigh, but not separating it. The troll roared as it swung its club, slamming into the wight, and knocking her away.

Simon’s free hand blurred up, and caught the wight by the back of her armor. He quickly put her down as he watched the troll.

Black, withering veins crawled from the wound as the troll swung its club. Barely an instant later, the wound began to close as the black veins slowly vanished.

Roma shot past the darkling and wight, staff in hand. Each end of her staff blazed with fire. She spun it around as Val parried the troll’s club with both swords.

The witch took the moment to stay low, and thrust a fiery end of her staff at the troll’s ribs. The end connected, fire burning at the troll’s flesh. It roared as it swung its club at the now prone witch.

Simon blurred to the witch, turned, and forced his black blood to react. The black armored hands moved across his body in a blink, forming a hard plate against his back. The troll’s club struck him, and the pair were launched at the wall.

Simon turned them as they flew, his hard back hitting the wall with enough force for cracks to web out.

The darkling expected some kind of damage to register, but nothing appeared. A stray thought filled his head, knowing when he used his black blood for defense, attacks didn’t damage him in the dungeon.

Roma broke free from Simon’s grip, ready to press her fiery attack, when a club aimed for her head.

Black blood formed into a gauntlet as Simon caught the troll’s wrist, stopping the blow. The troll’s eyes widened as Simon took his torch in his other hand, and jammed it into the troll’s armpit. A sickening sizzle filled the air as the troll roared.

Simon continued to push the torch into the troll’s armpit, trying to do as much damage as he could. The torch burned, and sputtered, the flame going out.

The troll seethed as it glared at the darkling.

Bridget’s gauntlet arced with electricity, before she slammed it into the burnt ribs of the troll. Lightning exploded as the large monster was lifted off his feet, and sent hurtling fifteen feet to the dungeon floor.

Simon looked at the flesh golem.

Bridget smiled, when a kobold launched onto her back, and stabbed a dagger into her neck.

Simon reacted by throwing the spent torch at the kobold. The little reptilian monster drew back its dagger to strike again, when the cold torch struck its snout. The blow was so hard, the kobold was knocked off, and sliced in half by one of Val’s blades.

More kobolds joined the fray. Tara’s black blade sliced one or two kobolds for every one arc.

Simon glanced at Bridget, the flesh golem giving him a glance, and a small smile, saying she was okay. The wound in her neck was only a thin line, with no blood.

“We have to burn it while it’s down!” Roma shouted.

Simon turned to see the witch charging the troll as it slowly stood up again. Her staff burned at both ends, the witch closing the distance.

The darkling moved in a blur, darting to her. She was fast, but he was supernaturally faster.

Simon shot past the witch, back gauntlets covering his hands, and spikes stabbing out from the knuckles. He launched at the troll as it stood up, slamming spikes into the troll’s cheek. Points stabbed into the flesh, before the troll grabbed him and threw him at a wall. The darkling lost his balance, and crashed into the wall hard.

1 Damage!

Hits: 6/7

Not having enough time to form any armor to protect himself, it was clear, direct blunt damage affected him as well.

Roma stabbed a flaming end of her staff into the side of the troll.

The monster let out a roar as it leapt away from her attack. The hulking creature landed and turned to them, a rage in its dark eyes.

“Roma, behind me,” Simon blurred before her.

“Normal attacks will only slow it down,” the witch shouted.

Simon could hear the rest of the team fighting off kobolds, but the troll was on the other side of the corridor. There was no way they would get to them in time.

The darkling raised his black gauntlets as he lowered his center of gravity.

“I will wear it down. You come in and burn it,” Simon said before he bolted at the troll.

The monster eyed the blur coming at it. When Simon appeared with his black, armored fist, the troll swung its club at him.

The black blood on Simon’s other arm melted away, and re-surfaced along his side, just as his other spiked fist slammed into the troll’s face. The club slammed into the darkling’s side, Simon and troll knocking each other away.

Simon forced his blood to work harder, forming a small black plate along his back. He slammed into the wall, just as the troll’s face slammed into the opposite wall.

No alert came up to notify any damage.

The darkling slid down from the wall to the stone floor, and launched into the air. The black plate along his back sank into him. Simon used his black blood to form one, long spike along one gauntlet.

The troll turned its ruined face with only one eye remaining. Its regeneration tried to pull its features back together as it swung its club.

Roma watched as everything moved so fast. The troll’s club connected with Simon’s side, just as his spike stabbed into the troll’s remaining eye, pushed through its brain, and stabbed into the dungeon wall. The spike was so strong, it kept Simon a few feet off the stone floor.

4 Damage!

Hits: 2/7

“Burn it!” Simon grunted at the throbbing pain along his broken ribs.

The troll made gagging sounds, but tried to move. Black blood along the spike stabbed out of the troll’s head, doing further damage to it.

Roma darted forward, and stabbed the flaming end of her staff into the troll’s arm holding the club.

The troll made louder gurgling sounds, and dropped the club. Roma pulled back her staff, and slammed the flaming end against the troll’s burnt ribs again.

The monster shuddered hard against the fiery damage.

Black blood formed along Simon’s fingertips of his free hand. He formed a small blade, and sliced at the troll’s neck. The attack was so clean, the body separated from the impaled head, and fell into a heap.

Simon pulled back his back blood, and fell to the floor, holding his side.

Roma stabbed the burning end of her staff at the downed troll, until it no longer moved. The decapitated head was half burnt and ruined.

Simon looked down at the troll with intense eyes. He then remembered the rest of his team, and looked down the corridor.

Tara, Val, and Bridget finished slaying the last of the kobolds. They turned to the other end of the corridor, looking at Simon and Roma with relieved eyes.

“Congratulations on your first battle,” Rita said with a soft voice as she appeared in the corner of Simon’s gaze.

Simon gave a quick nod, before his gaze fell to the club.

“I sense it’s magical,” Roma said as she heaved for air.

The darkling walked over to the club, reached down, and picked it up. Information appeared in his gaze, next to Rita’s form.

Club of Hitting

Common

Damage: 1 (+1 enchantment)

Use: beat up others.

“The club itself only does one damage, but with its enchantment, it adds another point of damage, and your added strength of plus three, for a total of five. It is a good starter weapon for the first level, but hardly a weapon one would anoint. Keep it to give you a slight advantage,” the digital assistant explained.

The darkling held the club in his hand, hefting the weight.

The rest of the team walked over. Blood streaked some of their clothes, but Simon’s gaze went to Bridget’s neck. The wound had sealed completely, almost like it was never there.

The flesh golem caught his concerned gaze, and gave him a small smile.

“Damage in the dungeon is strange, but you get used to it. Most mythics have quick regeneration, but it’s different from the hit system. I still took one damage from the kobold’s dagger, but my body has already healed. It makes the system fair for all kinds of mythics,” she explained.

Rita spoke up in Simon’s head, “She is correct. To heal from dungeon hit damage, you will need a short rest. It will return shortly, as long as you’re not walking, fighting, or performing an activity.”

Tara walked up to Simon, and put her hand on his shoulder.

“You did well, for your first time,” she said proudly. “We will rest, and regain our hit points. After that, we will travel deeper.”

“How did it feel to pop your cherry?” Val said with a sly smirk.

Simon hefted his club up and rested it against his shoulder.

“It felt great,” he said with a maddening smile.


Chapter 14

Whispers in the Dark  

Simon watched with interested eyes as they made their way down the steps to the second floor. A counter appeared in his gaze, changing from zero, to one. He quickly summarized a player only gained a level once they reached the next one.

The darkling felt a little proud, reaching the second floor. The rest of the first floor was uneventful. After the team rested, they made their way along without any further encounters. The corridors had some twists and turns, but after twenty minutes, they found the stairs leading down.

The darkling noted, after their short ten-minute rest, his hits returned to their max. The same thing happened with the rest of the group. Tara was quick to get back on her feet, and continue deeper into the dungeon.

For Simon, there was an eerie quiet to the whole dungeon. He half-expected to hear Peter Dread narrating as they made their way deeper, but there wasn’t a single peep from the digital announcer. Peter may have been talking the viewer’s ears off on the surface, but down here, not a sound from him.

Tara peeked her head out from the level two entrance. She looked left, right, and forward, before motioning everyone to follow.

The players moved quietly into the second level, their supernatural senses sharp.

Val and Bridget walked side by side, while Tara took the lead. Simon and Roma were about ten feet behind, walking together. Simon kept his new club against his shoulder. It wasn’t much, but with ninety-eight levels to go, he wasn’t complaining.

“Simon, you don’t have to protect me,” Roma whispered as she walked with her staff.

The darkling blinked, and looked at the witch at his side.

“I know, because of the other night, you may feel you need to watch over me, but I’m okay. I know the risks with a dungeon run.”

Simon looked ahead, and nodded. “I know. I’m not protecting you because we shared a moment together. We are protecting each other to survive. And to be honest, I just like being close to you.”

Roma looked at him with endearing eyes.

“I’m new to this, but I’ve always wanted to be here. It’s a dream come true for me, and I want to make sure our entire team makes it through. Everyone here is important to me,” he whispered.

Roma continued to look at him with warm eyes. She walked closer to his side.

“That first night, did you mean it when you said you wanted to protect the world for the dark gods?”

Simon nodded. “I did.”

“Why?”

Simon remained silent as they walked. Deep down, he knew the moment he spoke his intentions to anyone, there was a slim chance it could be used against him in some way. Despite his growing feelings for Roma, he knew telling her the whole truth might work against him.

“We all have our reasons for the things we do,” Simon said cryptically. “I never asked what happened between you and the other witches of the Moon Glow Hamlet.”

Roma’s gaze fell to the stone floor before them.

A silence enveloped the pair as they walked side by side.

“If I tell you my secret, will you tell me yours?” the witch asked in a small voice.

“No,” Simon whispered.

Roma looked at him again with understanding eyes.

Simon continued, “Trust is never traded, but earned. Your secrets are your own, just as my secrets are mine. I will fight for you, and defend you, but I don’t have to tell you everything about me, just as I don’t expect it from you.”

The witch looked forward, a relief in her eyes.

“Thank you, Simon. I have always felt the same about such things.”

Another silence filled the space between them.

Roma broke the silence. “I’m very attracted to you right now,” she whispered.

Simon nodded. “If we weren’t in a dungeon, and had hundreds of viewers watching us right now, this place would become X-rated very quickly.”

Roma nodded. “I would suck your…”

***

On the surface, and glued to screens, Penumbra community members watched the budding relationship with joyful hearts.

“Things are getting hot and heavy in the dungeon,” Peter said with a wink and a grin.”

“I would suck your (Bleep!) for hours. I’d make you cry out as you (Bleep!) in my (Bleep!), and let it dribble onto my (Bleep!). After that, you can shove your (Bleep!) covered (Bleep!) into my (Bleep!), and (Bleep!) it until it’s (Bleeping!) raw,” Roma whispered.

Peter Dred blinked. “Sorry folks. If you have your censor filters on, you can toggle them off for the whole uncensored experience. Now, back to the show.

***

Simon cracked a smile, loving every dirty word from the beautiful witch.

“There are places in the dungeon where we can get longer rests, and privacy,” Roma whispered.

Val turned around and looked at the darkling and witch with a narrow gaze.

“You know, we all have better than normal hearing. We heard every word,” the vamp said with an amused smile.

Roma looked at the vampire with a wicked smirk. “I don’t care.”

“Val, stop being nosy,” Bridget whispered. “You’ve done worse.”

“Bridget, you know I only like dirty talk when I’m part of it. If I can hear them talk to each other like that, I insist on sitting close by to judge them on performance, style, and inspiration.”

“You can watch,” Roma said with a wicked smile at Val.

The vamp gave the witch a knowing smirk.

“Do I have a say in it?” Simon asked.

“Yes,” the witch said as she looked at him with seductive eyes.

The darkling touched her chin gently, and looked into her eyes with his own growing heat as he said, “Val, you can watch.”

“This is a scandal I can see myself a part of,” Val said and licked her teeth.

Bridget giggled.

Tara rolled her red eyes and turned around to the group.

“All of you will alert every monster in the dungeon if you keep talking,” the wight as she stopped. She made a partial turn and took a small step back. Her boot-heel pressed on a sinking stone.

A stone wall slid from the wall. It happened so fast, Tara managed to launch herself backwards, the wall sliding shut between her and the rest of the group.

The group moved instantly as another door was sliding closed behind them. Simon didn’t think as he pushed Roma so hard, she went flying backwards, past the sliding wall before it slammed shut.

Simon, Val, and Bridget, were trapped between the closed ends of the corridor.

“Bridget, the wall!” Val shouted.

The flesh golem charged the end of the corridor where Tara escaped. She reared back a metal gauntlet, electricity curling along it. She slammed it into the wall, cracks webbing out.

Bridget reared back again, and threw her whole body into the punch. On impact, lightning exploded, and so did the wall.

She stepped through and turned slightly.

Val and Simon darted for the opening. When the floor gave out, Val made an impossible leap forward. Simon hesitated because if he made the same leap, he knew he would have crashed into the vamp.

Bridget held out her hand, Val’s hand clasping onto hers as the floor fell away.

Simon simply watched them as he fell into an abyssal darkness.

The darkling fell for a moment, before he hit a sliding slope. In perfect darkness, he slid further down. Hands reached out to grab onto the sides, but missed as he slid further down. The darkling scrambled to grab anything as he slipped into the darkness, and fell again.

Simon floated free in the abyss, and for a moment, it felt like he was home again.

The feeling went away when he splashed into water.

Hands and knees touched the bottom of the pool, and he pushed himself forward. The darkling was on all fours in not-so-deep water.

A light glowed above him as he looked around.

A medium chamber surrounded him, but it was covered in moss, vines, an odd tree trunk, and a small pool of water. The glow of the floating light grew brighter as it hovered high above the darkling’s head.

Simon turned his head to the slide he came down. For a moment, it sat in a dark shadow. His club slid down, and landed in the pool with a splash. After that, the walls closed around it, and it was gone.

Simon grabbed the club, and stood up in the knee-deep pool. He looked around, not seeing a way out.

The darkling stepped out of the water, walked to a mossy wall, and touched it. It was solid to the touch.

“It must be a puzzle room,” he whispered.

Simon ran his hand along the mossy wall, a memory crawling along his thoughts.

A moment appeared in his mind’s eye, seeing a lake, with mossy, ancient trees. He smiled as he remembered how calm he felt, sitting by the lake edge, and taking it all in. A peace flowed over him. The troubles of his lonely existence faded to the background as he stared calmly at nothing. It reminded him of camp, when he was younger. He escaped the camp counselors to find a place away from all the other kids. He found a mossy spot by a lake, the night and stars calling to him.

“I think the dungeon is trying to tap into my memories, but why?” he said as he turned slightly and looked at the small pools, and moss-covered ground.

“The chip must be reading me in some way. It recreated it from my memory.”

No sense of trapped-terror filled him. Instead, he sat down, his legs akimbo. He stared at the small pond, and the glowing light illuminated everything.

“I doubt the dungeon created this to simply trap me here. There must be a way to open this chamber, and continue with the dungeon run.”

Simon kept his gaze on the pond, a calm filling his dark soul.

It would be very boring for the viewers to watch me sit here, and do nothing. But if I want to succeed, for a time, I must play the game.

Time slowed as Simon stared at the tiny pond. The moss around it seemed to breathe and move like a living thing.

Simon’s eyes grew heavy as Roma’s words whispered to him, asking why he was here in Penumbra Springs, and the Dread Dungeon.

The darkling smiled to himself.

She asked, but didn’t expect a truthful answer. She’s very intelligent, and filled with wisdom. I crave her more. It’s not unusual to have feelings for another, especially among darklings. We love humans, and mythics alike. She’s gifted in the ways of magic, elevating her beyond a normal human. She feels very special to me.

The strange room continued to undulate like a living thing.

It’s clear my feelings for her, or our secrets, are not the answer. Maybe it does have to do with what I’m looking for, or my end goals? I know the dungeon can grant a wish, if we make it to the bottom, but I also know, it grants other prizes to the most dedicated, strong, and resolute. I have dreamed of being here for so long, and now that I am here, the dungeon must be testing me.

Time floated on with no change.

Simon nodded to himself.

“I seek the book,” he whispered.

Nothing changed.

Simon bowed his head forward, shadows covering his eyes.

“I’m trapped.”

There was only silence.

“This will be my prison,” he said gently.

Nothing.

Simon lifted his head to the light, and closed his eyes. A mad smile stabbed into his cheeks.

“There is nothing I can do, and must remain here, forever,” he accepted.

Whispers filled his head. They were jumbled, but he could hear them.

Simon kept his smile, knowing in his darkest, quiet moments, he simply accepted the times he had no power. Madness whispered across his soul at times, and he embraced it, for it was who he was, who he is now, and who he would be until his last moment of existence.

Rita’s voice filled Simon’s thoughts, “Congratulations. You discovered a power from within.”

Words filled the darkness of his closed eyes.

Whisper of the Abyss

Description: The wielder can hear faint whispers from the void, gaining fragments of forbidden knowledge or insight into hidden secrets.

Effect: Provides minor, cryptic clues, or glimpses into the future.

“Look behind you. Use the key.”

The whisper emerged from the chaotic whispers filling his inner mind. Just as quickly as it came, every whisper silenced at once.

Simon opened his eyes, stood up and turned around.

Where once there was a wall, now stood a large metal door. There was a keyhole in the middle, much too large for a normal key.

“Too easy,” he grinned as he lifted a hand.

Black blood poured from his hand and shaped into a simple tentacle. He stepped closer to the large lock, and inserted the black tentacle into it. With a thought, he allowed his blood to search along the mechanism. When he touched several points, he hardened the tentacle into a large key, and turned it.

The lock clicked open, and the door swung an inch toward him.

Black Blood has improved from Feeble to Moderate

“This gets better and better,” the darkling grinned as his blood slid back into his hand.

He pulled open the door, and saw stairs leading up.

***

Roma let out a long exhale. She was now separated from the rest of the group. A soft spot filled her spirit, thinking about how Simon pushed her away from the trap to save her. He didn’t think about himself at all, and she smiled.

“I hope Simon is okay, but I must get to the exit, and meet with the group. Maybe he will be there, waiting for a kiss.”

The witch smiled as she turned and backtracked.

She didn’t get far before she reached the intersection with the stairs. She looked down each corridor, before she let out a tired sigh.

“If there are any monsters down here, I shouldn’t make it easy for them to find me.”

The witch whispered an arcane word.

An anointed book in her inventory glowed. Roma’s body began to shrink as fur sprouted along her changing form. Her staff, satchel, and clothes melted with her into her feline form.

After a short moment, the witch was now an orange cat.

Not wasting any time, she darted off. Her furry form bounded quickly along the corridor, her paws silent. Her senses enhanced. Pointed ears swiveled in search of any sounds of danger as she darted along the corridor edge.

Time grinded on as she ran down corridors, and turned into other corridors. The witch felt free as she kept up a steady pace.

When she heard movement in a nearby chamber, she slowed, and listened. The sounds of kobolds snoring, or hissing at each other, caused her feline eyes to widen. She listened intently as they sounded distracted, and darted past the open door.

Roma turned her ears as she kept running. She didn’t hear any other activity, or the sound of hurried clawed feet.

After a time, she caught a familiar scent. She poked her head around a corner, seeing a wight, flesh golem, and vampire, standing by a stairway archway.

Relief filled her eyes as her body began to change.

“We can’t wait here forever. They may need our assistance,” Val said with annoyed red eyes.

“We wait here,” Tara growled.

Bridget crossed her arms across her stomach. “You know why we must wait here. Besides, when did you care about anyone beyond yourself?”

“You wound me, my dungeon sister,” Val said, pressing a gloved hand to her chest. “As for an answer to your question, this right here doesn’t sit well with me. I know Tara here wants to win this dreadful dungeon, but Simon wants to win it as well.

“I’m beginning to feel outnumbered, and perhaps, think we may have a chance.”

“I never knew you to grasp hope,” Roma said as she approached the three women.

Tara smiled, and nodded at the witch.

“You made it!” Bridget said with happy eyes.

“Oh. I thought you were the hunky one,” Val said with a wicked smirk.

Roma reached the three women with staff in hand.

“No Simon?” she asked, ignoring Val.

Tara shook her head.

“It’s only been an hour,” Val said. “He may show up.”

“And here I am,” Simon stepped out of a dark corridor.

The whole team rushed to the darkling, and surrounded him. Roma was the only one to throw an arm around him, and kissed him on the lips.

“Get a room, for all of us,” Val said with a haughty laugh.

Roma pulled back, looking into his eyes.

“How long have you all been waiting here?” Simon asked, his arm around the witch’s waist.

“Almost an hour,” Tara said.

“What happened to you?” Roma asked.

Simon looked into her eyes in deep relief. “It felt like several hours. It was hard to tell. I think the dungeon helped me with something, and I feel a little stronger. I’ll tell you all about it on the way down.”

“Sounds good to us,” Val said and marched to the dungeon level exit.

“Good to have you back,” Tara said, patting him on the shoulder.

Roma pulled away, but stayed close.

“This dungeon is truly strange,” Simon smiled as he and Roma moved with the others to the stairs, and made their way down.

***

Peter Dread appeared on every screen in the Penumbra community.

“We apologize for the technical difficulties. Our techs are looking into why the screens went dark when they switched to Mr. Simon Shade.

“Until then, the show must go on!” Peter Dread said with digital, showmanship flair.


Chapter 15

Dead Obstacles   

With each passing level, Simon felt more and more at home. The darkling looked at the archway at the bottom of the stairs, “Level 7” carved into the very wall.

The last few levels had little in the way of encounters. The Odd Bog team ran into a few small groups of kobolds, and dispatched them easily. Almost too easily.

Simon kept his subdued excitement. Everyone knew, the deeper they went, the harder the levels would become. The darkling took his time, enjoying the slow build, but he did want something better than a simple, enchanted club.

Tara led the way, the Odd Bog team stepping into a branching corridor, a layer of mist covering the floor.

Val made a face as the foggy mists along her ankles.

“This will make it harder to see traps,” the vamp sighed.

Tara visually scanned the different corridors. They all led out in different directions, but something tingled her undead senses.

“Do you sense it?” the wight said in a low tone.

“I do,” Bridget said as she looked down an eerie corridor.

Val leaned to the side, and pressed a gloved hand to a stone wall. “Yes, I can sense the dead.”

Simon could sense it too. There was a decayed foreboding flowing from the misty corridors. It was like a dirge to his senses, a feeling he knew well from his present company. But this was different, stronger.

“An undead swarm level is not what we need right now,” Val moaned.

“Swarms can happen at any level?” Simon asked.

Everyone nodded at the same time.

“They spice things up,” the vamp said with a sharp grin.

Simon turned back to the misty corridors, his gaze searching.

“Who’s been down the deepest here?” Simon asked the team.

Tara, Val, and Bridget turned their gazes to Roma.

The witch simply stood, holding her staff.

“I’m level twenty-eight,” the witch said. “The Moon Glow Hamlet had many successful, deep runs. We were only beaten by a few others in the community.”

“It also means, out of all of us, she has at least four anointed items. Players can anoint items to their inventory every eight levels,” Val said with a dramatic tone.

Tara kept her undead gaze on the corridors. “My Wither Sword only affects living enemies. If there are dead on this level, I will be at a slight disadvantage.”

Val sauntered over to Simon, and sniffed at him with a shrewd gaze.

“I can’t tell. Are darklings undead, or just odd living-mythics?”

“It’s hard to say,” Simon smiled. “We are both, sort of.”

“That doesn’t answer the question, you thick honeysuckle ham,” the vamp said and licked her ruby colored lips.

“I should have brought the spray bottle,” Bridget said, and giggled at her own joke.

“With, or without, holy water and garlic?” Roma laughed.

“Both,” the flesh golem laughed with her.

Simon stepped past the laughing women, and stood beside Tara. He joined her stare, the pair drinking in the low mists, and wide corridors.

“Anything we should be worried about?”

The wight nodded. “These walls are slightly different from the last six levels. They look dwarven made. We might be at the beginning of a boss run.”

Simon nodded. “Fight our way through waves of enemies, before reaching the boss. How difficult are these kinds of runs?”

“Medium to hard. Bosses can have varying abilities, and minions. The only thing they all have in common is the same kind of level. It’s usually a single arena style, with various backdrops.

“The bosses are often two, to three levels further down. Since this is level seven, we may encounter it on level nine, or ten.”

Simon’s hand went to his belt, a simple magical club attached to it.

“Do not concern yourself, Simon. With boss levels, there is always better loot,” Tara said without glancing down at his weapon.

The darkling smiled. “Oh, it’s not that. I just don’t know how it is attached to my belt? I don’t have a sheath, and yet, it’s now there for easy access.”

The wight turned her red gaze to him, and a small amused smile formed. As quickly as it came, her smile vanished

“The dungeon will only grow more and more treacherous from here. Out of our group, you are the most flexible during encounters. Tank, and support those who need it. They will do the same for you.”

“You sound like we’re walking toward our doom.”

“We are,” Tara said with a crimson blank stare. “This dungeon is magical, but I have experience with killing living creatures. It’s true, they attack us at every turn, but I don’t believe this dungeon is a game, and I don’t treat it as such. It feels real, and I will treat it as so.

“If you want to reach the bottom, treat it like it’s real, and we may make it. If you treat it,” the wight gestured her head to the other three women behind them, “like they do, our team will fail long before we are close to the bottom.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Simon said with an understanding gaze.

Tara nodded, and looked ahead.

“We’re moving out. I want us spaced apart by eight feet. I will take the lead and test the floor for traps. If I spring one, and don’t make it, continue without me. Let’s go.”

The wight stepped toward a corridor. Simon followed the wight, and glanced behind. He caught Val following him, with Bridget and Roma keeping to the rear.

They walked further into the corridor, wisps of mists parting in their wake.

***

The lack of encounters kept Simon on edge. The team moved down misty corridors, and turned corners to new corridors. The place was maze. He felt like they had been at it for an hour.

No one said a word as they moved like ghosts through a fog. Even Val was silent, her eyes drinking in every drop of movement not made by their team.

Simon kept his hand on his club, ready to pull it at a moment’s notice.

“The dead lurk,” came a whisper.

Simon stopped in his tracks. His eyes stared at nothing, knowing the voice was inside his head.

“The dead lurk,” the darkling repeated the whisper.

The team stopped moving, all their gazes turning to him.

“We know. You don’t remember what we said earlier?” Val said with an annoyed tone.

Simon closed his eyes, and shook his head.

“No, that’s not what I mean. I mean, I know the dead are close.”

“How do you know?” Bridget asked.

Tara looked at Roma. “Can you cast a detection spell?”

The witch nodded with concerned eyes. “I can, but if there are dead here, they may sense it, and follow the spell to us.”

“Tara, we shouldn’t risk it. Let’s just keep lurking away, and maybe we will bypass them,” Val said.

“The great and powerful Val doesn’t want to get in a fight?” Bridget smirked.

“I’m saving my fighting skills for deeper places than this. Slicing and dicing undead are not one of my favorite activities. I prefer my enemies to be bloody, and crawling away.”

Roma stepped past the vamp and flesh golem. She approached Simon with a curious gaze.

“How do you know any dead are lurking nearby?”

Simon rubbed the side of his temple with two fingers. “It’s hard to explain. Darklings have natural gifts.”

Tara stepped away from the group. She walked about ten feet to where the corridor branched. The moment she looked left, she saw a wide, door-lined corridor. At the end, a stair archway stood.

The wight slipped back, turned around, and approached the group.

“I found the exit archway,” Tara stated.

Everyone looked at the pale white wight.

Tara continued, “The corridor is wide, and lined with doors. If there is an ambush waiting, it will be along that corridor.”

“So, we run for it?” Val grinned.

Tara nodded.

Everyone’s eyes widened.

“You don’t mean that, do you?” Roma asked.

The wight nodded again.

“If Simon didn’t alert us, I would have said take it slow. But now that we know the dead are nearby, we’re not sure what will alert them to us. I rather take our chances, and rush for the exit. If they give chase, we use the stairs to our advantage.”

“But that will give them the high ground,” Val said with a sly, amused smile.

“Low level dead don’t fight well on anything beside a normal floor. The stairs will trip them up, and we cut them down. I’m open to a better plan?”

Val sighed as she reached over her shoulders, and drew both her katanas.

“If you’re right, this will be very boring,” Val said with bored eyes.

Simon pulled his club from his belt, and held it at the ready.

Tara turned to Roma. “We will be moving fast. Please turn into a cat, and ride on Simon’s shoulder.”

The witch blinked, and nodded.

“His shoulders are pretty hunky,” Val grinned.

“Val, I’m more than a piece of meat,” Simon said.

“Don’t worry my dear Simon. If it offends you, I can stop.”

“I just wanted to clarify. I didn’t say you had to stop,” the darkling winked.

A gleam filled Val’s red eyes. “Keep an eye on this one, Roma.”

“He can take care of himself,” Roma smiled at Simon.

The darkling nodded, and tapped his own shoulder.

The witch whispered an arcane word, and her body began to glow, and shrink. Her body changed as orange fur covered her body. A small moment later, the witch was now a cat.

Roma leapt up onto Simon’s shoulder. She purred as she rubbed her head against his head. Simon lifted his hand, and stroked her back.

“If anyone falls, or is swarmed, we go back to aid them,” Tara added as she drew her dark sword. “Keep going until we are on the stairs. Turn and start hacking at undead legs.”

The wight lowered her center of gravity as she moved to the corridor edge, and peered down the wide corridor to the stairs again.

Simon, Roma, and Bridget were behind the wight. Val moved to the rear, admiring Simon’s ass.

Tara made a hand signal. Everyone gave each other a light pat on the shoulder, with Simon giving one to Tara.

Time slowed as the Odd Bog team burst around the corner, and charged down the corridor.

Tara’s legs pumped as she led the way. Simon was close behind, Roma’s claws in his shoulder, and staying on.

Bridget tried to keep up, but she was slowing down, unable to match their speed.

Val slammed her petite shoulder into the flesh golem’s back, propelling her forward.

“I’m not built for speed!” Bridget hissed.

“I know. You’re built for power, but I won’t let you trail behind me,” the vamp growled and slammed her shoulder into Bridget’s back again, forcing her forward.

Simon’s senses rippled with activity as doors opened quickly, and short, stout, decayed bodies came into view, rusty battle axes in thick gray hands.

“Undead dwarves!” Bridget shouted before she whipped her armored hand into a decayed face, and unleashed a lightning blast.

Energy shattered the dead dwarf’s head, as its headless corpse stumbled forward, swinging a battle axe.

The corridor turned into a crowded frenzy.

Tara’s blade slashed in quick arcs, slicing off dead limbs and heads.

Simon moved with blurry swings, his club smashing heads and bodies into putrid long dead gore.

Zombie dwarves quickly blocked off the exit, taking swings with their axes.

Tara parried blows, before slamming her boots into chests.

Val spun around, her swords making faint slashes at incoming dwarves. Their foul bodies opened as they crashed about, slowing down the dwarves behind them. The vamp was so quick, each slice of her blades cut open multiple dead dwarves.

Simon brought his club down in a blurry arc, shattering an undead dwarf to splintered gore, when he caught sight of Tara being swarmed. The wight was hacking away at the dwarves, but they mobbed her. When an axe buried in her shoulder, she was silent before she cleaved the dwarf in two.

“Hold on,” Simon said to Roma as he brought up his left arm to his chest.

Black blood burst from his arm, and reformed into a shield. Power thrummed through him as he felt he could do more, and put his new level of power to the test. More black blood formed along his back, and hardened into an armor plate. He smashed away three dwarves with his shield as he lowered his center of gravity. The darkling charged into the crowded corridor, dead dwarves slammed away by his shield.

Roma’s claws were firm in the darkling’s shoulder, her eyes wide as dwarves were flung away like broken dolls.

Tara sliced off a dwarf head, when an axe from another dwarf sliced into her back. The wight grunted as she saw she was dangerously low on hits. She mustered her power, until dwarves crashed into her. The wight fell, and hit the floor hard.

The pressure on the wight’s back grew, until it suddenly vanished. She turned and looked up, Simon smashing past her, ramming dwarves away.

“Move!” Val shouted at Bridget, the vamp slicing away dwarves with each swing.

Bridget charged as electricity arced along her gauntlets. She let out a roar as she blasted out twin streams of lightning.

Two rows of dead dwarves managed to be in the way, when lighting struck, and leapt from head to head. Heads exploded in foul grime as the flesh golem knocked away their falling bodies with her gauntlets.

Simon grinned as he still felt like he could do more with his blood. Black blood crawled over his boots, and large spikes stabbed out. The darkling grinned as he bashed with his shield, and axes slammed into his plated back. He kicked and stomped with spiked boots, puncturing, and shredding the dead dwarves to mush.

Bridget grabbed Tara’s arm, and helped her to her feet, while Val kept the dead to the rear at bay with sword slices.

“Is Tara up?” Simon shouted as he enjoyed himself.

“She’s up!” Briget shouted over the sounds of fighting.

“Stay close! I’m making a path!” the darkling grinned as he pushed through like an armored snowplow.

Roma held on for dear life as she couldn’t believe how many dead dwarves were sent flying, or trampled over.

Tara limped along, her sword stabbing into dwarves as they tried to get back up.

Bridget rained down her armored fists, shattering dwarves to vile chunks.

Val moved like a dancer in a storm. The vamp hummed as each slice of her swords sent limbs and heads in every direction.

When Simon reached the exit archway, he reduced the size of his black shield, and turned. He saw the piles of destroyed bodies and limbs, as the rest of the team reached him.

The darkling stepped aside as Tara was first through the archway. Bridget and Val were next. He and Roma were about to join him, when he saw six remaining dwarves pick up their axes, and approach.

“Roma, join the others. I’ll mop up.”

The orange cat leapt off his shoulder, and bounded down the stairs after her teammates.

Simon eyed the last of the dead dwarves. Despite being monetarily swarmed, he counted only about forty. It was hardly the swarm he witnessed the night at dinner, and knew this was only a taste of things to come.

“Who’s your master?” Simon whispered.

The dead dwarves moaned as they approached, and lifted their axes.

The darkling listened for a whisper, but none came.

“So be it,” he grinned.

A ball appeared in the center of his black shield as the remaining dwarves were upon him. When their axes reached their zenith, the black ball exploded into six tentacles. The tips turned razor sharp as they shot out, each one impaling each dwarf’s head, right between the eyes.

Simon watched with interested eyes as all six remaining dwarves went limp. With a thought, he pulled back the black tentacles back to his shield. The short bodies fell as black blood sank back into the darkling’s skin.

I’m going to need time and experience to learn how to use my blood, and whisper ability. For now, it worked well. I wonder what else I will discover in this dungeon?

An alert filled his gaze.

Gained +5 Influence

Influence: 8(Moderate)

It would appear the viewers are starting to like me. If I keep this up, I may gain more influence in the community.

Simon’s gaze took a faraway gleam.

If it even matters. Once I have the pages to the book, what happens here will mean little to my true desires.

Simon turned around, and made for the stairs.

When he reached the eighth level, he saw Roma weaving a spell over Tara. Val and Bridget stood guard.

“I mopped up. We’re okay,” Simon smiled.

A look of relief filled everyone’s demeanor.

“Thank you, Roma. I will heal,” Tara said and gently pushed the witch’s hands away.

Simon saw that the wight’s wounds began to close.

“Tara, what happened?” the darkling asked.

The wight was quiet for a moment, before she parted pale lips.

“Nothing. I will be better prepared for any more dwarves in the future, alive or dead.

“We will take a quick rest, and continue.”

The sudden shift in tone caused everyone in the group to glance at one another.

Tara remained sitting on the floor, her back to the wall. She stared at nothing as her wounds continued to seal shut.

“Simon, thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome, Tara,” the darkling said as he stood at the entrance of the eighth level, mist pouring into the stairwell.

An alert filled the darkling gaze, the number of anointed items he can carry increased to two.


Chapter 16

Boss Level   

Simon turned around, club in one hand, and black shield in the other. He watched as twenty undead dwarves charged, each carrying either short swords, or battle-axes.

The darkling glanced over his shoulder, seeing Tara and Val helping Bridget walk. The flesh golem tried to hop on one leg, her other leg only hanging on by a few thick stitches. There was no gore, but they all knew, if they didn’t rest, the flesh golem was in danger of being slain, and removed from the dungeon.

“Simon,” Roma said with wide eyes.

“Heal Bridget, and get her down the corridor. I can handle these guys,” the darkling said with confident eyes.

The witch kept her gaze on him for a moment, before rushing to her teammates, and whispering an incantation.

Simon lowered his center of gravity as he stared at the incoming dwarf mob. A memory caressed his thoughts. A moment appeared in his mind’s eye of their group just finishing off a squad of dead dwarves. When Bridget stepped on a hidden trigger plate on the floor. A blade flashed out, and nearly severed her leg. She fell to the floor, holding her leg to the stump, and waiting for it to re-attach. When a hidden door opened, and twenty-five dead dwarves streamed out like a small wave, it was retreat, or they would all fall one by one.

They had managed to make it through level eight, and were now close to the end of nine. Simon knew the boss level must be on ten, but they had to make it as a team, or their chances dimmed at taking down whatever lurked on the tenth level.

The darkling stood at the ready, club in hand. He didn’t blink as the dead dwarves rushed him. Not wishing to play defensive any longer, he burst into a charge, his gaze just above the edge of the shield.

Simon slammed his shield into decayed dwarves. A few were thrown back into their dead comrades, while others brought blades and axes down.

The darkling felt the push back from strong strikes. He planted his back foot, and threw his shoulder into another hard ram. The back and forth between Simon and the dwarves was like an ocean wave moving back and forth, but the darkling was using it to his advantage. When he struck at them again for the fourth time, the dwarves crashed into each other, muddling their advancement. Simon took the advantage, moved his shield aside, and rained down his club in quick, blurry strikes.

The dead dwarves had no chance to put up a quick defense, heads caving in, in quick blinks.

An axe swung down, and Simon lifted his black shield to guard against it. Pain seared at him as the glowing battle-axe head cut through his shield, and stopped just before reaching his arm.

Concern filled the darkling’s brow, but so did opportunity. The black shield split into tentacles, each with a sharpened point. Simon crashed into the dwarves, tentacle points stabbing into heads, as he slammed his club down on others.

A blade snuck past his defense, and stabbed into his thigh.
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The darkling’s tentacles and club turned into a deadly storm. Dead dwarves pushed harder to their final deaths, Simon’s attacks penetrating and smashing them to chunks of useless gray flesh. Ichor and pieces of dead dwarves covered tentacles, and his club.

Simon pushed harder against the enemy, when suddenly, they relented. He stumbled over pieces of zombie dwarves, the last one quivering like a fleshly robot on the floor.

The darkling glanced at the fallen dead dwarves, and smiled. When his gaze caught sight of a dim glowing battle-axe, he stepped gingerly over the mess of corpses as his tentacles sank back into his arm. He plucked the weapon from the floor, and held it before his interested gaze.

Bone Splitter (Battle-axe)

Uncommon

Damage: 3 (+1 enchantment)

Use: Splitting Bone

Rita appeared in the corner of his gaze with a dour expression.

“Bone Splitter is an uncommon battle-axe. It is magical. It deals a total of three damage, two from the axe, and one from the enchantment. With your added Mighty Strength, it does a total of six damage. It’s a formidable weapon in your hands,” the digital assistant explained.

Simon nodded as he spun the battle-axe around his hand. It felt lightweight with his strength. The rod was long enough to give him more reach, unlike his club.

“Rita, if I anoint this weapon to me, can I replace it with a stronger one later?”

The digital assistant nodded. “It is always your choice which weapon, armor, or item, you anoint to you. As it is also your choice to replace any of those items for stronger ones. Anointing an item simply means it cannot be lost or stolen.”

“Thank you, Rita. For now, I wish to anoint this battle-axe to me.”

“Done.”

Simon called upon his stat sheet.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 7

Armor: 0

Hits: 4/7

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 15 (Formidable +2)

Dexterity:  15 (Formidable +2)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 8 (Moderate +0)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Moderate)

Whisper of the Abyss (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (2)

Bone Splitter: Battle-axe. Uncommon. Damage: 6

Simon looked over his stats, and gave an approving nod. Not only did he have two anointed items, he also had a battle-axe that could do considerable damage. Combining its power with his shadow blood, he could live up to his tank-role in the group.

The darkling’s attention snapped back to the battle-axe, its shaft lengthening a little more, and the double blades growing two-inches bigger. He swung it around, feeling the heft in his hands.

“All anointed items change slightly to their wielder. This is a one-time effect, per item, per player,” Rita mentioned.

A leather strap slipped over Simon’s shoulder, and connected to his belt.

“There is also an added sheath. You can connect the battle-axe to a magnetic section on your back, for easier travel, and use,” the blank-eyed assistant said. 

“Thank you for the information,” Simon smiled as he connected his new battle-axe to his back sheath.

Turning on his heels, Simon made his way in the direction the rest of his team fled. It didn’t take long for him to find them.

Val helped steady Bridget, the flesh golem gently kicking her re-attached leg. She looked at the darkling and smiled, glad to be whole again.

Roma moved to Simon’s side, admiring his new weapon. She placed a finger on the shaft, and ran it down most of the length.

“It’s called Bone Splitter. I just anointed it,” Simon said with proud eyes.

“I like it. Maybe later, you can show me how it works?” Roma said with a slow, seductive blink.

Simon gave her a nod and a smile. “Not only will I show you how it works, I’ll let you hold it.”

“Okay, stop,” Val said with bored eyes.

“Val, it’s cute when they flirt,” Bridget said as she stood under her own power, her leg good as new.

“They don’t have to shove it in our faces. Besides, I’ve seen bigger battle-axes,” the vamp said with an amused smirk.

“You’ve seen, and done a lot of things,” Bridget laughed.

Simon and Roma watched the two friends with endearing eyes. It was clear, whatever past they alluded to when Simon met them, seemed to fall into the background.

Tara walked back to the group with stern eyes.

“The stairs to the tenth-level are just down the corridor. If everyone is healed, we should move.”

Simon checked his stats, and saw that his hits were back to full.

“Lead the way, Captain,” the darkling said with a small smile.

Tara did not return his smile. The wight turned and walked down the corridor, quieter than usual.

Roma leaned a little closer to Simon, her lips to his ear.

“She’s been a little strange, even for her, these last few levels. It seems like she wants this part to be over as soon as possible,” the witch whispered.

Simon put his hand on the small of Roma’s back.

“Let’s help her get through this. She will be better for it,” Simon whispered back.

The witch nodded, before giving his butt a light pat.

The pair walked together to Val and Bridget. The undead women gave them a knowing glance, feeling the same tension from the wight. As a team, they moved as one, following Tara as she reached the stairs.

It didn’t take long for them to reach the tenth level. When they stepped out, they were greeted with mists, an immense open cavern, and a shrouded sea of odd tombstones.

The air had a dank, unpleasant aroma, like the place had been rotting for centuries. The mist was still ankle deep, but the ominous headstones and small statues gave it a foreboding gloom.

Tara walked through the gloom, the mist parting along her small stride. The group followed, a creepy tension growing among them.

Simon glanced around. The cavern was cathedral-sized, and seemed to go so far back, he couldn’t see the other side through the hazy mist. The stone floor had turned into a soft, wet ground under his boots.

The dreadful gloom pressed on his senses, like a bucket slowly being filled with water. It made his normally high alert senses feel a little dull.

“There is a curse on this level,” Roma whispered, holding her staff with two hands.

“How bad?” Bridget asked with raised, armored fists.

“It’s small, but it’s everywhere. I can block it, but I must know the exact source.”

Roma whispered an incantation. A strange ball of light appeared before her. It vibrated, and collapsed onto itself.

“Something is blocking me from finding it,” the witch whispered.

“It will be the boss of the level,” Tara said over her shoulder.

“Shouldn’t we be stealthy?” Val hissed.

Tara looked ahead, but talked in a normal tone.

“There is no way to be stealthy against an enemy who knows your exact location.”

The wight drew her blade, and held it at her side.

“They will no longer intimidate me,” the wight said with a hard tone.

Simon glanced at Roma, as Roma glanced at him. Val and Bridget glanced at each other, before all four of them looked at each other with questioning eyes.

“Tara, you’re not alone in this,” Simon spoke up.

The wight’s red eyes glanced from side to side, watching every wisp of mist, and every dark shadow along tombstones and mausoleums.

“I know, but the dungeon knows as well. It is trying to break my spirit, and I will not allow it to happen,” Tara said with a threatening tone.

The wight took another step forward, and the gloomy mist parted.

Everyone on the team drew their weapons.

Simon held his battle-axe at the ready. He looked past Tara, to the parting mists.

A clearing came into view. A single, leafless dead tree stood to the side, with dwarf bodies hanging from it. Thick ropes were around their necks. Male, female, and child dwarves hung. They were still, long dead, and decayed.

In the center of the grassy clearing, a ring of candles glowed. Wax slipped down their edges, as small flames kept the mists at bay. In the center, a short, robed figure stood, a hood over their head, and shadows covering their face.

“You made it,” the figure said, like a relative seeing you after a long spell away.

The group flanked each side of Tara. The wight kept her stony gaze on the figure, her white fingers gripping the pommel of her blade tighter.

The short figure lifted their head, and pulled back the hood.

Simon wasn’t sure what to expect, but he didn’t expect what was in front of them.

A dwarf with a white beard smiled. He was bald, and looked at Tara with kind eyes. Despite the black robe, and candles, he looked like someone’s short uncle.

“You didn’t think there were any survivors, did you?” the dwarf said calmly.

“No, I didn’t,” Tara said with unblinking eyes.

The dwarf nodded. “Your people were thorough. I managed to escape, as you burned my family in caverns.”

Simon glanced over to Tara. The wight was silent, a rage in her eyes.

“You’re a ghost in a magical dungeon. You’re not here,” Tara said in a low, threatening tone.

The dwarf kept his smile. “You want to believe that, but we know that’s not true.”

The dwarf lifted a hand, and drew an arcane symbol with a sickly green light in the air.

The ground rumbled.

Simon glanced at his teammates. Everyone glanced at each other with chaotic concern.

Skeletal hands stabbed up from the ground. White skulls burst from the urth. Hollow eyes stared at nothing as the dead clawed from the very ground.

Simon held Bone Splitter in his hands, watching as dwarf skeletons climbed out of the ground. He glanced at the tree, the hanging dead lifting their arms, and moaning, unable to leave their nooses.

The ends of Roma’s staff burst into fiery light.

Simon was ready to swing his battle-axe, when he noticed the dead walking past the group. Dozens upon dozens of skeletons moved toward the robed dwarf. They soon moved behind, and to the sides of the living dwarf. When they stopped walking, they all turned at once.

Nearly a hundred pairs of hollow eyes stared at the wight.

The dwarf’s kind smile turned into a dark leer.

“I knew I could have just laid down and died. I could have joined my loved ones in the Great Mountain, but no, I lived. I traveled, and along my travels, came across necromancers willing to teach me their ways.

“I spent my life learning how to bring back the dead. I was prepared to protect my realm from invaders, with the dead at my back. But you never came back. You vanished as quickly as you came. You took our treasures, robbing my family over their smoking corpses.”

“Tara, we should attack,” Simon said with crystal clarity.

The wight shook her head.

“No. I want to hear what he has to say before I chop his head from his neck.”

The dwarf necromancer nodded with manic eyes.

“That’s right. You want to know how I got here? It’s simple. The dungeon made me an offer, and I accepted it. Here I am, ready to do the very thing I set out to do two-hundred years later.”

The skeletons surrounding the dwarf necromancer converged on him.

Simon saw an opportunity, and took it. He heaved back Bone Splitter, and threw it with all his supernatural strength.

The battle-axe spun through the air, toward the dwarf necromancer. The dwarf simply smiled as bones and skulls covered him like a rising tide. A large group of bones stabbed out from the mass, and turned into a skeletal hand. In a blink, it caught the spinning battle-axe, a sharp blade slicing two dwarf skulls in half, but did no damage to the growing pile of bones.

“Call it back.”

Simon lifted his hand, feeling the connection to his new weapon. Instantly, the battle-axe flew from the boney grasp of the thing, and right back into his hand.

The team looked up in horror as the bones bulged and reformed into a vaguely, humanoid creature. It had the upper body, and strange skull of some monster. From the waist down, it was a stream of shifting bones and skulls.

“Death comes for even you, wight,” the monstrosity chuckled as long, boney fingers uncurled with sharp tips.


Chapter 17

Bones of Truth   

Simon’s often blank eyes took on a dark, twisted gleam. The kind, understanding darkling shifted into something shadowy, and threatening. His brow wrinkled as he gripped his battle-axe. Abyssal energy fueled him, not because of a fight, but because someone he respected was in trouble.

A look of resignation filled the wight. It was obvious to the bone creature, and her team around her, that she was ready to fight a losing battle. A dark truth sank into her undead spirit, and she accepted that in this moment, she would lose to something from her ancient past.

Tara bent her legs, ready to launch herself at the bone monstrosity. Her gaze was fixed, but before she allowed her own power to fully swell, Simon was already airborne, launching himself impossibly high, a silent, unyielding power in his form.

Simon swung his battle-axe across, a gash forming along the ever-shifting bones. When he landed on it, he blurred into a run, boney spikes stabbing out a second after he lifted his feet.

The darkling swung his new axe in quick, blurry arcs. Supernatural speed and strength took hold, wide gashes opening along the shifting bones.

The bone monster’s immense hands swiped at him, but the darkling moved like a quick flea, leaping, and slicing with aggressive power.

I must keep moving. I have no armor, and one hit could take me out. I need to ensure I do maximum damage so the others can help finish it off.

Tara smirked at the darkling, before she leapt at the monster.

“Kill it!” the wight shouted with fury, her sword striking true, slicing apart shifting bones.

Val lifted her swords up a few inches, a gleam in her red eyes.

“Bridget, Roma, ranged attacks,” the vamp ordered as she darted forward, katanas trailing behind her.

The flesh golem nodded and lifted her gauntlets. Electricity arced along her armored hands, before two bolts of lightning streaked at the monster.

A shifting, boney hand reached for Tara as she leapt away from the monster. It nearly reached her, before twin bolts of lightning struck its elbow, shattering the arm. Bones fell as the hand crumbled from the blow.

Simon leapt off the monster’s chest, battle-axe over his head. He bore down with all his might, slicing through the thing’s shifting forearm. Bone Splitter lived up to its name, slicing through bones, and separating the other hand from the forearm.

Val reached the shifting base, her swords moving in quick, blurry arcs. She sliced bones like they were weak paper. She never slowed down as she cut away the base of it, but the vamp quickly saw more bones replacing every dozen she cut away.

Simon landed, and turned to the creature. He watched as its arms reformed from more bones.

The monstrosity’s hollow eyes focused on Tara. It made an odd moan, before it pointed a bony hand at the wight, palm out. A torrent of bone shards shot out.

Tara leapt away, while using her sword to defect some of the bones. When two slashed at her leg, she lost her balance mid-flight. When she landed, she stumbled, turned, and parried away two more bone shards.

Bridget aimed her armored hands, and unleashed twin bolts of lightning.

Sharp bones stabbed up from the base of the thing. Val sliced them away before leaping back. She kept moving as bone shards fired like shotgun blasts.

Roma whispered an incantation. She lifted her hand toward the thing’s chest, mist flowing together and forming an arm length ice shard. Her eyes flashed with power as the shard launched like a cannon blast.

Simon watched as the bone monster, mostly ignoring everyone but Tara, shifted its whole upper body to the side. The shard penetrated halfway through, and stopped. A moment later, the shard was forced out so hard, it shot back into the air.

The ice shard struck a tombstone, and shattered it to pieces as the battle raged on.

Tara knocked away stray bone shards, but her leg wasn’t functioning properly. She continued to stand, the gashes deep in her dead flesh.

The bone monster grew bigger, and thick shards stabbed out of its giant form.

“It’s going to shoot!” Simon shouted as black blood poured from his left arm, and formed into a shield.

As soon as the words left his lips, the bone shards fired like a hundred bows releasing a hundred arrows.

Time crawled as Simon saw his team. Tara held her sword up as she shouted to Bridget to protect Roma. The flesh golem moved in front of the witch, and lifted her arms in defense. The flesh golem lowered her body, making herself smaller to hit, while Roma knelt behind her, whispering an incantation.

When Simon saw that Val had no defense, he bolted toward her.

Val was quicker than anyone on the team, but as long shards came at her, her speed would not save her. When she glanced to the side, and saw Simon coming toward her with a black shield, she shifted her heels, and bolted for him.

Shards moved through time and space, nearly on the vamp and darkling. When they were foot from their targets, Val dropped her swords, and launched at the darkling. Simon dropped his battle-axe, caught the vamp in his curling arm, and covered them with the large shield, stabbing the bottom of it into the soft ground.

Time sped up, several large bone shards hitting the black shield. Some shattered to boney bits. One was deflected, spun, and stabbed into the ground.

Val was in Simon’s hold, her face close to his neck, and his scent filling her nose. She closed her eyes in his embrace, fighting the urge to wilt.

“Roma might have some competition,” the vamp whispered, seductively.

Simon smirked, before he heard a gasp from behind.

The darkling and vamp turned their heads, their eyes widening.

Bridget and Roma slowly stood up, bone shards sticking out of the ground around them.

All eyes were on Tara. The wight stood, a two-foot-long bone shard impaled through her stomach, and the point stabbing out her lower back. It was off center, missing her spine, but the damage was obvious.

The wight gave a weak grin at the monster. She stood twenty feet before Bridget and Roma, her body stopping a shard that would have struck them.

“You…won’t hurt…my team,” the wight said before she fell to her knees.

“Team?” the bone monstrosity said before it let out a haunted laugh. “I don’t care about your team. I am death, and I have come for you.”

The wight grabbed the shard with her free hand, and pulled it out with one, quick move. She remained on her knees, an alert filling her gaze that she was down to one hit point.

“I won’t die. I will be transported to the surface. Your revenge will have no merit,” Tara said with a creepy grin.

The giant bone creature chuckled darkling. “Where my people and I were powerless against you, and your people, tonight, you will be the one who knows defeat. It will be something you will know for the rest of your cursed existence.”

“Help her,” Simon said to Val.

The vamp felt his arm slip from around her as he stood up. She watched as black blood covered the trunk of his body, and a long, black spear stabbed out from his closed hand.

The darkling bent his knees, his gaze transfixed on the chest of the shifting bone creature. With all his power, he leapt once again, spear at the ready.

Boney spikes stabbed out from the giant bone thing. For Simon, he saw his chance. The darkling rammed his spear deep into the moving, boney chest. His free hand grabbed a spike, and held onto it as his spear stabbed deeper.

“No!” the thing shouted with a monstrous roar.

It turned, and moved, trying to keep the spear from penetrating deeper.

More bone spikes stabbed out, slicing at the darkling. Simon ignored it, his sense of touch through his blood guiding him. Spikes struck his armored torso, and shattered on its armored strength, but three more stabbed deep along his limbs.
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Simon’s spear shifted into a probing tentacle. It pushed through the bones, Simon focused on finding something. When he touched a shoulder, he found what he had been looking for.

Black blood latched onto the dwarf’s shoulder, and spread out like a veiny web.

“No!” the bone monster shouted in alarm.

“Yes,” Simon hissed as the black blood moved up the dwarf’s shoulder, to the neck, and finally the face.

The movements were so quick, the dwarf tried to pull away. Black blood reached his eyes, and with a thought from Simon, stabbed into them.

The bone monstrosity let out a strange moan. The power that held them together vanished, and every bone fell at once.

Simon went with it, falling with the deluge of bones until they formed a macabre pile. With his black blood still connected to the dwarf, he pulled him out, and threw him aside.

The lifeless dwarf hit the ground with a slight thud. 

Val reached Tara, but the wight was already standing again. She walked toward the dwarf, her gaze steady, but her legs shaky. When she reached him, she stood over the corpse with a deadly gaze.

The corpse remained still in the ankle-deep mists.

Tara turned, and took two steps away.

“You think you’ve beaten me?” came a voice from behind.

Tara continued to look forward as the necromancer dwarf slowly stood up.

“I will haunt you until,” the dwarf stopped as the wight spun around, her sword slicing across his neck.

“No, you won’t,” Tara said as she watched the dwarf’s head fall one way, and its short, stout body fall another way.

The wight wasn’t finished. She raised her sword, and brought it down in quick strikes.

Simon blinked as he looked at the ceiling. He could detect the damage, and he felt weak, but it felt artificial. He knew in reality, he could take much more damage than he took from the boss. The darkling enjoyed the interesting sensations as he laid on a pile of bones.

Heads popped into view, three women looking down on him with amused expressions.

“Is he smiling?” Bridget asked.

“I think he smiles too much,” Val laughed.

Roma touched the darkling’s armored chest. “Simon?”

“I’m okay,” he said with endearing eyes. Then he sat up.

Simon looked at Tara. The wight stood over small chunks of dwarf meat. Blood dripped off her sword, but even at the distance and angle, a strange satisfaction filled her expression.

Tara turned and marched toward the group. When she reached them, alerts began to fill their gazes.

“Congratulations Simon. Odd Bog has defeated the first boss of the Dread Dungeon. Please see your rewards,” Rita said with a crazed smile.

Alerts continued to appear in the darkling’s gaze.

Encounter Rewards

Attribute Bonus: +2

You may use them to increase any of your attributes.

Gained +2 Hit

Influence Bonus: +3

Seek out nearby treasure.

Simon lifted a brow.

“Rita, what does it mean to seek out nearby treasure?”

As if on cue, a nearby metal door groaned open. Simon and the group looked over to a small mausoleum surrounded my mists.

“Loot for me, and not for thee,” Val said with a wicked sharp smile.

The group was about to move toward the mausoleum, when Tara stood before all of them. Her crimson gaze lowered, as her often hard expression softened.

“Thank you,” she said in a small voice.

“Tara, we’re a team,” Bridget smiled.

The wight shook her head. “No, it’s not that. When the dwarf told some of our story, you didn’t question him, or me. You stood at my side, even if there was a chance that I could be the villain.”

“Tara, don’t be a Debbie Downer. The dungeon is designed to attack us, physically, and mentally. We weren’t going to listen to some dwarf with revenge issues. I’m sure, whatever happened between you two, real or imagined, wouldn’t affect us in the least,” Val tut-tutted.

Tara looked to the side. “But it did happen.”

The mood grew a little more serious, the implications stabbing a little deeper.

The wight looked at the group, determined in red eyes. “I have been dead for a long time. I was always a warrior, even when I was alive. When I died on the battlefield, my hatred for everything kept me in this undead form. I thought it was a means to reflect, but instead, I simply wanted more battles, more violence.

“Over a hundred years ago, I joined a realm-crossing mercenary group. A mage with a certain book, led the small army. He opened portals to other realms, and we raided them for anything, from gold and gems, to mystical books and artifacts. It paid well, and I made a fortune, as did my mercenary brothers and sisters.”

Tara turned her head, and looked down on the dissected dwarf. “I remember, attacking their mountain, in a realm called Valoria. A cataclysmic earthquake destroyed much of their world hundreds of years earlier, and they were rebuilding from what was left. It was a prime location. They were an easy target.

“I didn’t feel anything as they cried out. I cut them down, any who were in my way. Even after the job was finished, I left that realm, thinking about my cut. I never thought I would see that realm again, nor did I care.”

The wight’s eyes sagged, like a weight pressed heavier on her broken spirit.

“Many believe the undead lose the ability to feel. We don’t lose it, it simply takes longer for things to affect us than the living. Where the living has short, bright lives, the dead dredge on, lost in a void of cold hunger.”

Tara lifted her sword, and looked at it. “I lost my taste for violence some time ago, but it is all I know. I’m a bodyguard for rich elites. I see little to no action. I live in Penumbra Springs, seeking a chance to live a peaceful life, and maybe, finally die if I deprived myself of my need for violence. So far, it hasn’t worked. I still crave it, need it. I hoped this dungeon would satisfy me, but maybe I'm wrong.”

The wight looked at the group with sudden, confused eyes.

“I…I don’t know why I had to tell you all of this. It simply felt right to speak the words.”

Simon stepped closer to the wight, and gave her a small smile.

“Tara, we have all done things we regret. Even mythics can find redemption, and a new path. Think of our time together as a new beginning. Be the warrior you always wanted to be, and know we will follow you, without question.”

The wight looked into Simon’s sincere eyes, and gave him a small nod. She looked past his shoulder to three women, all nodding and smiling in agreement.

“Sister, your confession simply means you’re one of us. Wear it proudly, like a beret during fashion week,” Val said, and let out a haughty laugh.

Tara let a small smile slip, before she lifted her head with confidence.

“Let’s get our loot,” she said with a commanding presence.

The group moved as one to the mausoleum. Tara was first to enter, followed by Simon and the rest. They all looked around with curious eyes.

Simon was the only one who zeroed his gaze on the small scroll tube. He approached it with blank eyes, reached up, and took it.         

The darkling could hear the others moving around, but his gaze was focused on the tube. He opened the end, and turned it. A rolled-up piece of paper slipped out, and into his hand. Without hesitation, he opened it and looked it over.

The parchment was yellow, old, and had small dents along the edges, but the wording and symbols on it were perfect.

A page from the Nox Porta!

One of Eight

Simon didn’t blink as he looked at one of the pages of the very thing he had been searching for from as far back as he could remember.

History colored his mind, his research finding there are twelve or so of such books, each called by the same name, Nox Porta, or The Night Portal. If one found a whole book, or put the pages together, it would allow the owner to open portals to the abyss.

Simon could scarcely believe he had a page. Every realm, in one way or another, was connected to the abyss. It is a realm dimension, part of the web of every universe. With such a book, one could travel to any world, realm, or dimension. It allowed the user to be free of the bonds of a single realm, and go anywhere they wished, through the abyssal plane.

The darkling rolled up the page, slipped it back in the metal tub, closed it shut, and held it to him.

“Simon, your pockets act as an inventory. You may put things in there of a certain size, and it will remain on your person,” Rita said in his mind.

Simon slipped the tube into his jean pocket, and it vanished from his hand.

The temptation to anoint it was great, but he only had a limited number of slots. Weapons and armor were priority. Anything else, he had to be extra careful to not lose them.

“Simon,” Roma said from behind him.

The darkling turned and smiled as the witch walked up to him with a set of leather armor.

“We saw this, and we all thought you should have it. It will be less taxing on your shadow blood, and help with a little added protection.”

Simon graciously took the leather armor from the witch, and bowed at the hip.

“Thank you. I will definitely put it to use.”

The rest of the group looked on the darkling with endearing eyes, before turning to the stone shelving surrounding them.

Bridget lifted a wand, and looked it over.

“This is a Wand of Frost. It has twenty charges, and re-charges once every twenty-four hours,” the flesh golem said.

Val held out her hand to Bridget, and beckoned with her gloved fingers.

“I have no ranged attacks here in the dungeon. I could use the wand, and switch between DPS, to ranged DPS.”

Bridget glanced at Tara. The wight gave her a single nod. Bridget nodded back, and handed it over to the vampire.

“Thank you,” Val said with haughty flair.

Tara reached for a leather pouch. She opened it, and stared at the contents.

“We have some treasure,” the wight announced.

“Treasure? That means, there might be a dungeon market encounter,” Val said with delight in her demonic eyes.

“Dungeon market?” Simon said.

Roma touched his arm as she looked at him with mischievous eyes.

“A dungeon market will fill an entire level. All manner of races and monsters sell, or buy items. There are dungeon inns to rest in. Services can be bought, such as NPCs or assassins,” the witch explained.

“It means, we might have a small reprieve, considering we have eighty-nine levels to go,” Val added.

Tara put the pouch in an inner pocket of her armor. She turned around, and addressed the group.

“This was slim pickings for a boss level, but as we go deeper, it will become much more dangerous. Spend any new attribute points you gained. We’ll rest, before making our way down again.”

Heads nodded in agreement.

Tara led the team out of the mausoleum. Val and Bridget sat down on the grassy ground. Tara stood, looking around.

Roma was at Simon’s side, looking at him with seductive eyes.

“You were amazing, taking on the boss,” the witch said with warm delight.

“I was pretty amazing,” Simon smirked.

The witch let out a soft giggle, and touched his arm.

“When we reach the market level, we should find an inn. I want to show you how much I like you on our team,” Roma said with a slow blink.

An urge clawed at the darkling. Simon’s gaze took on a crazed edge, his own desires clawing at him. With the rush of fighting, and finding a page of the Nox Porta, his other needs had been neglected.

Simon’s gaze slowly turned back to normal, as a small smile formed. He lifted his hand, took hold of her chin, and raised her gaze to meet his.

“I look forward to it, and more,” he said darkly.

Roma’s eyes trembled at his confidence. When Simon let go and walked away, her whole spirit grew weaker.

Val watched the whole thing with interested eyes.

Bridget looked at the vamp. “No.”

“Yes,” Val said as she licked her lips.

“You can’t keep inserting yourself in other people’s relationships,” Bridget said in a low tone.

“But I like when they insert things in me,” Val said, and finished with a sigh.

Simon stepped closer to the massive pile of bones. Rita appeared in his gaze.

“How can I help you, my darkling brother,” the digital assistant said with crazed eyes.

“If I add new attributes to my stats, will I have them beyond the dungeon?”

Rita shook her head. “No. Added attributes only affect you in the dungeon. But any new abilities you gain for being down here do remain with you when you leave the dungeon. Those cannot be taken away.”

“Please bring up the stat list, and my own attributes.”

Information appeared on the screen.

Stat Ranks

1 to 3: Feeble -1

4 to 8: Moderate 0

9 to 12: Potent +1

13 to 15: Formidable +2

16 to 19: Mighty +3

20: Imposing +4

21: Colossal +5

22: Supreme +6

23: Titan +7

24: Ascendent +8

25: Eternal ???  

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 15 (Formidable +2)

Dexterity:  15 (Formidable +2)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 11 (Potent +1)

Simon looked over his stats, and the stat list. With only two points, he weighed his options. He was already at Formidable with his intelligence, and his dexterity. One point each would put him at Mighty, earning an extra bonus for each. Putting the points anywhere else would only move him closer to the next bracket level, but if he put the points in his Will, his willpower would be unstoppable.

We need some other boss fights to increase my already high attributes. For now, increasing my dexterity will make me almost as fast as Val. Increasing my intelligence will aid us against anything else we may encounter.

Simon considered it for a moment, before mentally adding points to his attributes.

Intelligence and Dexterity increased to sixteen each, adding another bonus to each.

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity:  16 (Mighty +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 11 (Potent +1)

Simon held the leather armor in one of his hands. He lifted it up, seeing a leather cuirass, pauldrons, and rerebraces. The armor covered his upper torso, but did little in the way of protecting his legs, and forearms.

Information filled his gaze.

Leather Armor

Common

Armor: 2 (+3 from Dexterity)

Use: Protect the heart so it may continue to fight

“Better than nothing,” Simon whispered to himself, seeing his Armor go up to five on his stat screen.

The darkling started putting the armor on, but his mind wandered to the page he had acquired.

One step closer to my goals.


Chapter 18

Avast!   

Simon made his way down the stone steps. He was leading the group, the rest following him with alert senses.

The last six levels colored the darkling’s mind. Their group had fought all manner of creatures, from groups of gnolls to giant slime cubes. The gnolls were nasty, hyena type humanoids. The moment they caught a sniff of the Odd Bog team, they came barreling toward them, snickering, and shouting like crazed animals. Simon felt nothing as he, and the others of Odd Bog, slaughtered them by the dozens.

After each battle, the team grew a little worse for wear. They all noticed it, the stench of gnoll blood on their clothes and skin was noticeable. There was little to do for the stench, but they moved on, looting their bodies for small amounts of coin.

Simon’s brow wrinkled at the thought of the large slime cubes. The few they ran into were difficult to bypass. They were the height and width of corridors. Skeletal remains of gnolls were inside them, almost fully digested by the odd slimes.

Fire was the only way to fight them. Transparent tentacles would shoot out, trying to grab anyone in the group, and the tentacles could only be fended off by fire. Even with Simon’s unusual blood, it didn’t give them much of an edge in those battles. Torches were enough to fight the odd slimes, but the whole team often had low hit points afterwards. Fire was dangerous to the slimes, and many in the team.

Once the slimes were defeated, much like the gnolls, Odd Bog carried on.

Simon caught sight of the next level at the bottom of the stairs. He glanced at the “Level 17” carved into the very stone. He smiled, and glanced back at his haggard team.

Val made her way down the stairs, a small darkness under her eyes. The vamp normally spoke often, but said less with each level down. Simon knew she was using a lot of energy in the fights, and she was weakening after every battle.

Tara looked the same as when the darkling first met her. She had a hard brow, and a look of determination, but there was a change. Simon noticed she always had her hand on her sword pommel. It was as if she couldn’t bear the thought of not being armed.

Simon wondered if the fight with the necromancer dwarf had shaken her. She didn’t let it show, but Simon knew the edges of sorrow and madness when he saw it. It was something all darklings knew on sight, or felt in the presence of others. It was the gnawing feeling of something dark eating a person from within. The wight was not impervious to emotions. She simply hid her scars from all. But when she confessed what happened, there was a sliver of desperation, as if to gain some kind of penance from those she began to respect.

Simon walked up to the level entrance, knowing, with each battle, their team grew closer.

The darkling reached the entrance and stared out at an immense cavern, and a deep crevasse.

The level was divided into two rocky sides. The crevasse ran down the middle, the darkling standing at an entrance. When he turned his head, he saw rocky spires stabbing upwards with heights of six, to twelve feet tall. They ran down the length of the cavern.

Clumps of glowing moss covered the ceiling, giving the entire cavern adequate light. But Simon’s eyes caught something strange, across the yawning crevasse. He stared across it, and a few hundred feet away, he glimpsed another corridor entrance on the other side.

“What do you see?” Tara asked.

“A long cavern, with a wide crevasse, but there is another corridor entrance, with stairs leading down to this very cavern.”

Simon looked over his shoulder to the pale wight. “Why is there another stairway leading down here?”

“The dungeon sometimes splits the runners. If there is another stairwell across the way, that means another team is coming down, or they are already here,” Val said plainly, without any sarcasm, or witty remarks.   

Tara nodded gravely. “This may be a team versus team level.

“The exits to the lower level will be at the other end. We will have to run for it,” Roma said with tired eyes.

Simon turned his body, his gaze locked on the witch. Roma was exhausted. It wasn’t just from battles, but from using her magic. Much like Val, the witch was using every drop of her mana for each fight. She didn’t regenerate like the dead, or darkling. She was still human, despite her mystical powers.

Bridget put her hand on the witch’s shoulder, concern in her eyes.

Much like Simon and Tara, the flesh golem didn’t tire as quickly. She had been conversative with her electrical power, and only used it when needed.

The witch looked at the tall flesh golem, and smiled. “I’ll be okay. Maybe on the next level, we can get some real rest.”

Tara moved to the level entrance and looked out with stern eyes.

“We don’t know if either of the other teams passed through, are hiding, or on their way. It looks still, but we must be very careful. The longer we’re here, the greater the chances we will run into another team.”

“How likely will they attack us?” Simon asked.

“Very,” Val said with shadows under her eyes. “It’s not just about reaching the bottom, but eliminating the competition.”

Simon moved to Tara’s side, and poked his head out. He looked to the left, seeing the cavern extend on into shadowy darkness.

“This will not be a fast run. The thick spikes are meant to give us cover.”

Simon pulled his head back in, and turned slightly to Tara. “What’s your order, Team Captain.”

The wight turned to the darkling, her blood red eyes filled with her thoughts.

“There is no way around this. We must run the gauntlet. If we stay here, the other team, or teams, may appear, and start shooting from the other side. The crevasse is wide, and deep enough to prevent anyone from either side from making it across, but that won’t aid us with ranged attacks.”

Tara turned to the group with determined eyes. “Gather your strength. We will make the run. If we are attacked by monsters, or another team, we hunker down. Who has ranged attacks?”

“I have my lightning gauntlets,” Bridget spoke up.

Val moved to her friend’s side, and handed her the lightning wand.

“I can’t hold my swords, and the wand. It may be better with you, so you don’t tire out your energy,” the vamp said with a mild smirk.

“Thank you,” Bridget said with warm understanding, her friend giving her more to defend herself with.

“I can use frost, or fire magic,” Roma said with tired eyes.

Tara stepped to the witch, and stood before her.

“You are not to expend any more of your mana unless absolutely needed. That means for defense, or healing,” the wight ordered.

“Tara, I can help with ranged attacks,” the witch said sternly.

“No,” the wight said with understanding eyes. “Everyone in this team is important, and we can’t lose anyone. Turn into your cat form. It will aid with your speed, and your small size will make it difficult to hit.

“I know you can’t use other spells in your cat form, so only return to normal when behind cover, and if needed.”

Roma stared into the wight’s eyes, before she looked away and nodded.

Tara turned to Bridget as Val moved to Simon’s side, and out of the wight’s glare. “You will be our ranged DPS. If we run into an opposing team, or a monster we cannot take on with melee attacks, we will be relying on you to keep them busy as we all make our escape. Understood?”

Bridget stood a little taller, and nodded.

Tara turned to Val and Simon. “I want you both to stay low. Make no attempts to cross the crevasse. Aid in defense.”

“You can count on me,” Simon smiled.

“Sure,” Val said with a tired edge.

“I’ll lead the way. Stick together and keep moving,” the wight said before she turned to the entrance of the level.

The group moved with her. Simon stared past the wight’s shoulder, a whisper touching his mind.

“They lurk.”

Simon’s eyes widened as he reached out, grabbed Tara’s shoulder, and pulled her back.

In that split-second, there was a flash of smoke, and an ice shard crossing the crevasse. It struck the edge of the level entrance, and exploded into smaller shards of ice, and mists.

The group moved to the sides of the small chamber.

“Come out sea slugs,” a voice echoed through the cavern, followed by a laugh.

“Shipwreck team,” Tara growled.

“That was your warning shot. We could have waited until you were all out, and blast you out of the dungeon, but I am a fair, and just captain.”

“Great! Those fucking elves all have magic, and mana pistols,” Val hissed.

Simon listened intently, and a plan formed.

“I can create a large, wide shield. I can guard us as we run,” he whispered.

Tara shook her head. “No. You’ve done enough for us when we fought the dwarf necromancer. I have another idea.”

The wight turned her head and looked at Val. “Use your mist ability to give us cover.”

Val shook her head. “If I use that ability, it will weaken me more than I am now. If they use magic, or fire, it will further weaken me. I need blood.”

“Val, you could have fed on the gnolls,” Bridget said harshly.

“No, I couldn’t. They are wild creatures, and their blood would have influenced me. It is why our kind feeds mostly on humans. The blood of other humanoids can cause a kind of violent madness, and I might have turned on all of you. I honestly believed I wouldn’t be so taxed coming this far. I can last several weeks between feedings because of my age, but this dungeon is pulling at my very sanity. If I didn’t know any better, I swear it’s draining my power a little at a time.”

“You can feed on me,” Roma offered.

Val looked at the beautiful witch, and gave her a sardonic smirk.

“Yes, I can, but you would be too drained to continue. I don’t require much, but even taking a little would weaken you. Thank you, Roma, but I will not endanger you with my hunger.”

“Come out, come out, my little sea slugs! Or there may be more nasty surprises,” echoed from the cavern.

Simon turned to Bridget. “You and I can defend the team. I will protect you as you fire back at them. This will distract them as the rest of the team makes a run for it.”

“Simon,” Tara said with a hard tone.

The darkling turned to the wight with a blank, unfeeling look in his eyes. “We both know this can work. Everyone runs as Bridget and I hold them off. This will be our only chance to get all of us, or most of us to the exit.”

“We will,” Tara was cut off as a strange, misty orb struck the edge of the entrance, and exploded.

Green mist flashed, and flooded the area. The moment it touched everyone, damage registered.

Status attack! 1 acid damage.

Armor: 5

Hits: 8/9

Simon instantly knew that this mystical attack bypassed his armor.

“Go!” the darkling shouted as dark blood poured into his hands.

There was no time for debate. The group charged out of the level entrance, and into the cavern. Tara, Val, and Roma, darted for several small spires as bolts of ice and fire shot across the crevasse.

Shadow blood poured out from Simon’s hands, and arms. It all combined and reformed into a large black shield, enough to protect two.

“Keep going!” Simon shouted as Bridget moved behind him.

Time sped up as the Odd Bog team charged into the chaos as an acidic mist filled the level entrance.

“Swim little fish!” a blue-haired elf in pirate garb swung out from behind a spire on the other side of the crevasse with two arcane pistols, and began firing.

The elf’s mad laughter echoed through the cavern as the team ran.

Roma whispered a magical word, and her body shrank as she ran. Fur sprouted, and soon she was on all fours, darting quickly from rock spire to rock spire.

Val darted in quick blurs, her swords sheathed behind her. 

Tara pumped her legs, but was nowhere near as quick as a cat, and the speedy vamp. Where she lacked speed, she made up for in courage, making sure there were spires in her way as she listened to the attacks, and where they were coming from.

Simon watched it all as he and Bridget ran. Different elves rushed along the other side of the crevasse, each one firing across with different attacks. A red-headed elf used a fire bow, unleashing flaming arrows. She laughed like a crazy person with each twang of her bowstring.

The captain of the Shipwreck team fired off spell shells, each one lighting up the area.

A tall, wide, sea elf, moved at a hulking pace. He had a long thick spear in his webbed hands. His black gaze watched and called out targets.

A dark-skinned elf with white hair unleashed a barrage of ice spells.

The last elf of their team had pale skin, blonde hair, and a look of shock and horror as he ran, clutching a staff to him. He was wearing a black and white robe, like a priest’s robe.

A dread fell over Simon, the moment an ice-shard struck his black shield. The shard shattered, but he felt the tingle of mana push against him. He didn’t take any damage, but he knew, if a fire arrow, or fireball struck it, the damage would sink into him.

Bridget pointed her frost wand, and unleashed ice-shards of her own.

Ice shards from Bridget’s want struck the other side. Magic surged as ice spikes stabbed up from each impact, nearly impaling a running shadow elf.

“Keep moving!” Simon said as his legs moved.

The darkling and flesh golem stuck together as they ran nearly sideways. Simon kept up his shield as the area around him flashed with ice and fire explosions. Pieces of rock were blasted off spires, only his shield knocking them away.

Both sides ran as fast as they could, firing at each other.

“Allies.”

Simon gritted his teeth as explosions caused him to stumble. He heard the whisper, and looked to his teammates. They were already far ahead.

The darkling didn’t understand the whisper as he ran for his life.

Bridget kept unleashing frost bolts from her wand. After a hundred feet of running, the wand went dark.

“The wand is out,” the flesh golem said as she slid it into her belt, and lifted her fists.

Electricity crackled as she aimed her gauntlets, Simon giving her cover.

The darkling braced for his shield to be struck dead on, but as they ran, it didn’t happen. Explosions rippled around them, causing debris to bounce off his shield, but there was no direct damage.

Simon lowered his shield just enough to look past it.

Time slowed down as everyone was running. The darkling made eye contact with the leader of the other team. The beautiful blue-haired elf stared back at him with a wicked smirk, and a mana pistol in each hand. She kept her hypnotic gaze on his eyes, her pistols having the darkling’s shield in her aim.

The elf’s smirk stabbed deeper into her cheek, as she moved her aim slightly, and pulled triggers.

Ice bolts struck a nearby spire, a small explosion causing Simon to stumble again.

Bridget aimed at the elf leader across the way, energy charging to fire.

They’re not trying to hurt us. They’re testing us, to see if we will hurt them or not.

Simon stood up as he used the edge of his shield to hit Bridget’s gauntlets.

The flesh golem’s eyes widened as two bolts of lightning fired, and streaked upwards.

An explosion high over the elf captain caused her to laugh.

Simon lowered his shield as he ran. He saw the elf across the crevasse give him a sly wink.

“Simon?” Bridget said as she ran alongside him.

“They’re testing us. Just keep running,” the darkling said as his shield shrunk a little.

The pair charged along the strange spires, explosions rippling around them.

Val had moved into the lead. The dark shadows of the cavern began to part, and she spotted an archway.

“The exit is just ahead!” the vamp shouted over her shoulder.

Roma darted low, her paws carrying her as fast as she could. She watched the vamp ahead.

There was a large rumble, enough to shake the whole cavern.

Val stopped running and moved behind a spire. She poked her head out and looked, as the cavern shook again.

Simon pumped his legs, looking ahead and to the other side. When the cavern shook, he nearly lost his footing as he pushed ahead.

The elves across the crevasse stopped shooting as they ran.

An explosion rocked the cavern. Debris and mist blasted up from the crevasse as something large curled upwards.

Val saw it first, a giant, crimson skinned thing curling over to the elf side of the cavern. A large, tooth-filled maw opened as it swiveled its head to the elves.

“Red Worm!” several elves shouted at once.

The giant creature was over a hundred feet long, and thirty feet wide. The scent of living meat touched its senses, and it struck down like lightning.

The Shipwreck team pulled, or jumped back. The head of the worm struck the ground, caving in part of it. It reared back, crushing rocks in its mouth to dust.

“We found enough bait for the rest of our lives! Hit it with everything you got!” the elf captain shouted as she fired both mana pistols.

The red-haired elf fired fire arrows, as the shadow elf mage whispered an incantation, and a stream of lightning blasted from her hands.

The red worm screeched as magical attacks peppered and exploded along the trunk of it.

Val turned to the rest of the team getting closer to her.

“This is our chance to make a run for the exit,” she shouted.

Simon slowed his pace, and pulled his battle-axe from behind his back. He looked across as the worm looked like it was barely taking any damage. The elves leapt and fired away, but the worm was getting closer to them. Worried looks filled most of their eyes, but their captain shouted and fired like courage incarnate.

Tara looked at Simon, and saw what dwelled in his gaze.

“Simon, no!” the wight said.

Simon spoke without looking at the wight, “I know this might not make sense, but if we don't make allies, we will never reach the bottom.”

And with that, the darkling darted for the edge of the crevasse, and made an impossible leap upwards, battle-axe in hand.

Roma’s cat eyes watched as Simon flew across the crevasse with his battle-axe overhead.

Simon was silent as he soared into the chaotic fray. When he was near the giant worm, he brought Bone Splitter down, and sliced into the monster’s thick hide.

The worm let out another inhuman screech as it thrashed, and waved.

Black claws stabbed out from the darkling’s left hand, and stabbed into the monster’s tough hide so he could cling on to it. With a mighty pull of his right arm, he dislodged the battle-axe, and slammed it into the monster again.

Dark ichor seeped from the new pair of fresh wounds, yet the monster continued to thrash, the darkling barely holding on.

The elf captain, and her crew, watched in astonishment as the darkling held on and slammed his axe into it again, and again.

Simon didn’t shout or scream. Only purpose filled him as he tried to slay the monster himself.

“Help the hero!” the elf captain shouted.

Weapons and mystical energies aimed, and blasted out.

The red worm thrashed as it was attacked on two fronts. Lightning and fire blinded its already poor vision. Its senses were assaulted with magic and fire arrows. The constant chopping of the thing hanging on it distracted it further. The bleeding pain grew so great, and the monster let out a weak wail.

“Bridget, aim at the worm!” Tara commanded.

The flesh golem lifted her gauntlets, but hesitated.

“I might hit Simon,” she said.

Roma began to shift back into her human form, but Val stared at Simon with annoyed eyes. She watched as the worm was weakening from the many attacks.

Simon lifted his bloody axe again, and chopped into the worm again, foul blood leaking from it.

When the darkling was about to make another strike, something landed above him. He looked up to see Val on the worm, a katana blade in each hand.

The vamp moved quickly. Her blades sliced across the worm’s body as she ran up the length of it. Her movements were so quick, gravity was but a guideline. Her attacks were quick blurs, slicing away at the monster as she ran. When she nearly reached the head, she lifted her blades up to impale them in the things’ wide head.

There was a shift, and the red worm’s head snapped up just as she was stabbing down. It slammed into her, scattering her blades away as she was thrown backwards into the air.

The vamp floated over the dark crevasse. Understanding filled her as she knew there was nothing she could hold onto.

Simon glanced up as he saw Val was airborne, her blades spinning in the air away from her.

Tara watched with wide eyes.

“Simon, no,” the wight whispered.

The darkling planted his boots on the trunk of the worm. He retracted his black claws as he let go of his battle-axe. The darkling launched off the worm like a bullet. He turned his body, arms out to the falling vamp.

Roma was barely human as her hand touched a stone spire weakly, trying to keep herself steady.

“Simon. Val,” the witch said as fur sank into her body, unable to perform a single spell as she shifted her form.

The darkling caught the falling vamp, and held her to his chest. Val stared at him as he held her with one arm, and reached out with another.

A spell exploded against the worm, rocking it back.

Simon saw the edge of the crevasse cliff, ready to grab it. The head of the worm fell and struck the back of his legs, causing him and Val to spin.

“NO!” Bridget shouted as she reached the edge. She watched in horror as Val, Simon, and the worm, tumbled down in the darkness below, and vanished from sight.


Chapter 19

Shadowy Needs   

Simon opened his eyes, and glanced around. He was on his back. Above him was a ring of trees, and a full moon glowing at the top of a cavern ceiling.

The darkling’s hands were at his sides, fingers digging into grass and dirt. He sat up, and looked around.

A small clearing surrounded him. Shadows danced among the dark trees, even if there was no wind slipping through them. The area dripped of black darkness, but the light of the strange moon glowed, keeping the abyssal shadows at bay.

When Simon glanced down to his side, he saw Val lying on the grass, about five feet from his side. Her katanas were on the ground to each side of her, as his axe was by his side.

The darkling slowly stood up, glancing around as he looked for the worm. A memory painted his thoughts of himself, Val, and the worm, falling into the darkness of the crevasse, and everything going black.

A quick scan of the area revealed no worm, dead or alive.

The darkling walked over to Val, crouched down, and tapped her shoulder with two fingers.

“Val?” he whispered, unsure if there were any enemies nearby.

The vamp’s eyes opened, and she shifted her gaze to him.

“Are we on the surface? Did we perish?” she groaned.

Simon shook his head. “No. We’re still in the dungeon.”

The vamp looked up at the strange moon floating at the top of the tall cavern, and squinted.

“Is that, the moon?”

“It’s a moon. We’re still underground, and it’s much too small,” Simon smirked.

Val gave him a small smile. “It’s nice when I’m not the only sarcastic one,” she said and raised her hand up.

Simon took her hand, and helped to her feet.

The pair gathered their weapons, and sheathed them, before they looked around again.

The vamp eyed the moving shadows alongside the tree trunks, and leafy branches.

“The shadows are moving,” she whispered.

Simon nodded. “I noticed that too. There is no breeze. It’s almost like they’re alive.”

Val turned around, seeing more shadows behind them at the clearing edge.

“What is this place?”

“I’m not sure, but I was in a place similar to this before, when I separated from the group.”

“What happened?”

Simon tilted his head, and looked up at the moon with curious eyes. “I was taught something about myself.”

Val looked around, an annoyance filling her eyes.

“Strange that the dungeon would take an interest in one mythic.”

“It doesn’t do this with others?” Simon asked.

The vamp looked around with a tired, sharp gaze.

“No, or no one is talking about it when it happens to them. I myself have never had such an experience.”

Simon walked closer to the clearing edge. As he approached, the shadows bent toward him, like a black, living flame.

Val watched him with curious eyes, before a hunger, and a weakness filled her. Legs trembled, and she immediately fell to her knees. She sat back, a feral hunger filling her eyes.

Simon heard her fall, and turned to the vamp sitting on the floor.

“Stay back,” she said with a harsh whisper. “I’ve used too much energy. I’m hungry, and I may do something I will regret.”

“I won’t leave you here,” Simon said with a concerned edge.

Val’s eyes weakened as she looked at the darkling. “You poor fool. You don’t understand what I need at the moment.”

“I know you need blood.”

Val’s weak smile turned into a sad one. She looked down, and let out a long sigh.

“My darkling hunk, it’s plain as night that I cannot go on. I’ve never fed on a darkling, and I don’t intend to. You’ve made this a fun, exciting dungeon run, but I think I’m finished.”

Val looked at him with a knowing gleam in her eyes.

“I need you to slay me,” she said with a weak smile.

“Slay you?”

Val nodded once. “I will appear in the town center of Penumbra Springs. There, I will be able to procure some blood, and return to my wicked charming self.”

The vamp looked down with a solemn gaze. “I never thought of myself as heroic. I’ve tried, many times, but I seem to fall back into my usual habits, and selfish desires.

“Seeing you leap over onto the worm, and attack it because the other team may have perished, well, it inspired me. For a brief moment, I wanted to help too.”

Val let out a sad laugh, as a haunted look filled her eyes.

“I’ve been a monster for a long time. I’ve killed so many people, I’ve lost count. Bridget and I were exiled to this world because we tried to fight for something better. Our good deeds were punished, and here we are.”

The vamp looked aside, defeat in her eyes.

“If I wasn’t so weak, you would have never seen this side of me. I would have carried on with splendor and grace. Simon, I’m asking you to keep this between us. I don’t think my fans could bear to see it, If I had any fans.”

Simon watched as Val slowly lost her way. The façade of her fabulous and in control demeanor fell away like dying leaves at the end of autumn. Before him was a defeated monster, wondering if she needed to be in this realm, or any of the multiverse of realms.

“I won’t take it personally if you chop off my head. Maybe I won’t appear in the community center, and leave this world as I should have a long time ago.”

“Val,” Simon said when shadows leapt up from the clearing edge and curled around limbs.

Val watched with wide eyes as Simon was pulled back, the darkling grunting as he fought against it. She leapt up to her feet, and drew her swords.

Simon pulled against the shadows, but the more he pulled, the stronger they became. He growled as he dug his boots in, not wanting to be swallowed by the strange shadows.

“Bask in the darkness.”

The whisper touched his mind, and Simon’s eyes widened a hair.

Val blurred to him, her swords high and ready to cut down at the shadows.

“No,” he whispered. “Let me go.”

Val stared at him with wide eyes.

Simon stopped fighting, and was immediately pulled into the dark shadows.

An abyssal black consumed the darkling.

The darkness parted, and high above him was a full moon. It glowed with subdued brilliance.

The darkling moved his arms and legs, feeling like he was floating on a sea of shadows. There were no waves, or ripples, just simple darkness.

Simon’s mind worked. He looked at the moon, the only thing creating light in a black void. Its light held the darkness at bay.

The darkling’s eyes half-closed. A deep, dreamy song vibrated along his entire form. It was beautiful, and calming, like listening to a favorite melody at midnight.

Madness crept over his dark soul. He lifted a hand up, as if to touch the glowing moon.

“I understand what must be done,” Simon whispered as his finger reached the edge of the moon.

A bloom of darkness flowed into the light. It spread like spilled ink. It snuffed out the light as it spread out further. When the moon was covered in darkness, the light died. The shadows were pleased, and flowed into the darkling’s mouth.

Simon opened his eyes, standing at the edge of the clearing. An alert filled his gaze, and he smiled.

Veil of Shadows

Description: The user can wrap themselves in a cloak of darkness, becoming nearly invisible in low light and blending with shadows.

Effect: Grants enhanced stealth and minor shadow manipulation.

Simon felt the shadows settle in his dark heart.

I unlocked another piece of my power, but why? Why does it feel the dungeon is training me? What goal is it trying to reach?

Val rushed to the darkling, blades in each hand.

“Simon, I saw you vanish into the shadows, and reappear instantly. What happened?”

“It’s alright. The shadows were not trying to hurt me. They were trying to help me.”

Val tilted her head to the side, and raised an eyebrow.

“You sound crazy,” she said.

Simon nodded. “I’ll take that as a complement.”

The vamp lifted her arms and sheathed her swords over her shoulders.

Another alert filled Simon’s gaze.

You trusted the whispers.

Whisper of the Abyss has improved to Moderate.

Simon quickly read the alert, when Val’s legs trembled and she swayed. His hands reached out to grab her, and she fell into his arms.

The vamp and darkling looked into each other’s eyes.

Val’s gaze fell to his strong neck, seeing a pulsating vein under his skin.

“Simon…please…push me away,” she said weakly.

Simon was silent as he looked into her glowing pinpoint red eyes.

“Simon…I want to drink…from you…but I don’t know what your blood will do to me? It…may make me…a monster to put down,” she said just above a whisper.

The darkling held the vamp to his chest. He looked down on her with a gleam of madness in his own eyes.

“We can discover what my blood does to you, together.”

Val stared upwards as urges clawing at her own reasoning.

“Will…this…be our secret?” Val asked with honest innocence.

“It will be whatever we want it to be,” Simon said, and touched her pale cheek with the back of his fingers.

Val blinked, unable to resist her own urges. Her lips parted as fangs grew longer. She launched the short distance to his neck, sinking her fangs into his flesh, and dark blood.

Simon held the vamp close, feeling her lips massage his skin as she drank his dark blood.

Val was a feral thing, sucking on Simon like a true creature of the night. Dark blood spilled down her throat, and her eyes widened as controlled madness eclipsed her whole being.

Knowledge poured over the vamp's broken soul, as whispers stormed her mind. It was a cloud of shadowy darkness, ocean tides of books, dreamy visions of dark tentacled gods, and deities cloaked in yellow. They sang songs of beautiful discord, under crushing weights of black holes. Reality warped as she clung to the darkling, and she let out a scream of joy, as she fell into the abyss with a happy smile.

Val snapped her head back, and stumbled. She caught herself, and looked at Simon with wide, knowing eyes. An innocence filled her features, as a primal strength powered her undead form.

“Simon, I understand,” Val said with a small eye twitch.

“You do,” he smiled.

“Everything we are doing, I mean, what you’re doing, is to discover why the dark gods left you behind. We…you, must find the dark gods, and know why they left.”

Val touched the side of her head, Simon’s soul blending with hers.

“You want to convince them to return. To…become shepherds to the billions of minds here once again.”

Simon approached the vamp, and stood before her with a small smile, and a maddening gaze.

She looked up to him again, her eyes wide and black. “If they don’t return, you will become a dark god, to protect, and oversee Urth.”

The darkling took her hands into his, and raised them up. Val stood close, looking into Simon’s eyes with dreamy darkness.

“My intentions were never truly hidden. To some, I would be a villain. To others, a dark hero. It doesn’t matter. I’m training to become more. I won’t allow defeat to color my journey, our journey,” he whispered.

Val nodded with complete understanding. “You haven’t simply fallen for Roma. You have fallen for all of us.”

Simon gave a single nod.

“The power of my blood will stay with you for a while, but these moments of truth may vanish to the recesses of your mind. They will become a forgotten memory, but know this, I want more, and I will achieve it. I also want you to know, if you stay with me, we will achieve things that will shake realms.

“Don’t weep for a past that doesn’t suit you and your power. Weep for the future of us, changing destiny.”

“I want this,” Val said with a wicked whisper. “I want more,” she moaned.

Simon shifted his gaze past Val’s head, seeing an archway appear in the clearing. It led to the dungeon, just beyond the threshold.

“I want more,” Val hissed again with confused eyes.

Simon looked down at the vamp as her hands trailed down his covered chest, and stomach.

The darkling reached down, took hold of Val, and gently helped her back up to her feet. Her black eyes stared into his knowing gaze, edges of madness storming along her undead soul.

“Let’s go find the others,” he said with warm conviction.

***

Tara, Bridget, and Roma waited at the entrance of the eighteenth floor. A hollowness filled their expressions, losing two of their team in one stroke.

“Should we even press on? Without them, we are as good as dead in this dungeon,” Bridget said with defeated eyes.

Roma clutched her staff as she leaned on it. She knew, they all knew the dungeon was not life or death. It was meant for entertainment, but with Simon, it felt more than simply making a dungeon run to chase away boredom.

The witch stared at nothing, knowing Simon’s desire to take on the dungeon, gave her something she hadn’t had in a long time, hope.

“They would want us to continue,” Tara said, not believing her own words.

“I won’t continue without them,” Roma said with sad bravery.

Tara and Bridget looked at the witch with solemn gazes.

Roma continued, “I…didn’t know I wanted more until we banded together. For the first time, in a long time, I feel like I truly belong. Even in the Moon Glow Hamlet, I was an outsider because I spoke my mind. I didn’t agree with how things were done, and for that, I was an outcast, and given scraps.

“I know you both know I was told to leave the Moon Glow Hamlet. I could only live in Odd Bog, because I had nowhere else to go. But you both may not know this, on my last run with the Moon Glow Hamlet, I took a mystical book without sharing it with the rest of the team. I wanted it, and didn’t care what they thought, or felt.

“I gained an ability, one that I can use in, and out of the dungeon. I was happy, because I knew they would ex-communicate me from the hamlet for what I did. I didn’t care, and was happy to leave, but that happiness faded when I started to feel alone.”

A shy smile filled Roma’s lips as she continued, “Simon helped me feel like we all belonged together. I feel like I am part of a family again.”

Her smile faded a touch, as she looked away.

“Now, I feel empty again. I want him, and Val, to come back. I want all of us to conquer the dungeon, together.”

“And so we shall,” came a voice from the dungeon level entrance.

Everyone turned their heads, shock painting their expressions. They watched as Simon and Val entered the level entrance from the dungeon side. Simon smiled, as Val leaned on him, her eyes spacey and wandering.

Roma, Tara, and Bridget rushed the pair. Roma hugged Simon around the waist, as Bridget embraced the dizzy vampire. Tara was close, a small smile across her pale lips.

Roma pulled back with happy eyes.

“What happened?”

“I’ll tell you as we make our way through the dungeon,” Simon said, unsure how prepared the group would be to hear it.

Bridget pulled back as Val gave her a happy, sharp smile.

“What happened to you?”

“I drank some of Simon’s blood, and we know so much more,” Val grinned.

“It was a last resort,” Simon said. “She should be alright for a time, but she will need human blood at some point. For now, she may be a little odd.”

“Not for Odd Bog,” Tara smirked.

“Sorry I worried you, team leader,” Simon said with a genuine tone.

Tara nodded. “We’re just happy you both returned. I’m happy you both returned.”

The wight stood taller, and addressed the group.

“I’m happy we are all back together, but let’s push forward. We are on level eighteen, and we have many levels to go.”

Everyone nodded.

Val kept nodding and laughing.

“Alright, let’s go,” the wight said as she took lead.

Everyone followed.

Simon and Roma shared an affectionate glance at each other. Bridget helped Val along, the vamp looking around like she was seeing the dungeon for the first time.

The group walked down a wide corridor, a new sense of hope filling their supernatural hearts.


Chapter 20

Do not Fear   

Simon made his way down the stairs as a positive vibration filled his spirit. They had cleared a few levels, mostly filled with small gnoll camps. The vile humanoids wanted only blood and violence, and they received it.

There was little to no treasure or weapons, but Simon was content to be with his team. There was a deeper bond. The time together showed how well they worked together. With each battle, the bond only grew.

“The gnoll fur could be made into handbags,” Val said with a sardonic chuckle, darkness filling her eyes.

Everyone on the stairs glanced at the vamp, and then returned their gazes to the stairs as they made their way down.

Simon said nothing, knowing his blood was causing her a subdued madness. He wasn’t sure how it would affect her, or for how long, but since they cleared five levels, Val had become further unhinged, and craved more violence after each battle.

Roma moved to Tara’s side as they made their way deeper.

“I’m worried about Val,” the witch whispered.

Tara nodded once.

“I could let her drink from me? We should rest at the bottom of this floor, and she can regain her wits?” Roma offered.

The wight shook her head.

“It could take hours before we can start moving again. The market floor should be close. There, we can rest, and reprovision. Val has kept her fighting abilities and skills. We just have to manage her…condition.”

“I can hear you, little ducklings,” the vamp said with a mad giggle from the rear of the group.

Tara and Roma ignored her.

“Roma, after this level, we will reassess,” the wight whispered.

The witch nodded.

Simon saw the bottom of the stairs, and smiled.

“I see the bottom,” he relayed back to the team.

Simon made his way down, seeing the markings “Level 25” on the edge of the archway.

When the group reached the bottom, they gathered in a small group.

“Bridget, check the level area to see if it’s clear. Everyone else, I need to know your stats, and make sure we're all up to fighting through another level,” Tara directed.

The flesh golem nodded and stepped away.

“I’m at full,” Simon said with a quick glance at his stats.

“I’m full of darkness,” Val said with a manic grin, and long shadows covering her eyes.

“I’m a little tired, but I can keep going,” Roma said with a tired exhale.

Tara nodded. “I am at full as well, but since things will get tougher the deeper we go, it might be time for all of us to stop holding back.”

Simon lifted an eyebrow.

Tara gave him an amused glance.

“You didn’t think we were using everything we had in the fights, did you? Roma has access to many more spells. Val has more vampiric abilities she hasn’t used yet. Bridget is like a generator, and she can unleash different kinds of electrical attacks. As for myself, I haven’t used my life-drain abilities.

“The reason why we haven’t used them yet is because the dungeon will make things harder for us the moment we do. We’ve been holding back to make the dungeon as easy as we could so it would be easier to get to the bottom.”

Simon nodded. “You never mentioned it during training, or when we started our run.”

Tara nodded. “Forgive me for that. During our training, I could tell you were holding back. You didn’t mention all of your abilities, so I had to study you, and make sure you were up for the run. Clearly, you are more powerful than at first glance. Since we are truly working as a team, it will mean we can fight better together.”

The darkling smiled. “I’m fine with it.”

Bridget made her way to the edge of the archway. When she reached it, she stayed close to the edge, and peeked out with one eye to make sure there were no enemy monsters waiting for them.

The flesh golem’s eye widened, and she slipped back. She quickly moved to the team, her eyes still wide.

“It’s a swarm level,” she whispered.

Everyone turned to her in mild shock.

“How many? The layout?” Tara asked with firm eyes.

“I was quick, but there were hundreds of gnolls, divided in various camps. It’s an immense, wide-open level, with several broken walls as partial cover. It looks like this is the main camp.”

“What about the exit archway?”

“I saw it, on the other side of the chamber,” she said with a sullen tone.

Tara’s red eyes shifted away, her mind working.

“We can take them!” Val said with wide eyes before she licked her ruby lips.

“A whole swarm, just us?” Bridget said with defeat in her eyes.

Simon watched Bridget, Roma, and even Tara, wilt a little. The ray of hope they had was now eclipsed with the darkness of defeat.

Val was the only one not affected, as she moved to Asher’s side and looked at him with wide eyes, and a sharp grin.

“Come on, Simon! Let’s show them. Let’s take them all on, just the two of us.”

Simon closed his eyes, a darkness bubbling along his twisted soul.

“All this work. All this fighting, to reach a swarm level. I never made it this far down before. It’s true, the dungeon wants to stop us,” said Bridget

Tara spoke up, “We can use the archway as a defense and,” she was interrupted by Simon.

“Forgive me, team leader, but I have to say something,” Simon said with closed eyes.

Everyone turned their attention to the darkling.

Simon continued with closed eyes, “From what I gathered, the dungeon has always been seen as entertainment for the Penumbra Springs Community. It’s meant to wash away the boredom of immortality, and challenge mythics who are already powerful.

“I heard about the Dread Dungeon for some time. I also know, those who make it deep, don’t treat this as some form of mild entertainment.

“We all know this place grants power, and even a wish, if you reach the bottom. I’m sure everyone here has seen swarms before, and they have programmed you to fear them. Even if they are tough, the dungeon would not put such levels if it wasn’t always testing us.”

Simon opened his eyes, and gazed into the beautiful eyes surrounding him.

“Do not fear the swarm. It, like everything else, is a test. It’s meant to display hopelessness. But from my point of view, it is meant to show us as a team, what we are really made of. How powerful we can be.”

The darkling shifted his gaze to Tara. “You hid your stronger abilities, with good reason. We are the same. Do not show your enemies how strong you are. But in this case, I think we need to show the swarm how powerful we are.”

Tara made a single nod, courage filling her eyes again.

Simon continued, “We didn’t come here because we wanted to entertain the community. We came down here to prove to the community, Odd Bog is worthy of respect. They will see our teamwork, and our power. The Odd Bog Hamlet will be on everyone’s lips, as we do the unthinkable, destroy a swarm.”

Bridget stood taller. Val’s grin grew wider. Roma stared with unblinking eyes at the darkling. Tara’s eyes glowed with muted power.

“Let’s not hold back anymore. Let’s take this moment to be the mythics of legend we were always meant to be. And if we don’t make it, when we’re back on the surface, drinks are on me,” Simon smiled.

“We can do this,” Bridget smiled as she lifted her gauntlets and brought armored knuckles together.

Tara drew her wither sword, confidence filling her eyes.

Roma lifted her hands and whispered an incantation. Energy glowed around each member of the team.

“It’s a protection spell. It will give everyone here a plus one to your armor,” the witch said and held her staff at the ready.

Val reached over her shoulders, and drew Slicer and Dicer at the same time.

“Fuck yeah!” the vamp said with a crazed expression.

Simon nodded as he called up his stats.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 25

Armor: 5 (6 with +1 Blessing)

Hits: 9

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity:  16 (Mighty +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 11 (Potent +1)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Moderate)

Whisper of the Abyss (Moderate)

Veil of Shadows (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (3)

Bone Splitter: Battleaxe. Uncommon. Damage: 6

Gear

Club of Hitting: Club. Common. Damage: 5

Page of the Nox Porta: 1 of 8

Leather Armor: Common. Armor: 2

Simon anointed the Page of the Nox Porta to him. This may be their last level, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t try again.

A deeper, darker thought crawled from the depths of his mind, a preternatural knowing he could unleash his hidden madness. It was only meant for extreme circumstances, but if he was to gather the remaining seven pages to the Night Portal, they had to beat this swarm to give them a fighting chance.

We must prove to ourselves we make a great team.

The group moved as one toward the level archway. Tara and Simon took the lead, the pair reaching the archway. They looked out, visually drinking in the sight before them.

The chamber was greater than any immense cathedral. It had a dozen ruined walls scattered about the main floor. Small campfires glowed in the dimly lit lighting. Huddled around in various spots, dozens upon dozens of hyena-like humanoids gathered. Many slept, while others tended to cook. Pieces of meat seared on spits, many of the gnolls licking their chops in hungry anticipation. The mood was calm, the humanoids not noticing the intruders just yet.

“Remember, don’t hold back,” Tara said with a steady gaze on the monsters below.

Simon looked down the wide steps, leading to the chamber floor. He flicked his gaze up to the other side of the chamber, seeing an archway in the vast distance.

The other side of the chamber may as well be trying to reach the moon. We are vastly outnumbered. I see axes, swords, spears, bows, and arrows. They are well-armed, and organized.

Simon’s eyes took in a crazed gleam, as his smile grew a little more unhinged.

I finally get to let loose. It will be very refreshing.

A gnoll on the ground floor glanced up at the archway. Its eyes took on a seething hatred as it reached over to a hanging bell, and started ringing it.

More ringing joined the chorus as gnolls leapt to their clawed feet. They snatched up their weapons, as others pointed in the group’s direction.

“Good. I wanted them to see us coming,” Tara said with a need for violence in her own, crimson gaze.

“We’re with you!” Roma said from the back.

Val’s arms vibrated as she let out a flustered hiss.

“I can’t take it anymore! I need VIOLENCE!” the vamp said as she took a few steps back, and blurred forward into a jump.

Simon smiled as Val leapt over Tara and himself. The vamp spun like a sideways tornado.

The vamp stopped spinning in midflight, spreading out her arms and legs as she floated in the air for barely a moment, swords pointed out.

“I am death’s agent, and we want to use your fur for handbags,” Val hissed before she licked her lips.

Gnolls roared as they charged.

Val flipped as she fell, and landed at the bottom of the stairs, Slicer, and Dicer in her gloved hands.

A wave of gnolls rushed toward the lone vamp.

“My pretty puppies, come to Mad Val,” the vamp grinned before she blurred forward.

The first three gnolls never saw the blade that sliced through their necks. Heads separated from bodies, fountains of blood spurting upwards to shocked severed heads. The blur continued to dart around, slicing open chests, and severing limbs.

“We can’t let her have all the fun,” Simon grinned before he shot down like a blurry cannon blast.

The darkling reached the bottom of the stairs in a blink, and as gnolls charged at him with spears, swords, and axes, he pulled Bone Splitter from over his shoulder.

Madness filled the darkling’s eyes as he shot forward with a wide sweep of his battle-axe.

A row of chests opened, and blood sprayed. Simon moved like a silent heart attack, his battle-axe cleaving bodies in half, while black tentacles shot out, impaling bodies that moved around him.

“You're dead! You're dead! You're dead!” Val shouted with a smile, her swords slicing across long furry necks like they were thick paper.

Tara charged down the stairs, sword in hand. She watched as Simon and Val created small clearings, killing gnolls with deadly power. But they were slowly being surrounded, and even with their speed and power, she knew they would be overwhelmed.

The wight reached the halfway point of the stairs, bent her legs, and launched into the air. Her crimson gaze watched everything as it unfolded, picking her targets for when she landed. Her left hand dripped with strands of black power. When she landed, her wither sword cut open bodies, as they withered to bone.

Tara didn’t make a sound as her hand slammed on a gnolls neck, and drained its very life-force. The gnoll whimpered as Tara sliced it open. Strength and speed filled the wight, increasing her stats.

The wight leapt into the fray, her sword slicing with greater power as she drained life energy from the gnolls who were too close.

Bridget thundered down the stairs as energy poured into her gauntlets. She aimed both, as electricity arced along her green arms, and gauntlets. Twin streams of lighting erupted from her armored fists, and struck the growing horde of gnolls.

The stench of burnt fur rose up into the air as gnolls were knocked off their clawed feet, black burnt holes through them. Others yelped as electricity leapt off the lightning, burning them.

Bridget moved down the steps like a titan, her lightning streams burning through gnolls with supernatural contempt.

Roma walked out of the archway, an incantation on her lips. She whispered the command word. Mana flared from her body, and formed into two shards floating above her shoulders. One was a shard of ice. The other was a shard of fire. Each one, respectively, started spitting ice and fire in rapid bursts.

The witch whispered another spell as fire blasted holes in gnolls, and ice stabbed into furry bodies.

Roma finished a divination spell, and her eyes glowed. She saw the strength of her team, and the strength of the gnolls, and she gasped.

Simon ducked and weaved through the gnoll lines, slicing off legs before swinging his axe down on falling bodies. A part of him giggled internally. Another part wanted to see how far he could go.

A sword stabbed into his left shoulder.

2 Damage!

Hits: 7/9

Simon swung his battle-axe around in a wide arc, slicing two gnolls through the waist.

My armor is a 6, and they did 2 damage to me. They’re stronger than the other gnolls we faced. A little more armor is needed.

Black blood surfaced along Simon’s body. It nearly covered him as he swung at gnolls. The blood reformed into hard armor along his body. He didn’t have enough power and control of it to cover him completely, but it was enough to cover his limbs, and where the leather armor couldn’t protect him. It also meant he couldn’t use tentacle attacks.

Blood splashed against half of the darkling’s face. He grinned with mad eyes, blood dripping down his features as his battle-axe sliced open a gnoll’s chest.

A spearpoint struck the darkling’s black, armored arm, and bounced off. Simon turned, and swung his axe down, cleaving the gnoll with the spear in two.

Simon noted the gnolls had hide armor, and little else. It made them easy to take down, but their numbers only seemed to grow. For every two he killed, four more appeared. They crashed into each other, eager to get into the fray. If one gnoll fell, the gnoll behind them would push away the body, just for a chance to hack at the darkling. 

Val moved like a ballerina in a crimson rainstorm. She let out moans of ecstasy as blood splashed against her body, her arms and legs moving in quick blurs. Her katanas sliced or stabbed with little resistance, the vamp never blinking as she cut gnolls to pieces.

Bridget reached the bottom of the stairs and unleashed twin streams of lightning. She moved her arms in a slow sweep, blasting and burning gnolls in the lightning streams’ wake.

When a handful of gnolls rushed the flesh golem, she charged her gauntlets and slammed them into tough furry bodies, shattering rib cages, and organs. Drops of blood struck Bridget’s features as she continued to slam armored fists into skulls, shattering them to bloody pulp.

Roma made her way down the stairs one step at a time, as fire and ice blasted at gnoll bodies. She moved slowly so she wouldn’t disrupt her spell.

Several arrows loosed from the edges of the fray. One struck her shoulder, the point buried deep.

Roma let out a gasp, but kept her steady pace, ensuring the spell of ice and fire held. In the back of her mind, she wanted to warn her team of the odds of them winning this battle, but she could not find her voice to shout it.

Tara licked blood off her pale lips as power and living energy flowed through her. The wight stood her ground as gnolls rushed her in another wave. When they reached her, she sliced with her wither sword in quick slashes and stabs. Gnolls cried out as she stole their lifeforce. Others hacked at the wight, her sword parrying blows with supernatural quickness.

Each swing from Simon’s battle-axe took more lives, but the gnolls crowded closer. Blades and spears stabbed out, trying to pierce his armor. The darkling moved on his feet, trying to keep the horde at bay.

The darkling used his new Veil of Shadows ability. The shadows around him moved and shifted on the floor, now falling under his command. They were weak, but still followed his thoughts as they latched onto gnoll feet. The gnolls, trying to move with the crazed darkling, were stunned when they couldn’t take a step. The humanoids were further rewarded with axe blows to their skulls, splitting them in half.

The battle with the swarm was nearly to a standstill. Despite many dismembered gnoll bodies, the tide began to turn.

A spearpoint stabbed into Bridget’s stomach, and emerged out her back. The flesh golem let out a hard grunt as electricity blasted out from her body, knocking six gnolls off their feet.

Val sliced off two gnoll heads, when a sword slashed down her back. The bloody vamp spun around and beheaded her attacker, only to be slashed again. The vamp’s eyes glowed with supernatural power as she moved in quick blurs, cutting down gnolls, and leaving their bloody bodies in her wake.

Slashes and knicks opened along the exposed parts of Tara’s body. Her armor covered much, but as she hacked at the enemy, her hit points were decreasing.

Another arrow struck Roma’s shoulder, an inch away from the previous arrow. She lost partial concentration, and in effect, lost the fire shard as it faded away.

The witch gathered her will power, her ice shard shooting crystals in quick succession.

Simon’s face was covered in gnoll blood as he cleaved another gnoll in half. His supernatural strength made each blow deadly, but their numbers quickly pushed at him.

Fire streaked overhead, and before Simon could shift his whole body, a flaming arrow struck his arm.
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The darkling’s weakness was exposed. Simon could almost feel the thoughts of the mad creatures rushing to their deaths by his battle-axe. They studied him, they studied all of them, seeking out a weakness.

Fire was the only true enemy of undead mythics, and fire is what the enemy would use.

Gnolls handed out torches to others. Other gnolls lit arrows before they nocked them to bows.

Simon glanced to the side, seeing Val slow down as her blades carved up gnolls.

We need to retreat and regroup.

The darkling shifted on his heels, and moved like a truck through the violent humanoids. His axe swung ahead of him, cutting open furry bodies, and carving out a path to the vamp.

Val moved like an exhausted ballerina. Her swings were slower, the madness once driving her, leaked away as she pushed her body. The wounds along her body leaked black blood, her whole form weakening.

Gnolls pushed through with torches, ready to burn the vamp to ash.

Val ignored the incoming gnolls, her crazed grin wet with their blood.

“There’s enough of me to go around,” she giggled as she sliced and slashed.

When the gnolls with torches reached her, many of them were battered away by Simon as he plowed through them.

Val giggled as Simon reached her, swinging his battle-axe in quick, wide arcs. Furry chests continued to open, as arms went flying in different directions.

A fiery arrow struck the vamp in the chest, and black blood burst from her mouth.

“I don’t feel…well,” Val said with a sad, whimsical tone.

Simon curled his arm around her, as his armor sank back into his body, and jet-black wings stabbed out from his back.

The darkling launched into the air, flaming torches missing him.

He didn’t go far, using the wings only for a stronger lift. He landed at the bottom of the stairs they came in, putting Val down as the wings melted into his body again.

Bridget looked over to Val with wide eyes.

Simon pulled out the now snuffed-out fire arrow, and threw it aside.

“Bridget! Watch over her as she tries to regain her strength,” the darkling ordered.

The flesh golem nodded as she unleashed two streams of lightning at the incoming gnolls.

Simon glanced up a short distance of the stairs, Roma directing her ice shards at gnoll archers. He spotted the two arrows in her shoulder, dark blood spots seeped into her robe.

“Roma! Get to Val and Bridget. Create a protection spell if you can. We need seconds to recover!” he shouted.

The witch nodded as she made her way to the bottom of the stairs, and to Val’s side. She fell to the vamp, lifting her head and resting it on her thigh. The witch’s ice shard continued to fire at the crazed gnolls.

Val looked up with weak eyes. “You are so beautiful.”

“Shut up,” the witch said and lowered her neck to the vamp.

Bridget blasted at gnolls as the horde moved inches toward their small group. Her heart beat like a generator, supplying nearly endless power to her gauntlets as she blasted holes in the monsters.

“I won’t let them stop us!” the flesh golem shouted with brave eyes as she stood her ground.

The horde surged at the flesh golem, despite losing some of their own to her twin lightning streams.

Simon turned to the horde, battle-axe in hands. Time slowed as he saw the nearly endless gnolls making ground toward them.

The darkling’s senses spread, as whispers floated into his mind. He saw and felt Tara fight like a demoness among the gnoll horde, but she drifted farther away from their group as the main horde pressed their attack.

Simon felt Roma getting weaker, as Val pressed her lips to the witch’s neck, her fangs penetrating flesh.

Despite a valiant effort, the numbers were always against them.

“Don’t hide any longer. Show your true self.”

Simon felt the velvet whisper across his mind, and he smiled. A power he always had, locked away from as far back as he could remember, began to surface.

Trust the madness.

Simon’s calm demeanor melted away. His eyes widened, each eye looking in different directions. His smile was lopsided, teeth gleaming with maddening intent. A twisted reality filled the darkling’s mind, as laughter bubbled up his throat. An alert flashed across his crazed eyes.

Madness Surge has awakened.

Roma looked up to Simon’s back with weak eyes, Val sucking blood from her throat. She watched as the darkling let out a haunted laughter, before he blurred into the horde.

Time blinked in moments as Simon crashed into the gnoll line. His battle-axe swung in quick, deadly arcs. Blood splattered at him, as black tentacles unfurled from his body with sharp points. Shadows moved along the floor, stabbing up into gnoll feet. Gnolls screeched before sharp points stabbed into chests, penetrating hearts. A bloody axe blade sliced bodies in half as the darkling moved like a raging storm.

Simon’s eyes moved in different directions, seeing arms with flaming torches coming down on him as their bodies were stabbed, and thrown away by pointed black tentacles.

The darkling laughed with a raging madness as he made careful, steady steps, the rest of his body a fury of attacks. He carved his way through the horde, gnolls trying to get around him. Tentacles stabbed at calf muscles and ankles, shattering them into bloody messes. Gnolls fell, their screams echoing through the immense chamber.

When twenty gnolls tried to rush the darkling with torches, he bent his legs, and made an impossible leap into the air.

Eldritch gods, where have you gone? See the work I do in your honor.

Pointed tentacles blurred out, stabbing into faces, and caving them in. A rain of blood followed the darkling as some tentacles kept him above the torch bearers, as other tentacles stabbed into faces.

The darkling swung his axe at gnoll heads, blood spraying and blinding other gnolls.

One of Simon’s eyes caught a glimpse of Tara surrounded. The wight sliced and cut with blind fury. She seemed to be moving faster and faster, but she was taking small wounds, enough to perish from a thousand cuts.

Simon’s tentacles pushed off the floor and bodies, as he soared through the air.

Tara couldn’t slow down. If she did, one more full strike on her would send her to the surface. She was down to a few hit points, and even if she failed, she took a chunk of the swarm with her.

A dread filled the undead warrior, knowing if she drained too much life, her undead form would begin to take damage. The undead were never meant to hold too much living energy, for its light would begin to burn away the decayed darkness.

The wight moved in a tight circle, killing, and keeping the gnolls at bay. When her boot struck a corpse, she tripped.

Her eyes widened, knowing this was the end. She waited for a blow to end her, but it never came.

A tentacle wrapped around her waist, and yanked her up just as a sword missed her head by a few inches.

Tara was spun around to Simon’s wide grin, and ever-moving eyes.

“I have you, team leader. Defend our friends while I end this,” Simon said before unwrapping the tentacle around Tara’s waist so fast, she was launched away.

The wight spun a few times, before she kicked out her legs to slow the spin to the stop. She was still hurtling through the air, until she saw she was coming down next to the rest of team Odd Bog.

The wight landed hard, her knees bending a little, but no more.

Tara stayed in a battle stance, beside Bridget.

Gnoll stragglers rushed the pair. The wight and flesh golem parried, punched, and stabbed with easy skill.

Simon’s tentacles pushed as he launched himself sideways. He landed before the horde line again, his shifting eyes seeing most of their force was dead or dying.

“Team Odd Bog,” he whispered as he blurred forward into the gnolls.

The stragglers were slain by team Odd Bog. Bridget put her armored hands on her knees, her energy burning low.

Tara stood at the ready, watching Simon rip, stab and cleave through the remaining force gnolls.

Val pulled back, and Roma let out a weak gasp. The witch fell back as the vamp caught her.

“Thank you, my friend,” Val said with clear eyes.

“Help…Simon,” the witch said weakly.

Val gave a single nod, before laying the witch down.

The vamp stood up, turned, and looked at the dwindling gnoll numbers, Simon in the thick of it.

“We have a lot to discuss,” the vamp whispered before she launched forward, her body turning into mists.

Simon knew he was hanging on by a thread. One more hit, and he was done for. Tentacles stabbed into gnolls, and shadows stabbed into furry feet. His battle-axe aided in slicing open gnolls, or chopping heads off.

The thread of hope thickened, as a foggy mist surged into the fighting.

Gnolls glanced around in fear, some of them seeing the fog in their last moments, before an axe sliced them open, or a tentacle stabbed into them.

The fog was thick as pea soup, creating chaos and confusion. Gnolls panicked, and rushed to their deaths. Others ran away, seeing a haunted woman’s expression in the fog, her fangs long and sharp.

Simon could see all as his tentacles stabbed and sliced fleeing gnolls. He caught Val’s visage in the fog numerous times, and his crazy smirk stabbed deeper into his cheek.

“You should have led with the fog,” Simon laughed.

“I wasn’t in my right mind,” a whisper touched his sensitive ears.

Simon nodded as enemies fled.

“I think the fight is over. We broke them,” Simon said as his eyes slowly returned to normal.

The fog pulled back into a barely humanoid form. Val appeared as the mists vanished. She fell to her knees, blood and bodies surrounding her.

With the mist gone. Simon saw the last smaller groups of gnolls cowering in fear.

A sudden urgency filled Simon’s senses, before a blur flashed, a dozen gnoll heads flying away from their severed necks.

“Vampires.”

The dark flash halted, and a man stood in a flowing cloak. He turned to Simon, forty feet separating them. He had short, stylish black hair. He was well-dressed, a curved longsword in his hand.

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Simon Shade,” the man said with a genuine, simple smile.

Another flash took out more cowering gnolls, slicing through spines. A woman appeared as gnolls bled to death. She turned around, her hair in a short bob, and an amused smirk.

“Hi,” Serenity said with an impish smile.


Chapter 21

Teams   

Simon eyed the two vampires, his face a calm mask. Val was by his leg, unable to stand up from using too much of her energy.

Serenity stared at the pair, her hand slipping into a pouch at her hip. Gregor stepped closer, standing just behind, and to the side of Serenity.

Simon remained calm as icy waters. A slim chance flashed across his mind, the Bloodstone team taking this moment to eliminate his team. He knew Roma was down. He was unsure of Tara and Bridget’s conditions. It would all come down to him, fighting to ensure his team was safe.

Serenity kept her hand in her hip pouch, her gaze centered on Simon. The tension grew for a second, before she pulled out a vial of red liquid.

The vampire stepped over to Val, knelt, and offered her the vial.

Val looked at the vial, and then to Serenity with curious eyes.

“We’ve all been here before,” Serenity smirked.

Val reached up and took the vial. She opened it, and poured the treated blood between her parted lips.

Serenity stood up, and turned to Simon, just as Gregor stepped closer to the darkling.

“Impressive work,” Gregor said with a genuine tone. “You and your team broke a swarm. No one has ever done that before.”

Simon didn’t relax, but nodded in agreement.

“We couldn’t let a swarm stop us,” he said.

“It’s a good attitude. It shows your drive, and willingness to do what needs to be done. I’m afraid most of the other hamlets don’t share the same sentiment. They see this as a game,” Gregor said.

“I knew you were someone of drive and confidence,” Serenity said with a small smile. “I’m sure everyone watching was cheering for Odd Bog to do the unthinkable.”

Simon watched them as an urgency filled his heart.

“Thank you for aiding us in mopping up, but I have to tend to my team,” Simon said before turning to Val.

The vamp was standing on shaky legs, but she was standing. Simon put his arm out to her, and she took it, the pair walking between mounds of bloody bodies and severed limbs.

The pair reached the rest of the team, Bridget sitting down with Roma’s head laying in her lap. Roma looked weak, and pale, but she gave the darkling a small smile.

Tara moved to Simon’s side, as Val sat down with the others.

“We must remain on our guard. They could decide to take us out,” Tara whispered.

“I had the same thought,” Simon whispered back.

The darkling shifted his head to three other figures stabbing at bodies on the ground. One man was as big as an ox, and nearly seven-feet-tall. He had a large mace strapped to his back, as he used a long dagger to stab down at bodies.

A lithe thin vampire walked around. She had a cloak, but as she moved, a coiled chain at her hip was revealed. She moved like she floated with every step. When a gnoll body moved, she whipped out a dagger so fast, Simon could barely see it. She stabbed the gnoll twice, before she blurred up, and continued to walk along.

The final member of the Bloodstone team was a woman in a black robe. She had an odd backpack, with metal parts weaved into it. She was wearing a strange pair of metal framed glasses, one lens larger than the other, and with a green tint. He noticed she wasn’t wearing her gasmask anymore. She had gloves on, but merely watched as her cohorts finished killing the last of the wounded gnolls.

Simon shifted his gaze to Roma. The arrows were already pulled out, and she was pale, but she seemed in good spirits.

An alert filled the team’s gazes. Simon eyed his alert.

Congratulations on defeating a swarm!

Attribute Bonus: +2

You may use them to increase any of your attributes.

Gained +3 Hits

Influence Bonus: +5

Seek out nearby treasure.

Another alert filled Simon’s gaze.

Shadow Blood increased to Potent

Whisper of the Abyss increased to Potent

Veil of Shadows Increased to Moderate

Dark power surged within Simon’s body. Everything about him felt stronger. He guessed his shadow blood would add more protection, or increase his range with his tentacles. But he was unsure about the whispers. They had already provided hints to most situations, but what more could they do now, he wondered.

The lithe vampire moved to a wall. She ran her fingers along a strange line, when it pushed out. She stepped back, her hand on her chain. A stone block pushed out further, and fell with a mighty slam.

Everyone turned to the wall, the lithe vampire standing before the small passageway.

“Gregor?” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.

The master vampire smiled. “Radella, leave it alone. I believe that is the treasure Odd Bog deservedly won by breaking the swarm. We will not take anything for our small part. The spoils belong to them.”

Radella glanced over her shoulder to the master vampire.

“She wants the treasure, and is considering going against her team leader’s command.”

Simon turned, and started walking toward the new opening.

All eyes turned to the darkling as he crossed the chamber, his boots leaving bloody prints as he stepped in puddles of blood.

Radella turned and faced the darkling, no fear in her eyes.

“She seeks Gregor’s approval.”

When Simon was nearly to the opening, Radella stood in his way, her arms crossed, and fangs showing.

Simon stood before the lithe vampire, his gaze and demeanor not backing down.

“We should share the spoils,” she said with unblinking eyes.

Simon was silent.

“Then you agree,” Radella smirked.

“If you want Gregor’s respect, listen to his command. I doubt taking something not earned will sway his opinion of you,” Simon said plainly.

Radella’s gaze sharpened, as her lips twisted in subdued rage.

“I don’t fear you, darkling,” the lithe vampire put her hand on her sheathed dagger.

Simon smirked. “You’re not a threat to me. Step aside.”

The vampire’s eyes glowed a hot crimson.

“Radella,” Gregor said firmly.

The lithe Radella eyed Simon for a long second, before she stepped aside, and bowed to the darkling.

“After you,” she said with a mocking tone.

Simon entered the opening. A few steps in, he noticed a sheathed sword, two potion vials, two coin-purses, and a staff on a stone shelf.

Not wasting any time, he gathered up the items in his arms, turned around, and exited the tiny chamber.

Simon walked with his arms full, across the chamber and back to his team. He noticed as he walked, all eyes were on him, and most likely, his loot.

When Simon reached the group, he placed the items on the floor, but picked up a potion. He eyed it, seeing markings across the glass vial. He then looked at Roma, her head still on Bridget’s thigh.

Tara spoke up. “Her wounds are already healed, but her vitality hasn’t returned from Val’s bite.”

“It’s…a status…effect,” Roma said weakly. “Vampire’s kiss…leaves me weak for a few hours.”

Val reached over, and ran her pale fingers through the woman’s vibrant red hair.

“Thank you, for giving me some of your strength to finish the battle.”

Simon nodded as he put all the information together in his head. He stepped over to Roma, knelt to her, uncorked the vial, and pressed the opening to Roma’s parted lips. He gently poured the red liquid until the vial was empty.

Roma’s eyes widened as color returned to her features. The witch sat up, like she just woke from a restful sleep.

Tara looked down and nodded. “A healing potion.”

Simon gave the witch his hand. Roma took it, and they both rose to their feet.

Bridget slowly stood up, and looked down on Val. The vamp was weak, but her strength was slowly returning. The flesh-golem put out her hand, and the vamp took it, rising to her feet.

Two loud bangs echoed through the immense chamber.

All eyes turned to a blue-haired elf, two pistols raised up, and wisps of smoke rising. She grinned as she looked at everyone in the chamber, and the gnoll corpses across the floor. Behind her, other elves came out of a corridor, their eyes on the two teams.

“We missed the party!” Captain Juul said with a sarcastic frown.

The elf holstered her two mana pistols, one at each hip, and made her way down, her team following. They reached the floor. The elf captain walked through puddles of blood like they were nothing more than rain puddles after a storm.

Captain Juul turned her oval eyes to Simon and his team. She took off her flamboyant leather hat, and bowed deeply at the hip.

Simon smirked.

The elf stood up, and winked at him. She then turned to the small group of vampires gathered about a hundred feet away, and closer to the exit. She put her hands on her hips, and gave them a serious look.

“I hope you blood drinkers weren’t thinking of pulling anything deceitful? The Odd Bog team are true warriors,” she said loudly.

Radella gave the elf a hard stare, but Gregor stepped out a few paces, and bowed toward the elf captain.

“Captain Juul, you have us all wrong,” the master vampire said as he stood up with a small smile. “The Odd Bog team just won the spoils of breaking a swarm. We were just leaving.”

The elf pirate nodded as if she was in charge. “Good. We’ll be seeing you in the deeper levels. Safe travels,” every word from the elf meaningful and sarcastic at the same time.

Gregor kept his smile as he turned. He motioned with one finger, and his team all moved together. They reached the exit archway, and disappeared into it one by one until they were all gone.

The elves approached team Odd Bog with gentle gazes.

“I’m glad we ran into each other again. I wanted to thank you for your actions with the worm.”

Tara’s eyes narrowed. “You were shooting at us first,” she said harshly.

“They weren’t aiming at us,” Simon spoke up.

Tara shifted her hard gaze to the darkling.

Simon approached the elf captain, with a knowing smile.

“You were testing us. You wanted to see if we were scared enough to fight back with everything we had.”

Captain Juul looked up into Simon’s dark eyes, her impish smile nearly glowing.

“We wanted to know the competition. I’m glad you figured it out.”

The elf pointed quickly at Bridget. “She needs to work on her aim.”

Bridget’s eyes narrowed.

“But no hard feelings,” the elf said as she lifted a gloved hand above her pointed ear.

The large sea elf walked behind her, his shadow over his captain’s body, and Simon’s as well. He lifted a webbed hand, and put it in the elf’s raised hand. He let go, and let a medium-sized coin purse fall into her hand.

Captain Juul lifted it to Simon, for him to take.

“It’s not much, but I wanted to show our gratitude. If you didn’t help fight the worm, I may have lost a member or two of my crew.”

Simon reached over and took the coin purse.

“Go ahead, open it. There is no trickery afoot,” the elf smiled.

Simon opened the bag, and saw many gold coins.

“Again, it’s not much, but all we could spare. There is a market level arriving soon, and maybe the extra coin will help your team for some needed supplies.

“Oh, introductions!”

The elf bowed to the rest of Odd Bog.

“I’m Captain Violet Juul. Exiled from Aquris by the nasty emperor. Urth was happy to take us in, and direct us to this little community for our own protection.”

The elf stood up with a smile, before glancing to her team. “Go on. Introduce yourselves.”

The sea elf was first with a slight bow of his head.

“The name’s Grath Kelp-eater. Served the captain for over forty years,” the tall, wide elf said with a spear strapped to his back.

An elf with red hair bowed, a bow across her chest, and hanging on her shoulder.

“Pyra Seaflame. Archer and brewer of rum,” the elf said with a giggling laugh.

A shadow elf stood with her chin up to the Odd Bog team.

“Vessa Night, mage,” she said with a haughty tone.

Captain Juul curled her arm around the shadow elf’s neck, and grinned from ear to ear.

“She’s also our resident stone holder. She keeps them in her butt because it’s so tight!” the captain laughed.

Vessa’s lip twitched as her captain held onto her. Her expression didn’t change as the captain let go, and kissed her cheek.

Simon, Bridget, Roma, and Val tried to hold back their smiles. Tara looked at the elves with amused red eyes.

A timid blonde elf raised his hand with nervous eyes.

“Hi. I’m Tolith Bright-gaze. I’m a sun elf, and priest. I heal wounds and,” he was cut off.

“Tolith, they didn’t ask for your life’s story. Your name is just fine,” the captain said with a soothing tone.

She turned to team Odd Bog with a grin. “He has a huge.”

“Captain!” Tolith shouted with wide eyes.

“I was going to say heart!” Captain Juul laughed. “A heart one can ride for hours.”

Red touched the pale elf’s features as he looked away.

Tara cleared her throat before she spoke. “Odd Bog, please introduce yourselves.”

Each member introduced themselves one by one. Simon was last, bowing to the elves as he said his name.

“Well, it’s nice to meet all of you,” Captain Juul said with gloved hands on hips. “But we should be going. Don’t want to further interrupt you with your loot. We're just going to head down, but don’t worry, we think the dungeon tends to juggle runners around from time to time. It likes to give each team a sporting chance.

“Good luck, and see ya around.”

The elf turned to her team and pointed to the exit.

The elves and the members of Odd Bog said their goodbyes. Once the elves entered the exit archway, they slowly vanished until they were all gone.

“They’re a lively bunch,” Bridget smiled.

“We may have made some allies,” Simon said.

“Careful Simon,” Tara said. “It is not unheard of for the dungeon to pit teams against each other. Don’t let honor blind you to what may come.”

“Honor doesn’t blind me,” Simon said as he knelt to the loot, and took hold of the sword.

The darkling stood up and examined the weapon.

Shadowfang Short Sword

Rare

Damage: 1 (+2 enchantment)

Enchantment: Wither damage to living creatures.

Enchantment: Able to blend with shadows.

Use: A warrior, scout, or rogue weapon.

“This short sword has a wither, and blend with shadows enchantment,” Simon said as he then held it out to Tara. “It’s rare. You should have it.”

The wight shook her head. “Keep it. You not only earned it, but I am still happy with my rare Wither Blade.”

“Thank you, Tara,” Simon said and added it to his inventory.

Val picked up the staff and held it out to Roma. “No one else here uses a staff. It might be an upgrade,” the vamp said.

Roma took the staff, and looked at it.

“It’s called Frost Storm. It has two variations of the same enchantment. It can fire a single shard of ice, or many. It has two-hundred charges,” Roma said with wide eyes.

“Try it out,” Simon smiled.

The witch nodded. Her other staff vanished, and she held Frost Storm. She aimed at a wall, and pressed a carved rune on the shaft. The end glowed with chilly air, before a shard shot out like a cannon blast. It streaked across the chamber, and shattered against a wall, leaving behind a small crack.

The witch smiled as she took hold with both hands, and touched another carved rune. The end of the staff glowed before five shards blasted out in rapid fire. They all struck the wall with the small crack, and shattered into smaller icy shards. Pieces of the wall broke away and fell from the small crater left behind.

“I really like this,” Roma smiled.

Tara scooped up the remaining potion and coin purses.

“The potion will heal any of us, if we need it during battle. Roma, hold onto it. We may need it in a desperate situation.”

The wight held the potion out to the witch. Roma took it, and put it in her satchel.

Tara addressed the group again. “I’ll hold onto the coins. When we reach the market level, I will divide it out to everyone. Use them to buy supplies, or items we can use for the dungeon.

“For now, spend your earned attribute points. After that, we will make our way out of here.”

Simon mentally called up his stats, and the state scale. He quickly looked them over.

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity:  16 (Mighty +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Stat Ranks

1 to 3: Feeble -1

4 to 8: Moderate 0

9 to 12: Potent +1

13 to 15: Formidable +2

16 to 19: Mighty +3

20: Imposing +4

21: Colossal +5

22: Supreme +6

23: Titan +7

24: Ascendent +8

25: Eternal ???    

Simon drank in each of his stats. Most of his attributes were Mighty rank. With only two points to spend, he regarded each one carefully.

I could increase any of my stats, but considering I had to be everywhere at once, an increased dexterity would have helped me. Val is still the fastest among us, and she may be dumping her points to make her even faster. It’s not a competition, but if both of us are the fastest on the team, we would be deadly.

Simon eyed the ranks of twenty and higher. He was already supernaturally fast and strong outside of the dungeon, but once he reached those levels, he would become a monster in the dungeon. With each level getting tougher, he may need to be a monster to fight monsters.

Speed will be it for now. I won’t gain any bonuses, but after the next boss, or swarm level, I will be rewarded with more.

Simon spent his two new attribute points, and moved them to his Dexterity.

“Is everyone finished?” Tara asked.

Everyone nodded in unison.

Tara’s crimson eyes took on an understanding gleam. “We did as well as we could against such a swarm, but even though we barely survived it, we must remain vigilant. I don’t have to tell you again how dangerous things will continue the deeper we go. But from this last battle, I saw a team working together. If we keep doing that, we might just make it past the forty-first level, and beyond.”

The wight mustered a small smile.

“I’m proud of all of you.”

A bond grew stronger for all members of Odd Bog. Val didn’t say anything sarcastic. Bridget smiled bright, obvious that she was part of something bigger than herself. Roma smiled at the wight, her heart beating with brave courage.

Simon felt it too. He stood with distant eyes, a sense of family touching his cold spirit. The mask was back on, the darkling hiding his madness, but deeper down, a small kernel of belonging glowed, and he coveted it, curling his spiritual hands around it to keep it safe.

The wight’s smile faded away, and she stood taller.

“Let’s get moving,” she said.

The wight turned on her heels, and began walking.

The team followed, everyone looking at the wight with endearing eyes.


Chapter 22

Welcome to the Market   

Three gnolls were standing guard at an archway. They held their spears at the ready, screams and howls echoing through the corridors. The sounds came from all directions, the gnolls unnerved by each and every one, but they stayed at their post.

One gnoll glanced down a corridor. It lifted one roundish ear as it tilted its head. The gnoll stared, long shadows painting the dimly lit corridor. When it sniffed at the air, it caught an odd scent.

It was the last thing the gnoll would know, before a shadow leapt up, and sliced through their long neck.

The other two gnolls turned with wide eyes, a crouched shadow beside their falling comrade. Blood spurted from the trunk of the neck, as the withered head slowly turned as it fell, terror in its eyes.

The remaining two gnolls tried to swing their spears into position, to keep the attacker at bay, but fear slowed them down. The attacker was already to them, a short sword stabbing deep into the chest of one gnoll.

The attacker drew the bloody blade back, their form revealed. The gnoll yelped before the blade stabbed into their neck. The gnoll gurgled and drowned in their own blood.

Withered bodies fell or slumped to the floor.

Simon pulled Shadowfang from the cooling corpse, lifted it up to his gaze once again to admire it.

Shadowfang does as much damage as Bone Splitter, but the added enchantments make it so much more effective. I like this short sword.

Four women emerged from the shadowy corridor, their gazes on Simon as he swung his short sword into a hard stop, gnoll blood spraying along the floor.

“We know you’re having fun, but save some for us,” Val tut-tutted.

Simon looked at the four women, and nodded.

After the swarm floor, the Odd Bog team made their way further down each level. Simon reminisced about slaying small, gnoll encampments. The humanoids stood around like guards, but the team didn’t know exactly what they were guarding. What was stranger was Simon and Roma both caught sight of a shadowy figure moving away during a fight. They were big, but that was all they saw before the figure slipped away during another gnoll fight. Tara told the team to not worry about it unless anyone caught sight of them again, but it didn’t sit well with the team.

Simon sheathed Shadowfang at his hip, as small memories touched the edges of his mind. How there were some small groups of dead gnolls as they made their way through the maze of corridors. It was guessed that the other teams had been this way, but the damage to the gnolls was excessive, even by Simon’s standards. The darkling wondered if it was a preamble of things to come.

Reaching the thirty-fourth level, the darkling was enjoying the challenges. The swarm pushed him to his limit, but with the rewards, he would become stronger, and faster. A thought lingered in the back of Simon’s mind, knowing his hidden abilities were appearing much faster than he imagined. The dungeon was aiding the power of his abilities. What would have taken years, has taken only two days. It didn’t escape him that his team mates were not progressing as quickly as he was. It was something he would continue to watch with a careful gaze.

Bridget stepped to the archway, and looked at it with tired eyes.

“This leads to level thirty-five. I hope the market level is there, and not a boss fight,” the flesh golem said with an exhausted tone.

Val walked up to her friend, stood beside her, and let out a yawn.

“Fighting gnolls is fun, but I too need to prep myself. I know I look horrid,” the vamp said plainly.

“Market level or not, we will make camp on the next floor,” Tara said. “This is past the deepest level anyone on our team has achieved. We earned a rest.”

“Rest for greater challenges,” Simon said with bright eyes.

Tara nodded. “Rest for greater challenges,” she repeated.

“Let’s not waste any more time,” Simon said as he walked past the vamp and flesh golem, and toward the archway.

Roma was silent as she watched the darkling, and saw the excitement in his eyes. It caused an inner part of herself to squirm, and a smile bloomed.

The witch was quick to follow. She brushed past Val and Bridget, the pair in mid-step.

The vamp and golem watched as Roma nearly chased the darkling through the archway, and down the stairs.

“She’s got it bad,” Bridget smiled.

“Yes, she does,” Val said as a strange feeling tickled her undead heart.

“Stop gawking,” Tara said as she stepped past the pair, and toward the archway.

The two friends followed, stepping through the archway, and toward the stairs.

Simon made his way down gingerly, until a white noise touched his ears. He slowed down, his boots not making a sound as he moved carefully on each step. When he was far enough down to look over a small, line of sight view, he spotted two large humanoids. They were dressed in leather armor, and had a single horn stabbing out of the middle of their foreheads. The horn was white, and curved up.

The two brutish humanoids were tall and wide. Simon guessed they were nine feet tall, and nearly five feet wide. But beyond them, there was light, and a hum of voices.

The darkling put his hand on the pommel of Shadowfang, when a pale hand touched his shoulder.

“No need. We have reached it,” the wight said as she made her way past Simon, and down the stairs.

The guards turned their horned heads to the wight. Tara was relaxed as she approached them.

“We’ve come for the market,” Tara said simply.

The pair of brutes nodded.

Simon, and the rest of Odd Bog, made their way down to the level floor, walked over to Tara, and stood behind her.

“You’re aware of the Golden Rule?” one of the brutes said gruffly.

Tara nodded once.

“No violence on the market level. Any who do give into the temptation of violence, will be put to death, an example for others,” Tara said.

The two horned brutes nodded in unison. They stepped aside from the level entrance.

Roma curled her arm around Simon’s arm. The darkling looked at her, the witch cuddling to his arm as they walked arm in arm.

The darkling turned his gaze ahead, golden firelight touching his eyes.

The level-entrance was on a raised platform. A half-moon staircase led down to a packed level of stands, shops, music, and crowds of many different humanoids. The entire level was cavernous. Wide streets filled the marketplace. Humanoids from kobolds to gnolls, strolled about, checking out wares and food. Simon caught sight of other strange monsters, walking, or rolling about like it was a typical day in the market.

The Odd Bog team walked to the edge of the platform, and made their way down the stairs.

“I’ve been to this market once before, but it was on a higher level than thirty-five. It was such a relief to reach it. It gave me and my former team a place to relax and regroup,” Roma said, still holding onto Simon’s arm.

Tara was on Simon’s other side as they made their way down the stairs.

“The two humanoids at the entrance are ogres. You will encounter two kinds of their species. One is the brutish, war-like. The other is thinner, smarter, and more cunning. Be careful with any ogre you come across. They can be dangerous when provoked.”

Simon nodded as their group reached the bottom and spread out a little.

Val put her gloved hand out to Tara. “Alright, hand some of it over.”

The wight reached into a belt pouch, and pulled out three coin-purses.

“The coins are evenly distributed between them. We will have to split up,” Tara said.

Val was a blur, snatching one coin-purse from the wight’s hands. The vamp was back at Bridget’s side, coin-purse in hand.

“Bridget and I will do a little shopping. I need some blood vials since we’re committed to this dread run. Afterwards, we’ll get a room at a hotel, or tavern? I forget the terminology the nerds use for fantasy dungeons such as these,” Val said with a wave of her hand in the air.

“Come Bridget,” The vamp said and walked away.

“See everyone at the tavern,” Bridget said before she ran after the vamp.

Tara simply looked at Simon and Roma. She handed over a small pouch to Simon, gave a single nod, turned, and walked away.

Simon held the small pouch of coins for a moment, before Roma took it and slipped it into her robe pocket.

“Let’s go on another date,” the witch said with a mischievous smile before she pulled the darkling with her.

Simon walked at her pace, the couple making their way down a crowded street.

Shops and stands stood on either side of the darkling and witch. Roma continued to hold his arm, a glow filling her freckled cheeks.

The mummer of the crowd dimmed as Simon looked at the witch, his own pulse quickening a little. A connection bloomed brighter between them, and he couldn’t fight its temptations. To be close to another, when spending a lifetime alone, felt good.

Simon mentally lamented about his adopted parents. They took care of him, loved him, but he felt no true connection to them. He saw from an early age, their desire to have a child was the most important thing in their lives, and he just happened to be thrust into their arms. They were good parents, who loved him, but the disconnect was so vast, and no matter how much they tried to connect to each other, it never seemed enough.

A darkling connects with his people, and the eldritch gods. So why did Simon, after all these years, connect with a witch he knew for over a week?

“Oh! There’s something I want you to experience with me,” Roma said as she guided him along.

Simon didn’t have a choice as they approached a strange stand, with the word “Grug!” barely legible above it.

A crowd of humanoids gathered around the stand, an orc with an eye-patch handing out wood mugs with a suspicious light purple liquid within.

“Are they selling grog, but misspelled it?” Simon questioned.

Roma laughed as she used her other arm to elbow her way through the small drinking crowd. The witch and darkling reached the counter. Roma let go of Simon’s arm, pulled out a coin pouch, and dug through it. The orc stared plainly at Simon with his good eye.

Roma places a few gold coins on the counter.

“Two grugs, please,” the witch smiled.

The orc nodded before it picked up two mugs, and moved to a barrel on a table. Simon and Roma watched as the orc turned a spigot, purple liquid pouring into a wood mug.

Once both were full, the orc placed them on the counter hard, some of the liquid sloshing out, and spilling onto the same counter.

“Thank you!” Roma grinned as she swept up both drinks, placing one in Simon’s hand.

The couple walked away as more humanoids rushed the small stand.

Simon looked at his drink. He had made lots of drinks, but never had he seen one such as this.

“You can only get grug in the dungeon. It’s a potent drink, especially to mythics. It’s also delicious.”

Simon lifted a brow. “Should we drink this? We still have dungeon levels to conquer.”

Roma let out a giggle. “We’re not going anywhere for a while. Val and Bridget are getting the rooms. Tara is getting some gear, and we’re going to let our hair down. Down the hatch!”

Simon watched as the witch lifted her large mug to her lips, tipped it, and drank the purple liquid, some of it streaming down her cheeks and chin.

The darkling stared as she gulped it down like water. Not wanting to be rude, he put it to his lips, and drank.

Simon’s eyes widened, an urge for more taking hold. He lifted the mug, drinking more of the purple liquid. He felt the swirl in his stomach as he gulped down more. When it was finished, he pulled the mug away, and let out a refreshed “AHHHHH!”

Roma spun around as a dreamy feeling filled her eyes and smile.

Simon’s own eyes took on a velvet haze. Tendrils of pleasure sank into him, the drink coursing through his body. Being a darkling didn’t seem to counter the effects, as the market around them wavered in a blissful fog.

“It only lasts a few hours, but it’s a great stress reliever,” Roma said as she nearly crashed into the darkling.

Simon gently grabbed her, trying to steady the witch, and himself. His shoulders sank down, and a twitching smile formed.

“Donnn’t yyyooouuu ffffeeeeeeeellll rrrreeeelllaaaxxeeeddd?” Roma said slowly, like time was an afterthought.

Simon simply nodded.

“Let’s wander,” the witch said as she coiled her arm around his, and they started walking.

Simon’s body became sluggish as he visually took in the market. The lights were brighter. The mood was vibrant. And for once in a long time, Simon felt no pressure. There was no need to hide behind his masks. He felt naked to the world.

Roma looked up at Simon, seeing black liquid leaking from his eyes. It wasn’t a lot, but it was noticeable.

“You’re leaking from your eyes,” the witch grinned.

“Oh,” Simon said, making no attempt to wipe it away. “It feels nice, to just be me.”

Roma nodded as they walked.

“I know. I haven’t felt this way in a long time.”

Simon turned his gaze to the witch. He could see, and feel her pulse. He saw a thick scar on her soul. Her aura was spirals of mystical energies.

Roma’s eyes narrowed as she looked to the side. She pulled Simon with her, moving with hurried steps.

“I see a Skull Dice game. Let’s play,” the witch announced.

Simon walked along, letting the witch steer the way.

***

Val let out a long sigh, as she laid in hot bath water. The vamp lingered after scrubbing her skin clean. The goblin maids took her clothes to be washed, and left her a robe to wear in the meantime.

The vamp’s mind drifted to relaxed inner worlds. Memories of her previous home and community, now distant. A longing filled her to return. Another part of her wanted to slice her ex-husband’s head off his shoulders.

The memories shifted to Simon. An uneasiness filled the vampire. The darkling’s strange blood broke down her mind, and released her inner madness. It unsettled her in a way she couldn’t describe. When she thought about the darkling, he didn’t repulse her.

With a long sigh, Val curled up and stood up. Bathwater ran down her porcelain curves as she stepped out, and onto the hard floor. She toweled off, before putting on her robe. She stepped out into her room, seeing Bridget sitting on her bed. The vamp was not shocked, but did notice the look of concern on her brow.

“What’s the matter?” Val asked like an overbearing mother.

Bridget looked at the vamp with grim eyes.

“We’ve never made it this far down before. We are close to breaking the record set by the Bloodstone team.”

“And?” Val said with a droll edge.

Bridget leaned back on her hands, a tired annoyance in her eyes.

“If we beat Bloodstone, they are going to be coming for us as we make our way deeper.”

Val walked over to the bed, turned, and sat down about a foot away from her friend. She looked at a nail as she spoke.

“I already made that assumption, especially after seeing the Bloodstone team on the swarm level. They are playing nice, but if we threaten their record, they will do everything in their power to stop us, or surpass us.”

The vamp closed her eyes, and relaxed a little.

“Let them do as they wish. There is nothing we can do to alter their plans.”

Bridget looked at her friend. “With Simon, we have a real chance to make it to the bottom. I can’t be the only one who noticed our chances have improved.”

Val opened her eyes, and let out a haughty laugh. She looked at her friend with an impish smirk.

“Many things have improved, especially our friendship. You couldn’t stand to be in the same room with me for a very long time.”

Bridget laid back on the bed with her arms behind her head, and stared up at the ceiling.

“No matter how hard I try, I can’t stay mad at you forever.”

“This time was the longest. Bravo on your strength of character,” Val smiled.

Bridget continued as she looked up at the ceiling, “Val, you’re my best friend, and we have gotten into a lot of trouble together. I have followed you for two centuries, and I never seem to break away for long.”

“I make things exciting.”

Bridget nodded. “I hate to say it, but you do. Never a dull moment with the infamous Valice Alucard. I should write books about our adventures.”

“I will fund it,” Val said as she laid down next to her friend.

There was a small, comfortable silence between them.

“I think Simon is attractive,” Bridget stated.

“Oh dear,” Val said as she looked at her nails again.

Bridget turned on her side, facing the vamp on her back.

“What do you mean, ‘Oh dear?’”

“I won’t lie, he is a hunky piece of mythic, but when I drank his blood, I saw more than I bargained for.”

Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “What did you see?”

Val turned her head slightly, and looked into the flesh golem’s mis-matched eyes.

“He’s ambitious, in the achieving godhood kind of way.”

“That’s not so bad,” Bridget blinked.

Val nodded. “He’s hungry for power, bonding, and for us. He hides behind layers of masks, but his intentions were clear to me. He said I would forget after his blood weakened in my body, but he didn’t consider that I am a master vampire. My mind has been conditioned over centuries to withstand psionics. His blood could not wipe away the knowledge I gained.”

Val’s eyes took on a concerned edge. “I glimpsed his madness, and I liked it.”

Bridget’s eyes widened a hair, before she looked away.

“Oh,” the flesh golem whispered.

Val nodded in solidarity.

***

Simon and Roma laughed as they walked, hand in hand. The pair spent an hour going from place to place, game to game. Simon was particularly interested in the skull dice game. Roma seemed to know it very well, especially when she slammed coins onto the table. He watched as she had a knack for rolling the correct numbers on the skull dice almost every time. She doubled their money, much to the groan of other players.

One orc started weeping. He bemoaned about spending every coin he had, and dungeon life was hard. Roma gave him a few coins, and when the orc looked at the table again, she sent him on his way with a few choice words.

Simon questioned if any of this was real, to which the witch said, “It didn’t sit well with me, real or not.”

After that, they used Roma’s winnings to sample strange foods, and have another mug of grug.

Simon felt relaxed as he glanced at the happy witch. Roma was all smiles and laughs. The moment imprinted on his mind, and he kept it locked away from the rest of the madness along his thoughts.

Roma stepped in front of Simon, still holding his hand. She looked up at him with warm eyes, as she placed her other hand on his chest.

“I’m having a great time,” she said with a sultry edge.

Simon lifted her hand to his lips. He kissed the back of her hand as he looked at her with adoring eyes.

“As am I. I didn’t know there would be any fun in the dungeon, but being with you, made it so much more.”

Roma slowly blinked as heat crawled into her freckled, pale features.

“We should go to the tavern. I’m exhausted, and I think our bed is waiting for us.”

Simon kept his knowing smile as Roma turned and gently pulled him along with her hand.

It didn’t take long to navigate the strange dungeon level. When they reached the eastern wall, a tavern-like structure was built into it. A sign hung on a post, “The Slumbering Titan” written on it.

Roma pulled the darkling through the door to a rowdy, and loud, group of humanoids. No one turned to the couple as they entered. Instead, they only grew louder, talking, laughing, drinking, and swearing.

Simon liked it already.

Roma looked over to the bar, an orc woman in a dark blue shirt and leggings cleaning a cup.

“The wight,” Roma said plainly.

The orc nodded. “My best three rooms on the second floor, at the end of the corridor,” she shouted back.

“Thank you,” the witch said, and pulled Simon along.

Some of the gnolls, orcs, and a troll saw how quickly the couple was moving, Roma pulling Simon. They lifted their drinks up, and cheered them on.

“Go get him, witch!” shouted one.

“Ride to dawn!” shouted another.

“We hope you connect in a meaningful and beautiful way!” shouted an orc.

The group stopped laughing, and turned to the orc. The orc shrank down, his drink close to his green chin and nervous eyes.

There was a moment of silence, before everyone broke out into hysterical laughter.

Simon was delirious, bliss and madness swirling into a perfect storm.

The couple reached the second-floor corridor, and rushed to the end. When they saw the three doors, a side door opened.

Val was in a robe, leaning against the edge of the door with a sharp smile, and glowing crimson pinpoints in her eyes.

“We already booked the rooms. You two get the master suite at the end here. We all have keys to the rooms, for emergencies,” the vamp said with an amused tone, her hand in her robe pocket.

The vamp dug out a key, and presented it to the couple.

“Thank you,” Roma said, nearly snatching it out of her hand.

Simon saw the hungry fury in the witch’s spirit, and it tantalized him.

The couple stepped into the room. Roma shut the door, and locked it.

The calm eye of the storm filled the pair. Roma turned, and looked at Simon like a cougar going in for a kill.

Simon stared at her, a heat coiling along his entire body, but something stirred in the back of his mind.

Roma watched as Simon approached her, took her hand, and gently pulled her deeper into the room.

The room itself was a simple one. Large bed, a single lantern, a large bathroom adjacent to it, and little else.

When he brought Roma to the bed, he sat her down. The witch looked up to him, his fingers touching her cheek. She leaned into his touch, and closed her eyes.

“I know,” the witch whispered. “I feel it too. Our connection. Our deepening bond. I can sense your hunger, and madness. It doesn’t frighten me.”

Simon’s eyes softened. He felt the pulse of her soul. It sang to him, coiling along the edges of his own spirit. He knew it when she sat in his lap as a cat, listening to his every word, and wanting to know more.

“You don’t have to be alone anymore,” Roma whispered with closed eyes.

Simon could not hold back a secret any longer.

The darkling pulled his hand away, and knelt to the floor. Roma opened her eyes, looking into Simon’s dreamy gaze.

“When we beat this dungeon, I may not remain on Urth,” he said.

Roma eyes dripped with heat. “Is that why you took that scroll from the mausoleum?”

Simon wished he was surprised, but he wasn’t. He knew the witch, and even the other members of Odd Bog, had greater than normal senses.

“I won’t tell the others,” Roma quickly added.

The mood shifted into a dark knowing. Roma looked at Simon, a concern filling her brow.

“Roma, I never expected to make a dungeon run so quickly. I wanted more time to enjoy Penumbra Springs, and settle down with people like me. But fate seemed to have other plans,” Simon said with a defeated tone.

“We have time,” the witch smiled.

A darkness touched the edges of Simon’s gaze. “When we reach the bottom, we gain a wish. I will use my wish to find any of my people who escaped the massacre, or find the dark gods who left this world. It will mean leaving Urth, since my gods left this place before I was born. I won’t find my answers here, not anymore.”

“I will go with you,” Roma said with a small smile.

Simon gazed into her soul as she spoke, “You have a scar on your soul, and a connection to this world. I can’t ask you to come with me, taking you away from someone special in her heart.”

Roma looked away from Simon’s dark eyes. “My connections have been severed a long time ago. My company ousted me in favor of increasing profits. The Moon Glow Haven released me from their coven because I was too outspoken.”

Roma’s eyes trembled. “My daughter lost her life in a terrible car accident,” she said as a tear rolled down her cheek.

The witch turned her wet gaze to Simon, her soul bared. “I have nothing here. I should be defeated. I should be broken, but my spirit wants more. I want more. I dwelled in grief long enough. The spark of ambition never went out within me.

“When you arrived, you reminded me I can have more. The dungeon tests us, but it also tests our hope. I know you lost everything too, I felt it when we met. I know your people’s history, but I wish I knew why so many were massacred, and others ascended. All I know is, I see hope in your soul, and it matches mine.”

The witch’s eyes narrowed. “If you leave this realm, I will leave with you.”

Simon looked into Roma’s wet eyes, and his smile returned.

“We leave together,” he said with confidence, and affection.

Roma’s gaze trembled at Simon’s words. Her soul wilted, the two of them finding each other in the vastness of fate.

“Take off your dress. I want to make you feel special,” Simon said with hungry eyes.

Roma’s eyes widened as a heat crawled up her neck. She grabbed at her top, and pulled it down over her shoulders. The fabric slipped down, revealing more of her cleavage.

Simon couldn’t wait any longer. He grabbed the hem of her green dress and lifted it up. He saw parted thighs, and his mouth latched on. He licked and sucked at her inner thigh, Roma letting out a heated moan as she fell onto the bed.

“Simon,” she said in a heated whisper, the darkling moving along her inner thigh with succulent kisses, until he reached her underwear.

Simon pulled aside her underwear, and licked at her wet slit. The taste of her honey goaded him on for more. He lifted her legs, and put them over his shoulders, before pressing his open mouth to her thin, valley entrance. When his tongue snaked out, and slathered at pink folds, Roma let out another moan as she remained on her back.

The witch lost her hat as she laid on the bed. Her breathing increased as Simon’s tongue licked at her clit. His lips and tongue moved, sending wave after wave of sensations through her. Thighs trembled as Simon drank and feasted on her.

“Simon…keep doing what…you’re doing,” Roma said before a moan escaped her parted lips.

The darkling drank in her honey, and scent. Quivering thighs pressed to the sides of his head. The heat between them grew dreamy, Simon enjoying the feel of her pleasure, and his own.

The witch’s face turned pink, the pulses deep within grew louder. Nerves coiled as the tension continued to build. Simon continued to bury his face between the witch’s legs, licking her further and further into submission.

Roma’s eyes widened as her toes curled. Simon’s tongue licked her clit just the right away, and her eyes fluttered. Inner explosions battered her inner world, and her hips bucked. Simon kept a strong grip on the witch, keeping her in place as he continued to slather at her. He munched and licked like a hungry beast.

Roma let out a strangled moan, magical explosions tearing her to pieces. A whimper floated up as another barrage of orgasms caused her eyes to flutter. Time and space lost all meaning, the witch’s spirit tumbling through a river of pure bliss.

Simon continued to lick her until her thighs stopped trembling. When she relaxed, he pulled away, his lips, cheeks, and chin soaking wet. He pulled himself away from the confines of her dress, and stood up.

The darkling admired his handiwork, the witch defeated by his skillful tongue. She let out odd moans, lost to swirls of ecstasy.

A moment later, he reached for the witch, and took hold of her dress. Simon helped Roma remove her green dress. The witch moved by automatic, helping him along to pull it off, while her eyes held a sultry, dreamy state. When she was naked, she sat up, and blinked.

Simon began taking off his armor, and his clothes.

“I will worship you,” Roma whispered before her gaze flicked to Simon’s hardening member.

“Be a good girl, and get on your knees,” Simon said with dark urges growing.

Roma slid off the side of the bed, and was on her knees. She looked at his thick, throbbing member, leaned forward, and kissed the shaft. Her tongue slipped out, and licked the side as she placed her hands on his hips. She moved her lips to the tip, giving it a sensual kiss. She then parted her lips, and closed them around the head.

Simon watched her as she sucked on him. Her lips slid further along inches, until she reached the middle. With slow, and loving needs, her tongue pressed his thickness to the roof of her mouth, making it tighter.

Simon’s hand touched her beautiful red hair. He watched with hungry eyes as she sucked on him, trying to tease, and pull his soul through his cock. Her hand moved to her swollen breast, and rubbed a sensitive nipple as she worshiped his manhood. The moans vibrating up her throat and along his cock sent blissful sensations into the darkling.

Small moans drifted up from the couple. Simon felt the buildup within his loins, the dam ready to break. When Roma looked up at him, dragging her lips along his cock, urges flashed as bliss caused him to grunt.

Spurts painted the witch’s throat as she sucked it down. She moaned as she milked his member, while her fingers reached her clit, and massaged herself to his grunts. Simon threw his head back, pushing every drop of his being into the witch’s throat. Bliss remained for a time, but when he pulled his cock from her mouth, one last spurt landed on a large breast.

Roma moaned her approval as she rubbed it into her skin.

“I love your come. It feels and tastes so good,” Roma said with a dreamy tone.

The darkling helped the witch stand up. He turned her around, and pushed her onto the bed. Roma let out a giggle as the darkling grabbed her hips, and pulled up her round ass. Roma pushed up on her hands, and was now on all fours. She turned her head and looked over her shoulder, a darkness in Simon’s eyes.

The darkling’s cock did not wilt as he enjoyed seeing, and feeling the witch’s ass. He grabbed her full hip in one hand, and guided his cock into her dripping wet slit.

Roma let out a moan, the darkling’s member spreading her inner world to his slow invasion.

“Roma, I need you,” Simon growled with dark eyes.

“Have me, because I need you too,” the witch said before her upper body collapsed onto the bed, ecstasy’s grasp taking hold of both of their souls.

The symphony of moans and bodies played on in reckless delight.

***

The market grew quiet over a few hours. Many stands and shops were closed. The denizens going home, or to places unknown.

The tavern was quiet. The orc behind the counter slept on the tilted chair, her boots on the bar-top. The main chamber of the tavern was empty, save for a drunk passed out in the corner.

The door to the tavern opened quietly. Five figures with horned heads, stepped in. Masks covered the lower portions of their faces, as short swords were at their hips.

The group of tall humanoids moved silently to the stairs, and climbed them quickly. On the second floor, they moved like ghosts, making their way to the three rooms at the end of the corridor.

Their hands touched the pommels of their short swords, and quickly drew them. They crouched down, and moved slowly, hands reaching doorknobs, violent intentions in their eyes.


Chapter 23

Deadly Egress  

Simon stood in knee-deep water. He looked up to the black sky, a dozen stars glowing in the abyssal heavens. A calm dread filled him as he lowered his gaze, and saw silhouettes in the distance.

A mist billowed toward him as he remained still. The foggy mists surrounded him, and dark people stepped closer.

The darkling turned his gaze from left to right, the dark people moving and speaking in strange tongues, but didn’t get any closer.

“Where are you?” Simon asked, his voice echoing through the void.

There was silence, until a whisper touched his ears.

“You do not belong,” the voice said as the water around Simon thundered.

The darkling looked up, a dark, misshapen thing walking in the distance. It towered into the black sky, but he could not see its eyes, or any features other than its incredible size.

Simon was mute as the immense thing turned its back to him, and walked slowly away.

The shadow people pulled back into the mists, and faded away from sight.

Simon bowed his head, the dark universe crushing his soul to dust.

“Wake up!” came a whisper.

Time slowed as Simon lifted his head. He was naked with Roma’s back to him, as the door to their room opened. Masked figures with blades in their hands, and a single horn protruding from their foreheads, rushed in. They were tall, with lean, muscular bodies. Their intentions were plain in their eyes, as they charged toward the bed.

Simon’s hands planted on Roma’s back, and gave her a hard push. The witch’s eyes opened as she was launched sideways from the bed, and crashed onto the floor.

Simon turned to one of the invaders launching into the air, blade over his head, and pointed at the darkling’s bare chest.

“Simon, activating recall,” Rita whispered.

In a blink, clothes, armor, and weapons were on the darkling. Simon didn’t draw his sword, or axe, as he pointed both of his hands, black blood stabbing out.

The invader’s eyes widened as two pointed tentacles streamed to them in an instant, and sharp points penetrated their chest. Blood spurted as Simon whipped the heavy attacker away, while another leapt at Roma, blade in hand.

Black blood flowed back from the now dead attacker, and re-directed across the room.

Roma’s clothes appeared on her body, as her new staff appeared in her hand. She moved her staff to parry the incoming blow, but the ogre over her was launched sideways like a ragdoll, a black tentacle stabbing into their side.

The ogre hit the wall hard as the black tentacle ripped apart their insides. When the tentacle retracted, they were dead by the time they hit the floor.

Roma was to her feet as Simon stepped down off the bed.

“I thought this level was a safe haven?” Simon said.

“It is. I don’t know why this is happening?”

Simon heard a commotion in the neighboring rooms.

“The dungeon changed the rules,” the darkling said and blurred forward.

Simon reached Val’s room, the vamp dressed, with a katana in each hand. She stood over two halves of a single ogre. Blood pooled on the floor as the vampire looked at Simon.

“It seems we’ve made some enemies. Marvelous,” she said as Bridget was just behind her.

A gurgle and cry from another room caused everyone to look across the way. The door was opened, as Tara smashed a horned head into a wall, breaking their horn. The wight drove her sword into the intruder’s back, causing them to wither away to a husk. She pulled the blade and let the withered body fall onto another one already dead on the floor.

“We’re leaving,” Tara ordered.

Gear, clothes, and weapons were already recalled to each member of the team, as all five darted down the corridor, Tara taking the lead. When they reached the stairs, the wight stopped in her tracks.

“Simon, armor up and take a peek at the bottom of the stairs,” Tara ordered.

The darkling nodded as black blood surfaced across his entire body. Simon knew he was getting better, and stronger, the more he used his shadow blood. He now could summon enough to cover his body in a thin layer of armor. It would deflect most normal attacks, but fire could still hurt him.

A simple, black armor covered the darkling, including a medieval helmet. Simon moved to the front of the team, and made his way down the stairs.

The darkling was calm as he drew Shadowfang from its sheath. He took each step in turn, his gaze unobstructed by the helmet.

When Simon was nearly to the last three steps, he glanced around. The main tavern room was empty, save for the bartender snoring behind the bar, and a goblin muttering in the corner, lost to a drunken stupor.

Simon glanced at the windows, not sensing any movement.

“They are preparing to storm the tavern.”

Simon stayed on the fourth step, his gaze scanning each window.

The silence was deafening.

Shadows popped up beyond the windows, and arms pointed. Balls of light appeared along the shadows, before windows exploded inwards. Lightning bolts flashed as they struck tables and walls.

Simon leapt up just as the orc bartender stood up in surprise. She screamed before she was slumped on the bar-top, a smoking hole in her back.

The darkling was turning in midair when a bolt of lightning struck his leg. Energy arced along the limb as he landed on higher steps.
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Just as the darkling suspected. The attacks and damage were getting stronger. His armor gave him an edge for many levels, especially during melee combat, but the stakes were now raised.

Simon charged up the stairs as the lower stairs were blasted to kindling. When he reached the top, the rest of the team stood at the ready.

“They are using wands, and they're going to storm the tavern,” Simon explained over the roar of lightning blasts.

“Are we hunkering down here for a long fight?” Bridget asked with raised armored fists.

Simon looked at the simple ceiling above them. “I have an idea, but I need a partner to return fire.”

Everyone instantly knew what he meant, and turned their gazes to the witch.

Roma stepped forward with staff in hand.

“I’m ready,” she said with determination in her green eyes. 

***

Large ogres stood with oversized warhammers in their hands, partially hidden from view of the now damaged tavern. Thinner ogres held out wands, aimed at the tavern, their eyes searching for any kind of movement. Others stayed back, crossbows in hands.

“When I give the word,” one fit ogre in silver armor said, before he was cut off by an explosion.

All gazes shifted to the roof of the tavern, a figure exploding upwards with flying debris. A black oval shield covered their main body as they hovered just above the new hole in the roof.

A cat leapt down from under the shield, their paws touching the roof tiles before their body began to grow.

Ogres lifted wands and crossbows, but quickly noticed the figure move to the growing woman’s side, their oval shield changing shape.

Before any of the ogres could pull triggers, Simon had made a protective barrier shield before the witch, as Roma aimed the end of her new staff at the ogres below.

The witch glared at the ogres as she unleashed Frost Storm’s power.

Ice shards blasted out like machine gun fire. The witch held the staff with both hands, unleashing torrents of foot long ice shards. Simon knelt beside her, watching the carnage as it happened.

Several of the ogre’s wands and crossbows fired, before ice shards sank into bodies. Larger ogres rushed into the storm, attempting to charge into the tavern. Ice shards sank into thick muscles, and heads. Some of the larger ogres fell to ice shards in an eye socket. Others pressed on, their numbers dwindling as shards stabbed into chests, and legs.

The thinner ogres pulled back the moment the larger ones were shredded to bleeding corpses.

“Now!” Simon shouted.

Tara leapt onto the roof, followed by Val. When Bridget leapt up, she didn’t have as much power as the others. Her armored hands grabbed the edge of the hole, and she hoisted herself up.

Tara looked across the marketplace, to the exit archway to the southern wall of the level. She then saw a path along rooftops of the market.

“Move before they regroup!” the wight shouted as she led the charge.

Roma stopped her attack, seeing in the corner of her eye, only fifty charges left in the staff before it needed to recharge. She then turned to Tara leaping to a nearby roof, and darting toward another one.

Knowing she couldn’t make those leaps in human form, Roma started running as orange fur sprouted along her body. She shrank down as everything on her person vanished. When she leapt, she was in her feline form, green cat eyes filled with determination.

Simon watched the ogres as they tried to regroup. He glanced to the side, watching Tara, and an orange cat leap to another roof. Val was next, darting to the edge of the roof, and leaping easily into the air.

When he saw the hesitation in Bridget’s mis-matched eyes, he darted to her side.

The flesh golem was charging, her gaze on the other roof. Concern stabbed into her mind, unsure she could make it. Roof tiles shifted on her thunderous charge, adding to her concern. When she reached the edge of the tavern roof, she leapt with all her power.

Bridget’s eyes widened as she began to fall, seeing she was going to miss the edge of the other roof, and slam into the wall.

The flesh golem lifted her arms to her chest and head, ready to protect herself from the impact, when a powerful force grabbed her in midair, a strong arm around her waist,

“I got you,” the darkling said.

Bridget felt his power as they rocketed across the gap, and barely landed on the opposite rooftop.

The team didn’t slow down as they ran across a roof, and leapt to another that had a thinner gap.

Simon listened for the ogres, but didn’t hear anything. When the team was leaping over, he heard a muted shout. The moment he jumped to another roof, down the street, ogres lifted wands and fired lightning bolts.

Simon landed on the next roof, lightning bolts streaking behind him.

This is going to be close.

The Odd Bog team charged, and darted from rooftop to rooftop. When they reached the edge of a building, and peered down at four large ogres guarding the exit archway, they didn’t waste any time as they leapt into battle.

“Odd Bog Forever!” Tara shouted like a demon from Hell, her wither sword already in her hand.

The four ogres looked up at them with stupid, angry expressions, spiked maces in hands. They pulled back to swing, when an orange cat darted down like a bullet, and landed on one of their heads. The ogre was too slow to react as Roma hissed, and clawed at their eyes. The ogre growled as he swung his spiked mace blind, the spikes slamming into the small head of another ogre, killing them instantly.

Tara sliced down, as another ogre parried her blow. The wight slid her blade down as she landed on her feet. As the ogre lifted their spiked mace to bring it down on the wight, she slashed across their belly. Skin and muscles wrinkled as bloody guts fell out. The ogre let out an odd hiss, as they dropped their mace, curled forward, and tried to gather its falling innards. Tara finished the job by cleaving the ogre’s small horned head down the middle.

Roma leapt off the now blind ogre as it swung its spiked mace at anything. Two lightning bolts struck its chest, burning deep holes into it. The ogre cried out before two katanas stabbed into it, one of them penetrating the monster’s large heart.

The blind ogre slumped to the floor, dead on its knees.

Simon soared down at the last one. He pointed a hand as the ogre swung at him. In a blink, a sharp pointed black rod stabbed into the ogre’s chest. The spiked mace still maintained its arc, only stopping short as Simon shifted his whole body sideways, his boot slamming into the shaft of the mace, and kicking it away.

The ogre made a defeated exhale, before black spikes stabbed out from the rod in its chest, penetrating organs. The ogre slumped over to the floor, as the black rod turned into a tentacle, and slid back into Simon’s hand.

“I think we’re all getting better at this,” the darkling smiled.

Heads nodded in agreement, as Roma slowly changed back to her human form.

“Let’s not revel in our victories just yet. We must move on, and keep these ogres at our back,” the wight said and made for the exit.

The team followed, stepping through the archway, and down the stairs. When they reached the thirty-sixth floor, before they walked to the archway, Tara spoke up.

“I didn’t have a chance to give everyone their gifts,” the wight said as she dug her side pouch.

The group turned to her with curious eyes, the notion of getting a gift from the grumpy wight stunning all of them.

“Gifts? Now?” Val said with her hands up in disbelief.

Roma smiled. “Gifts are always welcomed. You should know that Val.”

The vamp let her hands down, her gaze flicking to the stairs to see if there were ogres chasing them.

“This will only take a moment,” Tara said.

Tara pulled out a small leather sack. The sound of glass clinking together touched everyone’s ears. She handed it to Val.

“It’s a sack of blood vials. There should be enough to last the rest of the run,” the wight said simply.

“Thank you, Tara,” the vamp said with genuine gratitude.

The wight moved to Roma, as she pulled a small book out from her satchel. She handed it to the witch.

“It’s an uncommon spellbook with a moderate protection spell. I know you can create spells like that already, but with this book in your inventory, it will allow you to use the spell without reciting the words, much like your cat spellbook,” the wight explained.

Roma stared at the wight with warm eyes.

“Thank you, Tara. I will treasure this, and use it to the best of my ability,” the witch said as she took the book into her hands.

The wight nodded before moving to Bridget, and digging around in her satchel.

“I was going to give this to you before we left. I’m sure you could have used it as we fled, but maybe they will come in handy from now on,” the wight said as she pulled out a pair of black leather boots.

Bridget stared at the boots as they were handed to her.

“They’re Boots of Jumping. These are fairly common, giving you the ability to jump ten feet up, or twenty feet leap forward. Once you put them on, they will adhere to your shoe size.”

Bridget’s eyes trembled. The flesh golem launched at the wight, swinging her strong arms around, and hugged her fiercely.

“This is a wonderful gift, Tara. Thank you,” the flesh golem said with closed eyes.

The pair hugged for a moment, before Bridget pulled away with a smile.

The wight gave the flesh golem a faint smile, before turning to Simon.

The darkling watched the wight as she slid her hand into the satchel, but didn’t take it out.

“I have seen you use your pockets as an inventory access. I thought that wasn’t in keeping with a true dread runner,” Tara said as she pulled out an over the shoulder, hip satchel. It was black, and made of fine leather.

The wight handed it to Simon, and he took it with a smile.

“It’s a common Satchel of Holding, but it will have a bigger inventory then your personal one. You can put your club, or even your battle-axe in it for safekeeping. I know we will gain more loot, so you should be prepared.

“I wish it could be more, but I only had a few coins left,” the wight said with a shy edge.

Simon bowed slightly at the hips, the satchel in his hands.

“Thank you, Tara. It is an incredible gift, and I am honored.”

The wight looked upon Simon as he bowed to her, her red eyes widening a hair.

“Let’s keep moving,” the wight said as she walked to the archway, stuck her head out, and looked down each corridor.

Roma moved to Simon’s side as he put on his new satchel under his leather armor cuirass, the pouch touching his hip.

Bridget and Val stared at Tara before the wight stepped beyond the archway.

“Did you just see,” Bridget began.

Val nodded. “She does have feelings.”      

Simon and Roma followed Tara onto the level next.

The flesh golem and vamp followed, curiosity biting deeper about their team leader.


Chapter 24

The Library of Souls 

“Pull back!” Tara shouted as her sword clanged against a large shield.

Large ogres in plate-mail swung thick swords and heavy warhammers. Simon and Bridget defended by blocking, or parrying the ogres. The pair remained on the defensive, as a fire shard, and an ice shard floated over Roma, and sprayed sharp shards at the pack of ogres.

Ice and fire shards slammed into armored bodies, but barely made dents in them.

Val was a blur, running along the corridor wall. Her swords slashed at thick armored arms, trying to hit weak spots. She nicked several ogres, her blades cutting at edges of thick necks, and under arms, but the large brutes seemed to shrug it off.

Simon watched as Tara hacked at an ogre’s armored knee while dodging his sword. On a third strike, the knee-plate broke off. The wight stabbed at the knee, her sword breaking the kneecap, as her sword drained living life from the brute.

The ogre fell to their other knee, weakened. Tara drew back her sword and stabbed it in its thick neck. The ogre gurled before its skin and muscles withered, and it fell.

One ogre down, five more to go.

Simon used Bone Splitter to parry the ogre’s larger weapon. Tentacles emerged from his shoulders, and stabbed into weak points in the brute’s armor, but the wide humanoids soaked up each stab and wound like a sponge.

Shards of recent memories stabbed into the darklings mind as he grunted, parrying a hard blow. The team had been fighting ogres for the last four levels, and with each encounter, the ogres were better armed and armored. They were tough, but managed to be tougher with each level down.

The current battle had pushed the entire party to their limit, finding it difficult to hold back using their abilities and powers.

Temptation crawled over Simon’s spirit, wanting to use the Madness Surge again. It should have been a simple thing to use the ability, to give the team an edge again, but the darkling knew better. In the depths of his mind, he knew he could call upon it to aid him at desperate times, but deeper down, he knew the more he used it, the more madness would consume him. He had to keep it under control, or he could lose all sense of knowing the difference between friend and foe. Glancing at the women fighting at his side, he dared not allow such a temptation to take root.

A sword swung down on the flesh golem. Her armored hands shot up and caught the blade. She grunted, the ogre’s strength overpowering hers. With a thought, electricity surged through her arms to the gauntlets. The mystical gauntlets caused the energy to grow in power, and channeled through the sword to the ogre wielding it. The ogre let out an uncontrolled shudder, its armor getting hot as energy slammed into it.

Val saw the opportunity, and leapt off the wall. She spun through the air, a hammer missing her stylish boots by inches. The vamp stopped spinning and her blades flashed before both sank into the stunned ogre’s thick neck.

Bridget watched as the light left the ogre’s eyes, and it fell to the stone floor, blood leaking from its neck and mouth.

Simon grunted as he kept parrying blows. Using his Veil of Shadows ability, shadows leapt up and grabbed the ogre’s armored boots. The ogre grunted as he wretched one free, the shadows unable to hold on, but it gave the darkling enough of a diversion for black blood to fill his hand, and burst forward in a small torrent.

The black blood splashed against the armor, before it spread out, seeping into openings. The ogre huffed as it swung its warhammer. Simon ducked low, the hammer edge missing his head by a few inches. He concentrated as black blood spread under the armor. With a thought, thin, long black spikes stabbed deep into the ogre’s chest.

The ogre tried to lift his warhammer up, before a dazed look filled its eyes.

Simon pulled back his shadow blood and stepped back. The ogre fell face forward onto the stone floor, blood spilling out from behind its armor.

From behind the fallen ogre, another one thrust with a large, long sword.

Simon shifted, but wasn’t fast enough as the blade tip struck his leather armored chest. Black blood hardened underneath, but only barely. The strike was so strong, it lifted the darkling off his feet, and threw him.
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Simon hit the ground and tumbled. When he slid to a stop, he was back up again, still feeling the blow to his chest.

If I didn’t use my shadow blood, the damage would have been much worse. But even with my blood, the enemy’s attacks are still damaging my hit points. It seems my advantage has decreased the deeper we go.

Roma concentrated on one ogre, and unleashed fire and ice on it. The ogre lifted a shield, the ice and fire shards striking it with full mystical force. The brute pushed against the magical attack, a large boot stepping in a pool of blood from its fellow fallen ogres.

Val leapt back and landed away from the two remaining ogres. She sheathed her blades over her shoulders and then pointed a gloved hand at the ogre blood.

“No more holding back,” the vamp said as the ogre blood began to move to her will.

The vamp’s eyes shifted to the ogre with the shield. It pushed against Roma’s attacks, as the one behind it readied its hammer.

“Big boys always fall the hardest,” the vampire said with a sultry edge, before turning her gloved palm up.

Spikes of blood stabbed up from crimson pools. In a blink, they launched into the air, not as thick spikes, but like a swarm of red needles. They flew around the shield easily, and flew toward the ogre’s helmet. The ogre watched as a swarm of blood needles flew in through his eye slot, and stabbed into his eyes. The ogre let out muted grunts, followed by horrific screams, as the needles turned into worm-like creatures. Razor sharp mouths appeared at the ends of their bodies, and they began to bite and chew by the hundreds. Eyeballs were shredded, and then consumed. The blood worms crawled and ate deeper into the thick skull. They reached the small brain, and tore it to pieces, while Val stood a distance away, moving her gloved hand like a conductor’s wand.

The second ogre heard and saw what was happening to his comrade. He backed up until pain radiated along his entire body. The ogre looked down to red worms crawling and biting. They slithered under its armor, tearing away pieces of flesh.

Roma stopped using her fire and ice shards, as her eyes widened.

Tara, and Bridget stepped back, the flesh golem looking on with subdued horror.

Simon approached Val’s side, the vamp continuing to move her gloved hand to a symphony of carnage.

The ogres were now on the floor, bleeding out as blood worms crawled over them.

Val stopped moving her hand, and fell to her knees. The worms melted back into blood, dripping from within, and on the ogre bodies.

Simon touched her shoulder as the vamp looked on with dazed eyes.

“It takes so much out of me, that’s why I don’t do it often,” she whispered as her hand dug into a pocket, and pulled a blood vial from her inventory.

Val uncorked the vial, and put it to her lips. She threw her head back and allowed the blood to slip down her throat. When she was finished, she threw the vial aside, shattering it to pieces.

The vamp lifted her gloved hand up, and Simon took it, helping her to her feet. She looked at him with seductive eyes, her strength clearly returning.

“I feel much better,” she said as she licked her ruby lips.

The group moved closer, and everyone let out a tired sigh.

“Four levels of fighting ogres, and we’re not even past level fifty yet?” Bridget bemoaned.

“The loot has been lacking too,” Roma added as she leaned on her staff.

Tara looked at nothing as she spoke, “The dungeon, or these ogres, are testing us. We’ve had levels with the same kind of monsters, but for ogres to attack us on a market floor is unheard of. There is something else at play here.”

“It seems like we are making our way to another boss level,” Simon said.

Everyone nodded in agreement.

Val spoke up with a haughty tone, “Well little ducklings, this is what we signed up for. Are we calling it quits, or simply complaining?”

Everyone looked at the vamp as she stood with her chin elevated, and her smile sharp.

“No,” Simon was first to say.

Everyone looked at him, but it was Tara who gave the darkling a questioning gaze.

“Simon, I know why we are fighting in this dungeon. We wish to change the perception of our hamlet, and show the whole Penumbra community we are not the inept group they believe us to be. But why are you here? You don’t need to prove anything to them, or us. You’ve already achieved it.”

The darkling looked into the eyes of the four women before him. Roma smiled, and nodded, her eyes bright.

Val was silent as she looked away.

Simon kept his gaze on them, as he spoke from his heart, “I need to know what happened to my people, and my parents. There is a reason for why my people were hunted, and killed, while others ascended to the dark gods.”

The darkling looked down. “I don’t feel the vibrations of my gods. I don’t hear their songs. I haven’t found any other darklings, and I think I might be the last one.

“If the Dread Dungeon offers a wish to those who beat it, then I want that wish. We beat it together, we will all get a wish, and maybe understand, or change what happened to us.”

Simon turned to Val and Bridget with courage in his eyes. “You both can return to your home realm, and right the wrongs that were used against you.”

Bridget looked down, and Val continued to look away.

Simon turned to Tara, and smiled. “You can go back to your life, and end it a different way. Allow the anger and rage in your soul to dissipate, so you may die a peaceful death, with those you loved.”

Tara looked away with mournful eyes.

Simon walked up to Roma, took her hands into his, and smiled.

“You can heal a scar, and live a different life.”

Roma smiled, but her eyes took on a knowing gleam.

“Thank you for the beautiful thought, but I will not change anything that happened to me. To change my past would change me into a different person. I like who I am, and I need my scars.”

Roma stepped closer to the darkling, and looked up into his eyes with a loving glow.

“I want to use my power, knowledge, and our bond, to make our destinies a little brighter. To understand our journey, one must know the darker parts of one’s past, to free ourselves of the heavy chains on our souls.”

“Our journey,” Simon said with warm eyes.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Val moaned.

“I think I’m going to cry,” Bridget said, holding back tears.

Tara was silent, watching the darkling and witch with an unblinking gaze.

Val slapped her gloved hands at the sides of her thighs.

“Well, that was fun, sharing feelings and motivations, but we should go before more ogres show up,” the vamp sighed.

Tara blinked as if she woke from a dream. She turned and started marching off.

The rest of the group followed the wight, Simon and Roma holding each other’s hand as they walked.

It didn’t take long to find the exit archway to the next floor. The group made their way down the stairs, and soon emerged on the fortieth floor.

“We are so close to beating the record,” Bridget managed to say before her eyes widened.

Simon stared out from a high stone landing. He visually drank in a cavern with high shelves filled with books. The shelves themselves were arranged in a labyrinth of corridors. Each shelf was nearly forty feet high, and packed with books. The maze stretched out across the entire level, the hint of the exit archway on the other side.

Immense lanterns hung from thick chains, the other end of the chains bolted into the cavernous ceiling.

Bridget’s eyes widened at the sight of the maze of books.

Val palmed her own face with her gloved hand. “Great. I have a difficult time just trying to get Bridget out of bookstores. This is like an escape room, but much worse.”

Roma moved to Bridget’s side, her eyes also wide with joy.

“I know,” the witch whispered to the flesh golem.

“The dungeon really does test us, and it tests us hard,” Val laughed, her hand still on her face.

Simon moved to Tara’s side, the pair looking out together.

“We could walk along the tops? It could make this level very easy,” Simon smiled.

“Do you believe the dungeon would make it that easy for us?” the wight said with a hard gaze on the maze.

“No, but I wanted to hear it from you,” Simon said, keeping his smile.

Tara looked at him, her white hair framing her pale features. “There is no way to navigate this level safely.”

Simon thought of his Whisper of the Abyss ability. “I might be able to help with that. I’ll lead the way, and everyone stays close behind me.”

“How?” Tara asked plainly.

“Darklings have a sixth sense that borders with our madness. It has helped us through many tough situations, and it may help us here. Follow me, and we might be able to navigate this place.”

The wight regarded Simon for a moment, and then nodded.

“Everyone, we follow Simon through the maze,” Tara ordered.

The team nodded in agreement. A short moment later, Simon made his way down stone steps to the bookshelf maze.

An entrance stood before the group as they made it to the main floor. Arcane symbols were carved into the bookshelves with beautiful designs. To Simon, they flowed with a refined elegance, but even he could feel the power within each design, and shelf.

There was only one way in, and Simon led the way, the rest of team Odd Bog following.

Time flowed like a lazy river. Simon glanced around at rows and rows of books.

Bridget kept running her green fingers along book spines, drinking in the scent of ancient tomes.

Roma smiled as she looked at the many books. Her mind wandered, knowing it would take several lifetimes to even crack a quarter of the books here. The secrets and knowledge they must contain caused her heart to flutter with imaginative mysteries.

Val sneered at the shelves of books, like they were on high horses, looking down at her with laughing pages. The vamp enjoyed a good book or three, but the vastness of the library spoke of pretension, and miserable quagmires of bohemian absurdity.   

“Left.”        

Simon turned left, and the group followed.

Tara watched everything with slowly shifting red eyes. She also kept an eye on Simon before her. She watched his relaxed body language, knowing if he tensed in any way, she would draw her sword, and ready for battle.

Simon listened to the faint whispers across his mind. He did have a thought on how reliable the whispers were. They had been generally correct as he made his way deeper down in the dungeon, but he also knew it was a sense of madness that spoke to him. He didn’t know where the whispers came from. A ghost? An all-seeing seer? Or was it just his intuition, leading him by taking in minor details his mind didn’t notice, or process correctly. Either way, they seemed to be working as they made their way deeper into the maze.

When Simon looked down at the smooth, stone floor, he noticed that they hadn’t triggered any traps. We wondered if there were any traps at all on this level.

A haughty chuckle echoed through the cavernous library maze.

The team stopped in their tracks, eyes glancing everywhere.

“You’re very close,” the voice echoed. “You don’t have to worry about any traps, or violence. This is my home, and I abhor anything that pertains to spilling any blood.

“You’re making good time. I expect to see you all shortly. There is only one caveat, keep your weapons sheathed. I wouldn’t want to make you a character in one of my books. It will not be as pleasant as it seems.”

Simon looked over his shoulder to Tara and the team.

“You heard him. Keep your weapons sheathed. I rather not tempt our chances the librarian may be another boss. Let’s find out what this is all about, and move on,” Tara said with a harsh tone.

Simon glanced at the women in the back. There were a pair of shrugs, and Roma gave him a nod, her green eyes telling him that they will watch his back.

The darkling nodded back before turning, and continuing along the book-filled aisles.

The whispers along his mind led the way. When the team made a right, they emerged into a posh seating area, a figure sitting back in a comfortable chair.

The whole area was covered in a purple rug, and surrounded by bookshelves. Couches, loveseats, and single seats dotted the clean area. Everything had a purple color, with gold outlines. Small coffee tables stood next to various seatings, each one filled with an assortment of fruit, cheeses, meats, and various wine bottles with empty glasses beside them. Lanterns glowed bright enough to read to, but dim enough to create a rosy atmosphere.

The figure in the chair wore a purple robe with golden symbols stitched into it. They had short, white hair, and a single horn stabbing up from their forehead. He had a book in his hand, the fingers on his other hand turning a page with delicate skill.

The ogre looked up from his book at the dread runners, and smiled. He put the book down on a small table beside the chair, and stood up with a welcoming smile. The ogre was nine-feet tall, and had a strong, slender build.

“Greetings dread runners,” he said with cordial brilliance, and a small bow. “My name is Grendall, and this is my home, the Library of Souls. But before you ask, it’s called the Library of Souls because every author takes a piece of their soul, and writes it into each story. You could say, I am a collector of souls,” the ogre ended the sentence with a hardy laugh.

Tara moved in front of the team, her gaze purely on the strange ogre.

“We are simply passing through,” the wight said plainly.

The ogre nodded. “Of course, of course. Why would anyone stand in the way of your glorious adventure?

“By the way, I have seen your progress. You’re all doing very well, and it should be congratulated. To get this far, and not lose a single team mate, is a welcomed surprise.”

Grendall’s eyes held an amused gleam. “Your team isn’t the only one whole. The two other teams have kept their team members as well. It is truly astonishing that so many have made it this far, and it is terribly exciting.”

“Dangerous.”

Simon kept his face blank as his eyes searched for a weakness, a plan, and an exit.

Grendall continued, “I know the urgency of your quest, but I have an offer each of you may find enticing.”

“I doubt a deal with the devil would be in our best self-interests,” Val said with an annoyed tone.

The ogre nodded. “I’m sure there is little to trust in such a dangerous dungeon. How about I give you some knowledge, free of charge of course, to help us create a better repertoire between us?”

“This stinks of a game, where we are the pieces,” Tara seethed.

Grendall’s eyes gleamed with wicked intent.

“You are. All of you are. That’s why you’re here,” the ogre said with a sickening smirk. “Everyone who enters the Dread Dungeon is seeking something. It could be testing’s one strength, or cunning. It could be a desire for the ultimate prize, a wish to change a life, or find answers they cannot find anywhere else?”

Grendall’s eyes narrowed, staring at Simon. “Or one could be here to achieve a dark dream, seeking something they didn’t know they always wanted.”

Simon kept his gaze blank, as madness touched the edges of his mind.

The ogre turned away. He walked to a table with a bowl of grapes. He plucked one and placed it on his long tongue. It curled the grape into his mouth, and he crushed it with his strong teeth.

“There is a rather large ogre on the forty-fifth level. His name is Lord Krazug, and he is very unhappy that you have been killing his ogres.”

“They tried to kill us on the market level,” Tara said with distilled fury in her red eyes.

“Aren’t you one of his ogres?” Val asked with amused eyes.

Grendall put his hand on a plush armrest of a large couch, and leaned slightly on it.

“He is merely doing what was asked. Lord Krazug reports to his boss on level fifty, and to answer your question, beautiful vampire, no, I am not one of his ogres,” Grendall said with a wicked smile.

“Who’s your boss?” Simon asked.

The ogre kept his smile, an interested gaze on the darkling. “Finally, someone asking the real, important questions. You are a thinker, aren’t you? Or are you just a little mad in an insane world?”

“We are simply here to defeat the dungeon, and earn our prize,” Simon stated with a no-nonsense gaze.

“I like you, darkling,” Grendall said as he ran a finger along his curved white horn, brought his finger down to his gaze, and looked at it for any dirt or dust.

“My master wishes to remain anonymous. When you do reach them, tell them I said hi. But that is all the information I can freely give at the moment.

“We can discuss my offer, not that the tension has been put at ease,” the ogre said as his finger touched a purple shard amulet around his neck that wasn’t there before.

Everyone noticed the thin gold chain around Grendall’s neck with a small, purple crystal shard laying against the top of his chest.

“The amulet?” Tara asked with accusing eyes.

Grendall stopped leaning against the couch armrest, and stood up. He fully faced the group, twenty feet separating him from the dread runners. He touched the amulet with his fingers, like he was surprised.

“This? This is my most prized possession. My precious, if you will. This beautiful trinket will make your lives so much easier. A rare offer for such fine dread runners.

“The shard hanging from my neck is a portal gem. With it, I can create a portal that will teleport every member of your team thirty levels deeper into the dungeon. If you consider, and take my offer, you will bypass Lord Krazug, his boss, and many dangerous monsters and beasts, dropping you on a safe level, and much closer to the end of the dungeon.

“If you accept my offer to help you, I will even give you some locations and levels to find magical weapons, and artifacts, to aid you with what waits below. We all know how dangerous things are getting, and I wouldn’t want to send you there unprepared. That would be a death sentence no one wants.”

Tara looked down. Simon stared at the ogre. Val shook her head. Bridget blinked. Roma held her staff, a gleam of concern in her eyes.

The wight lifted her gaze back to the ogre. “What’s your price?”

Grendall’s eyes took a wicked gleam. “There is a reason this is called the Library of Souls. My inspiration drained away a long time ago, but the urge to write plagues me still.

“I won’t mince words, I require a small piece of your souls, to complete the transaction.”

There was silence, the team, and the ogre, looking at each other.

“What do you mean, a piece of our souls?” Simon asked.

The ogre’s eyes gleamed with subdued excitement.

“Since you are in this dungeon, you can view your attributes, yes? I will require five points from any attribute you decide to give to me. After the transitions are complete, I will open a portal thirty levels from here. I will also include locations of powerful magical items and artifacts. It is truly the deal of a lifetime.”

“How will a piece of our souls help you write?” Bridget asked.

The ogre kept his smile. “Your soul will fuel my writing, allowing me to write such adventures of wonder, and excitement.

“How will you drain a piece of our souls?” Simon asked with shrewd eyes.

“It’s simple, barely an inconvenience. Each of you will touch the shard hanging from my neck, and think of the points you wish to pay with. The gem shard will drain it away, and feed me such inspirations, ones I can write and add to my magnificent library.” 

Tara stared hard at the ogre for a long moment before she spoke.

“I will need to confer with my team before we come to a decision.”

Grendall nodded. “As you will. I will tend to my library. Simply say my name, and I will come to you,” the ogre said before he turned from the group, and walked to an aisle opening.

The group watched him vanish around a corner.

Team Odd Bog turned toward each other, concern painting their expressions.

“This deal doesn’t feel like a deal,” Val hissed. “We could be dropped in a dangerous area, and torn to pieces.”

“We will be weakened as well,” Simon spoke up. “No matter which attribute we chose, it will have some weakened effect on us. We’ve barely defeated a boss level, and a swarm. Bypassing thirty levels may seem like progress, but we won’t be any closer to our goal if we all perish.”

“But we’ve gotten this far together. What if we lose one, or more members of our team? Yes, they will only appear in the town center, but that means our chances decrease to reach the bottom,” Bridget added.

“I don’t have a good feeling about this deal, but Bridget is right. What if we lose one, or more of our team between here, and on the seventieth level?

“We are one level away from breaking the record. But are we here to break records, or reach the bottom for our reward?” Roma reasoned.

Everyone looked down, their words weighing heavy on any decision they make.

Tara spoke with a commanding edge, “We have made it this far together. We can make it deeper in the dungeon on our own. There is no need to take this short cut, and weaken our power. This offer is meant for the greedy, and lazy. I doubt any of the other teams will take it as well.

“We keep going, and make our own way.”

Heads nodded in agreement.

Simon nodded, but his mind worked as well. Notions and ideas filled his thoughts in a melting swirl. He pushed it to the back of his mind, but held onto them, something he could use at a later time, if the team needed it.

The group turned toward the lavish area.

“Grendall,” Tara said loudly.

From an open aisle, the ogre walked in with curious eyes, and a polite smile.

“Have we come to a decision?”

Tara nodded.

“We decline your offer,” the wight said plainly.

Grendall’s jovial expression darkened as he tilted his head forward. Shadows covered his eyes, as he nodded a little.

“I see. Truly unfortunate. It was a deal that could have helped all of us, but I understand. I may have better luck with the others.”

“You’re going to make this offer to the other teams?” Val said with her own, hard gaze.

The ogre lifted his horned head, and a small smile returned.

“Why wouldn’t I? I require pieces of souls for inspiration. Where your team will rough it in some misguided attempt of valor and courage, others may choose the elite choice of bypassing so many difficult levels, and get ahead to the prize.”

“There is no competition between the teams. Any who reach the ninety-ninth level gain the reward,” Tara clarified.

Grendall shrugged. “Yes, yes, you are correct. But being right doesn’t mean you will succeed. History is filled with those who had righteous convictions, and they perished long before they reached their goals. But let’s not dwell on what might have been.

“It has been a delight to meet you all. I’m sure Tara is correct in her assumptions.”

Simon, and the rest of the team noticed, they never told Grendall their names.

The ogre pointed an open hand to an aisle. “If our business is concluded, please take this aisle. There will be some twists and turns, but it will lead you to the archway exit, and down to the forty-first level.”

Tara nodded, and started walking. The team followed, walking through the lavish sitting area, and making their way to the aisle.

Grendall called out to them before they entered the aisle, “If you ever change your mind, say my name three times. My library, and I, will appear on the next level you're currently on after my name is said. This is a one-time event, so ensure you say it when you are ready to make a deal.”

The group said nothing as they entered the aisle, not giving a glance back at the odd ogre.

When they were out of earshot, Val spoke up.

“Say his name three times? Is he serious? Does he think he is Firefly Jack from the movie of the same name?” the vamp said with a scathing tone.

“That was my favorite movie growing up,” Simon smiled as he looked back at the vamp.

Val gave him a wicked smile. “Simon, if anyone else said they liked that movie, I would verbally cut them to shreds. But, because I like you, I will give you a pass.”

“I like the movie too,” Roma grinned.

“So do I,” Bridget laughed.

“I also enjoyed the movie,” Tara said as she led the way.

Val laughed. “I’m surrounded by beautiful cretins. How will I ever get the stains of your middling tastes off my hands?”   

“Use soap,” Tara shot back.

A small, tension-breaking laughter filled the group as they walked.

“Touch the books.”

Simon heard the whisper as they walked, and the laughter died down. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but the risk of not finding out was greater. With an out-stretched hand, he ran his fingers along the spines of books.

Roma watched the darkling with a loving smile. Despite rejecting Grendall’s offer, the mood was still light and calm.

“I hope we can all make it through this dungeon, together,” Bridget whispered to Roma.

The witch glanced at the flesh golem, and nodded. When she turned her gaze back to Simon, he was gone.

“Simon!” the witch said with alarm.

Everyone stopped in their tracks. The darkling was nowhere to be seen.

“Simon?” Roma said again with a small, worried voice.


Chapter 25

A Dark Touch 

Bookshelves shifted and warped as Simon walked down the lonely aisle. A silence pressed down on his spirit, the darkling feeling the weight. Book titles glowed with preternatural light along spines. Madness whispered as Simon continued to walk further into the twisting library aisle.

The scent of power flowed into Simon’s nose. He discerned that he was in a private place, meant to test him once again. A thought crawled along his mind, knowing that he was achieving darkling abilities much quicker than in any life outside of the dungeon. As far as he knew, it took decades to learn each ability through dark prayers, and challenges to the madness within. But down here, in the dungeon, he had learned at a lightning pace. He also knew there would be some kind of exchange for such power.

Outside of the dungeon, Simon would have watched, found, or waited for such tests of power, but to achieve his goals, he knew he would have to play the game. If it meant some exchange to get what he wanted, he would listen for now.

The darkling turned a corner, and stopped. His gaze fell on a stone basin. Faces with frozen screams were carved into the wide stand of the basin, leading all the way up to the very edge.

Simon stepped closer, seeing still, crimson water inside the basin. His gaze flicked up to a heart, and a brain, floating above it. The heart dripped red as it beat. The pulse of its beats slammed into Simon’s senses, blinding his wits.

When the darkling glanced at the brain, it dripped a clear liquid. It pulsed with power, as a confusion filled Simon’s thoughts.

The two organs dripped toward the basin as they floated above it, but the drops never reached it. They vanished an inch before they could touch the red liquid within.

Simon gritted his teeth, unsure what was happening, or who he was. The full bookshelves began to twist, and warp, causing the darkling to stumble as he tried to keep his balance. Reality moved in strange waves. The longer he stood there, the worse it seemed.

“I…must…choose,” Simon said, thinking he said it in his mind.

The darkling took a step toward the strange basin, and it felt like his foot moved only an inch. The aisle stretched further away from him, and he lifted a hand to try and claw it back.

Madness and confusion swirled his thoughts. His body moved automatically. There was a choice to be made, but what was it? The confusion deepened as he began to lose the meaning of being here in this place.

“I…choose,” Simon growled.

In a blink, he stood before the stone basin. The red liquid within began to churn and boil.

Simon lifted his gaze to the heart and brain, a foot away from his eyes. They both pulsed with power, but Simon knew he had to choose one to win the challenge.

Time and reality stormed into a shifting maelstrom. Simon fell to his instincts, his mind and body shattering into shards. His hand reached out, and grabbed the brain. Without a second thought, he plunged the brain in the churning red liquid. A burning sensation glowed along his hand, and arm. The darkling seethed as he kept his hand in the red water.

Time, reality, and normalcy instantly shifted back to normal.

Simon looked down, seeing the stone basin was now gone.

An alert filled his gaze as new power swelled within him.

You have gained a new ability!

Eldritch Touch

●        Description: The user's touch can induce brief hallucinations or unsettling visions in their target, sowing confusion, or fear.

●        Effect: Causes minor psychic damage and temporary disorientation.

Simon read the alert, before it faded from his gaze. The power was there, crawling under his skin like maggots in a corpse. He felt stronger as madness licked his mind.

The darkling walked on, his gaze simple, and his heart calm. When he turned a corner, he looked down the length of it, seeing four women standing by an exit archway.

The team turned, their concerns bleeding away to subdued joy. They moved as one to the darkling, and quickly surrounded him.

“Another side quest to improve your power?” Val said with a knowing, mischievous tone.

Simon nodded. “It’s strange that my abilities are improving much faster in the dungeon than in the real world.”

“We will need every advantage we can get,” Tara said. “The next level is the deepest level anyone has reached. With so many teams making it this far without any losses, means things will only get harder the deeper we go.”

“And we will fight harder,” Simon said to the wight with a small smile.

“That we will,” Tara said back.

“As much as I like to stand around and speak to victories not won yet, shouldn’t we be going?” Val said with a fanged grin.

Everyone nodded.

Tara led the way, with Val and Bridget following. Roma moved to Simon’s side, and planted a kiss on his cheek. Simon looked at her with warm eyes.

“They were all worried about you,” Roma said softly.

“And you weren’t?” the darkling asked with a smile.

“I know you’re strong, and dedicated. I’ll start worrying when you start worrying,” the witch said with a small, seductive grin.

Simon’s gaze remained warm, as Roma’s beauty, and smile, imprinted on his soul.

“Whatever happens, we will confront it together,” Simon whispered.

She touched his chin with an amused smile.

“I love when you get all sappy. It makes my heart melt.”

“Hurry it up, beautiful sickos!” Val shouted from the staircase.

Simon and Roma chuckled and giggled before they stepped beyond the exit archway, and to the stairs, where their friends waited with happy smiles.

***

Shouts, and the sounds of violence, echoed through the wide corridor. Bridget carried Roma over her shoulder, three arrows sticking out of her back. The witch was moaning in dim pain, her hit points down to two.

Tara and Val used their blades to knock away crossbow bolts. The vamp moved in quick blurs, Slicer and Dicer blocking bolts with the flat sides, or sliced them in half, diminishing their speed and power.

Bridget picked up the pace, seeing a four-way corridor up ahead. The flesh golem looked over her other shoulder to the team fighting a stream of slender ogres firing crossbows, with brutish ogres moving with them, ready to charge into battle.

“They’re trying to wear us down before they go in for the kill,” Tara growled as she knocked a pair of crossbow bolts away.

“Weren’t we supposed to be doing that to them!” Val quipped as her blades moved in quick, blurry arcs.

Tara was silent as she glanced at torches along the corridor wall.

“Val!” the wight shouted.

“Dammit!” the vamp growled before her whole body flowed into a foggy mist.

The corridor filled with a thick mist, but it didn’t stop the crossbow bolts. One shot went through, striking the wight in the stomach. Tara stumbled back and pace, before turning, and running after Bridget and Roma.

Bridget continued to run, when a bolt struck her lower back. The pain was muted, with her hits dropping a few points, but not enough to worry about yet. She glanced at Roma, the witch moaning, still with them.

Orges slowed as a wave of mists slipped over them. The monster men glanced around to see the torches being snuffed out, one by one.

“Form a firing line!” one ogre shouted in their native tongue.

Four ogres kneeled shoulder to shoulder, crossbows loaded and aimed. Four more ogres lined up behind the first four, their crossbows also loaded and aimed. Behind the eight slender ogres, eight brutes waited with their large weapons in thick hands.

The mist was thick, the ogres unable to see beyond a few feet. Their commander stared with a heated gaze, the recent memory of the invaders slaughtering twenty more of his troops in their beds still fresh.

“On my command,” the ogre whispered in his language.

The slender ogres put their fingers on triggers, their eyes searching the dark, thick mist.

The corridor was dark as a thick soup. Nothing moved, or made a sound.

Fear dripped down the ogre commander’s spine.

When a shadow moved, the commander shouted “Fire!”

The eight ogres pulled back on crossbow triggers. The twang of crossbows echoed as bolts fired into the dark mists.

The commander had his sword in hand as his ogres began to reload.

The silence was deafening. The commander stood behind the ogres with crossbows, and the brutes behind him. He waited as the ogres had nearly reloaded, when a shadow leapt over the ogres, and toward him.

The ogre commander’s eyes widened as a blade sliced through his neck.

The brutes in front of the other brutes gasped in confusion, their commander’s head falling in one direction, while his body fell in another direction. They didn’t see the shadow off to the side. It reached them, and leapt.

An ogre in the front turned to the slight movement and felt a blade stab into their small eye, penetrating their skull.

Panic swelled among the ogre ranks as an ogre screamed, and something dark moved among them. Shadows stabbed into thick feet, before a blade sliced across large bellies. Guts, blood, and gore spilled out with a sickening wet flop. Chaos grew in the dark mists as a blade, and shadows stabbed into feet, and bodies.

Tara stood at the four-way corridor, listening intently to the howls, screams, and grunts of ogres echoing off the walls.

The screams and shouts began to dim. The sounds of falling bodies filled the air. A stray crossbow bolt shot past the wight, a foot over her head. She was unperturbed as she listened intently to the massacre in the dark mists.

When the last scream stopped abruptly, followed by the thud of a falling body, the fog swirled and pulled back. The mists swirled into a humanoid form, before they reformed into Val. The vamp fell to her hands and knees. Her arms shook as she stared down the dark corridor.

From the darkness, Simon emerged with Shadowfang in hand.

Bridget poured their last healing potion into Roma’s parted lips. The witch began to feel better, as the crossbow bolts pushed out of her body, and fell onto the floor behind her.

Tara walked up to Simon, her sword still in hand. When the pair met, she looked into his gaze with serious eyes.

“Did you get all of them?” the wight asked.

“Every one,” Simon nodded. “A few tried to run, but met their end.”

Simon lifted Shadowfang up between them, and smiled at the blade. “With my Veil of Shadows, and Shadowfang’s shadow meld enchantment, they barely saw me. Many of them swung chaotically, too afraid to focus.”

Tara nodded. “Good work. The hit and run, mixed with ambush tactics made this level much easier.”

“Um, easier?” Val said as she weakly lifted a gloved hand, and shook it. “You know how much it drains me to take mist form. I can’t keep using it for every level. It costs me a blood vial each time, and we need them for the lower levels,” the vamp complained.

Simon slipped past Tara, sheathed Shadowfang, reached the vamp, and held his hand out to her.

Val looked up at him, and let out an amused, haughty laugh. She slipped her hand into his, and he helped her back to her feet.

“You ensured our victory,” Simon said.

“Yes, yes, pin the medal to my chest so it can bring more attention to my fabulous tits,” Val said and laughed. “I think the dungeon is getting to me,” she said with tired eyes.

Simon nodded in agreement.

The Odd Bog team had made it to Level Forty-one, and past it. There wasn’t much fanfare, as the team fought off ogres by the dozens, and more. With each level down, they ran into larger groups of slender, and brutish ogres. Some were on patrol, while others were in barrack style chambers, twenty to each. The levels were not swarm events, but they were close to swarm level threats. It was quickly determined by the team that a better strategy needed to be adopted. The blade in the mist’s strategy was devised.

Simon’s ability to blend, and manipulate shadows, including Shadowfang’s enchantment, gave him an incredible advantage in the dark. With Val’s mist form ability, she could snuff out torches, and lanterns. The darkness made Simon invisible to eyes, and even a sense of smell. He was a dark ghost, moving about easily as he hacked at monsters before they could put up a defense. The strategy worked incredibly well, until they were ambushed, and had to retreat. Roma was struck first, and she fell to her knees. Bridget grabbed her as Tara yelled retreat. Simon rushed ahead and melded to the shadows, as the rest of the team ran ahead. When Val turned to mists, he used the cover of darkness to flip the conflict to their advantage.

Now on Level Forty-Four, the team were a stone’s throw from the ogre leader, Lord Krazug. 

Simon walked over to Roma, and knelt to her side. The witch sat against a wall, Bridget sitting beside her. The darkling touched her arm, and she let out a relaxed sigh.

“They keep aiming at the witch,” Roma smirked.

“They know who they are up against,” Simon smiled. “Are you going to be, okay?”

The witch nodded. “The potion is helping. With a little more rest, I should be back to normal.”     

Tara and Val walked over to the group, and they too sat down.

“I think we all deserve a rest,” the wight said as she leaned back on her hands.

Val reached into a belt pouch, pulled out a vial with red liquid, pulled off the cork, put the mouth of the vial to her ruby lips, and drank it down. When she was finished, she threw the glass vial over her shoulder, and it shattered on the stone floor.

Everyone looked at the vamp.

“What? There must be a custodian down here to take care of that, and the bloody body parts we leave behind,” she said with a fanged smile.

Everyone nodded in agreement as they continued to rest.

After a short time, Tara spoke up, “Our beginning strategy is no longer working. Tank, DPS, and Support will not help us win this dungeon. We must change tactics if we are to survive.”

“What do you suggest?” Bridget asked.

Tara was silent for a few seconds, gathering her words. When she was ready, she spoke to the entire group.

“Our strengths have changed, and so should our tactics. The feints and ambushes have worked against multiple enemies, but will not work against boss level threats. They are largely immune to any status attacks, and can see through most obfuscation, unless they’re weakened during battle. We will need to work in tandem if we stand a chance at bosses, and deeper levels.

“I have been thinking it over lately, and this is what we will do,” Tara said as she looked at Simon.

“Simon, your blood, and shadow abilities make you perfect for a Rogue Assassin role. Your job is simple, vanish, and do as much damage as you can to an opponent.”

“It seems to be the part I was made to play,” Simon smirked.

Tara nodded and turned her attention to Val.

“Ugh, more titles. I was just getting used to the first ones,” the vamp groaned.

Tara continued as if she didn’t hear her, “Your fighting and vampiric abilities speak to being a Spell Sword. You can switch between both easily, depending on the combat situation.”

Val gave the wight a sly smirk. “Okay, Spell Sword sounds fabulous. I’m okay with it.”

Tara shifted her gaze to Bridget. The flesh golem looked at the wight with attentive eyes.

“Bridget, your strength, and your electrical ability cannot be matched with anyone here. You fit as a Barbarian Mystic. You have range, melee attacks, and power. It makes you dangerous to our enemies, and an asset to protecting our team.”

“Makes sense,” Bridget smiled.

Tara turned her gaze to Roma, the witch already sitting up and healed.

“Roma, your spells have helped us in many circumstances, but from now on, we will need you purely as a Glass-Cannon Mage. You are to focus every spell in your arsenal on the enemy. Keep moving so they can’t target you, and the rest of the team will take turns defending you.”

“I understand. Keep the enemy occupied as everyone else attacks from all sides,” the witch said.

Tara nodded. “With your spells hurting, and distracting the enemy, they won’t have a chance to target you as we keep them off balance. Do not worry about protection spells. All of us here are now skilled enough to fight on our own, and strong enough to stay standing.”

“What does that make you, fearless leader,” Val said with an impish smile.

“Warrior Tactician. I will be monitoring the battle, shout out orders, and weak spots. I will aid in the battle, but my role is to ensure we take down our enemies as quickly as possible, without losing anyone on our team.”

Tara’s gaze took a very serious gleam, “We are nearly to the half-way point of the dungeon. I’m proud to fight by your side. This dungeon has not only improved our abilities and skills, but brought us closer as a hamlet.

“Once this is all over, and the dust has settled from our victories, we will come together in celebration!”

“What kind of celebration? Like, mead and stories, or movie stars, drugs, and being in the news the next day?” Val asked.

The team started laughing. Even Tara cracked a smile at the vamp’s questions.

Simon held his stomach in laughter, as Roma leaned her head on his shoulder, unable to hold back her own laughter.

As quickly as the laughter came, it soon died down and vanished. The team healed, everyone stood up together.

“Let’s find the archway leading to the forty-fifth level, and make our enemies wish they never crossed our paths,” Tara said as she turned, and led the way.

The team followed, a new sense of confident energy filling all of them. Roma walked beside Simon. The pair reached for each other, and held hands. The group walked into the dark corridor, a sense of hope glowing along their spirits.


Chapter 26

Lord Krazug  

The air was cool as team Odd Bog made their way down to the forty-fifth level. Silent as ghosts, they reached the landing.

Simon’s senses were sharp as he made his way to the entrance archway. He peeked out with one eye, and visually drank in the sight before him.

The cavern was dark, with only a few lit braziers. The level was cavernous, with two rows of pillars leading from the entrance to the darker part of the cavern. In the faint distance, the darkling spotted what looked like a giant, stone throne. On it, a massive ogre sat, his cheek leaning against his fist, elbow resting on the stone armrest. Simon had never seen an ogre that large, guessing it was twenty, to thirty feet tall, and half as wide. The brute had a large, single curved white horn. The ogre was wearing plate-mail, and leaning against the front of the throne armrest, a wide metal sword, covered in runes.

Simon pulled back, and turned to the rest of his team mates right behind him. The four women stood with waiting eyes and ears.

The darkling motioned for everyone to move to a corner, away from the entrance. The group nodded in unison, before they stepped over to a dark corner. Simon whispered to the team what he saw.

Val wilted. “Pillars. You know it’s a boss battle when there are pillars in the chamber,” the vamp hissed.

“Twenty to thirty feet tall? I mean, the dwarf necromancer’s bone form was about that height, wasn’t it?” Bridget said as an armored finger scratched at her black and white hair.

“It’s wearing plate-mail. This is serious,” Tara said in a low tone, her crimson eyes filled with inner thoughts.

“We should all focus on our roles, and the plan,” Roma’s clarity breaking through the gloom of self-doubt.

Simon heard the beautiful witch, and added to her clarity of thought.

“Roma is right. We can do this together. No one has reached the forty-fifth level, and we should be proud of that accomplishment. The ogre is just another obstacle in our way, one we can defeat.”

Val looked at the darkling with a wicked smile. “Your positivity is scrumptious.”

Tara spoke up, “Everyone, check your stats. After that, we will go over the plan one last time before we walk in.”

Everyone nodded.

Simon called up his stats.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 44

Armor: 5

Hits: 12

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity: 18 (Mighty +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Potent)

Whisper of the Abyss (Potent)

Veil of Shadows (Moderate)

Madness Surge (Feeble)

Eldritch Touch (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (5)

Bone Splitter: Battleaxe. Uncommon. Damage: 6

Page of the Nox Porta: 1 of 8

Shadowfang: Short Sword. Rare. Damage: 6. Ability: Shadow Meld. Wither.

Gear

Club of Hitting: Club. Common. Damage: 5

Leather Armor: Common. Armor: 2

Satchel of Holding

Simon found everything in order, except for one of his abilities. He had used Veil of Shadows numerous times, and yet, it had not increased in strength. He wondered if combining it with Shadowfang was slowing its progress down. Either way, after a level like this, his power should increase to where he would be much stronger to handle greater threats.

Rita appeared in his gaze, next to his stats. The darkling assistant stood with her head tilted to the side, her long hair covering part of her pale features. A single, crazed eye stared out from the tangled mess.

“The longer the chip is within you, the more I learn about you, Simon,” Rita said with a near maddening giggle.

Simon was silent, knowing her thoughts as she continued to speak.

“I can feel the tendrils of your abilities, even the ones you haven’t awakened yet. All darklings have ten abilities, minus your Madness Surge and Black Blood. Where Madness Surge and Black Blood are innate so darklings can protect themselves, the other ten are learned over time, dreams, and violence. You have unlocked three of ten. With time, others will awaken.”

What about the tests within the dungeon, helping me to awaken my abilities one at a time?

Rita nodded. “I don’t know. I…can’t see…access that information. It’s strange. It feels like I am blocked.”

The digital assistant swayed in his gaze. “I’m so sleepy. I have to rest,” Rita said and faded from view.

The darkling stared at nothing as the puzzle was slowly coming together. There was some unknown factor guiding him through his own abilities, and training. But why? What purpose did this all serve? Simon couldn’t say, but he locked all the information away to the back of his mind. There were more pressing matters that needed to be attended to.

Bridget pulled out the frost wand, and handed it back to Val. The vamp looked at it, and lifted her gaze up to the flesh golem’s small smile.

“You may need this for ranged attacks,” Bridget’s smile turned into a caring grin.

The vamp smirked as she took the wand back, and slid it through her belt, before giving it a small pat.

“Has everyone looked over their stats?” Tara asked.

Heads nodded.

The wight continued, “The plan will be simple. I will lead our force of four, down the middle of the cavern, toward the ogre. Simon, you will hang back, and when we are close enough to the ogre, use your shadow abilities to hide. Make your way closer and remain hidden. When the battle begins, strike at the ogre only when you have a clear chance to do so. Understood?”

Simon nodded.

The wight turned her attention to the rest of the team. “Roma, use your Frost Storm Staff, combined with your fire and ice shard attacks. Pull back and away from us. Don’t attempt to heal, or pull away any one wounded. Your focus is to keep hitting the ogre until he is down. Understood?”

Roma nodded while holding her staff.

Tara turned her attention to Val and Bridget. “The three of us will keep the ogre busy. It means hit and run attacks. The plate-mail the ogre is wearing is most likely mystical, so aim for weak points in the armor.

“Val and I will hit the ogre with everything we have. Bridget, you will be at medium distance, unleashing streams of lightning. Do not come in to aid us if one of us goes down.”

Tara’s red eyes glowed with firm intent. “Listen carefully, do not rescue each other. A boss will take the advantage and slay two with one attack. We must all keep moving, and stay away from each other as much as possible. I have seen vids of other hamlet boss fights, and they all make the crucial mistake of running to each other’s aid, and that is when most boss monsters strike.”

The wight’s firm eyes weakened a touch. “I know we all have grown close to each other. The urge to save an ailing team mate may try to overwhelm your senses. That is a weakness the dungeon wants from us. This may be a game, but to win, we must not behave in ways the dungeon will expect. Conserve your energy, and use it to escape if needed.

“Do we understand each other?”

Everyone nodded in agreement, their spirits fortified for what may come.

Simon put his fist out in the middle of the group. “Team Odd Bog.”

Everyone else put their fists in the center, knuckles touching in a circle.

“Team Odd Bog,” everyone whispered in unison.

Fists down, Tara moved to the edge of the entrance, and looked out. 

The ogre hadn’t moved from his throne.

Tara stepped out from the archway. Val, Bridget, and Roma followed the wight. Simon stayed behind, peeking out at the four women as they walked with ease through the nearly empty cavern.

Massive stone pillars were to both sides of the four women, the group walking slowly.

Tara stared ahead, her hand on the pommel of her sword.

Val looked at her nails for a moment, before putting her glove back on, and placing it the on the frost wand at her belt.

Bridget glanced around, checking every dark shadow, her armored hands now tight fists.

Roma whispered a spell, giving all four of them a blessing, increasing their armor by one point.

The giant ogre stared at them, not moving a muscle.

Tara took in the finer details of the massive ogre. They had yellowish plated skin, like crocodilian hide. Their horn was a pale yellow up close. Their eyes were small, and brown, but the wight noticed strange symbols carved on the worn plate-mail. The armor itself had knicks and dents, but its basic function still appeared solid, and strong.

The ogre lifted its head from its knuckles, and sat back, both arms and hands now on the stone armrests.

Team Odd Bog stopped walking about fifty feet away from the ogre and throne. The four women spread out a little, their gazes purely on the ogre.

“Four of the five are here. I assume your fifth member is hidden somewhere, ready to strike at my weakest moment?” the ogre said plainly.

Tara and the team did not show a hint of shock, or surprise.

The ogre continued, “It makes no difference. Your fellowship has caused enough trouble, and spilled the blood of many ogres. I cannot allow you to pass without proper retribution.”

“Your people attacked us first,” Tara projected.

The ogre was not moved. “You speak of justice for defending yourself, yet, you never realized they my people struck first to end a growing threat.

“I heard the whispers of invaders, but I thought it was fear and rumors speaking. When word reached me of invaders slaying everything in their path, we acted in our own self-defense.”

A chuckle burst from Val’s ruby lips. The vamp made no attempt to hide it.

The ogre stared at her with hard eyes.

“Sorry,” the vamp lifted a gloved hand and waved it. “I mean, I’m not sorry. This whole conversation has been done before. Oh no, the real monsters are the adventurers seeking treasure. What will we do?

“Who is writing your script? I think you need to pay them a little more gold for their troubles. Is there a dungeon writer’s strike? I know a few starving authors who would write a dungeon story for half a cent per ten words. I could make some calls?”

The ogre stood up and curled armored fingers around his sword handle.

“Now you’ve done it,” Bridget leaned toward Val a little, speaking out of the side of her mouth.

“My name is Krazug, First Paladin to the Lady of Cinders. You shall not pass,” the ogre said as he stood stoically before the throne.

Tara’s eyes widened. “Spread out, now!” she shouted.

Bridget stepped away as Roma continued to walk backwards.

“You shall not pass? What is this, amateur hour at a Lord of the Kings movie marathon?” Val laughed as she reached over her shoulders, and unsheathed Slicer and Dicer.

Krazug’s eyes narrowed, as a small smirk stabbed into his rough cheek.

“A heathen. We all learn lessons, even in our last moments.”

Val stepped aside, her fanged smile showing.

“Now that’s good. One of your writing staff must be awake, and carrying the whole ship behind the scenes. Pay them a little more.”

Simon could sense the tension the moment the ogre stood up, and took hold of his sword. His sensitive hearing caught most of the conversation, but it was Tara’s command that rattled him. She knew more than she could say, and the darkling knew the team was truly in trouble.

Simon called upon his Veil of Shadows ability. Darkness moved toward him, and wrapped his body. He used Shadowfang’s ability to only hide itself in shadows.

Cloaked in shadows, Simon darted out, staying to the long shadows of the pillars.

Krazug’s gaze remained on the sassy vamp.

“I am a paladin of the faith. Strike me down, little vampire.”

Val took a battle stance, blade in each gloved hand, and a smirk stabbed into her cheek.

“If you insist,” the vamp said before she blurred toward the towering ogre.

“NO!” Tara shouted before turning her attention to Bridget and Roma, and signaled them not to make a move yet.

Krazug stood his ground, his stance relaxed.

Val blurred closer to the ogre, and leapt impossibly high in the air. She spun with her swords out, ready to slash at the ogre’s exposed neck and head, when a force struck her so hard, she lost her spin.

Chaotic confusion sapped her mind, and her strength. Her momentum died, and she fell. The vamp barely righted herself, landed on her feet, and looked at the ogre with a perfectly manicured brow.

Krazug took a single step forward, and Val’s strength weakened a little more.

The vamp stumbled back, trying to keep her distance as Krazug took another step closer, an amused gleam in his beady eyes.

“No more witty barbs? No more courage to slay me where I stand? Tut tut little vamp. I had thought you to be the one to slay me?”

Val took another step back, followed by another. Fear filled her eyes, as her limbs began to tremble. Her undead heart shrank in her chest.

Krazug lifted his sword, and laid the flat side against his armored shoulder.

Krazug’s eyes kept a knowing gleam as he spoke, “The dead have no power over me. My faith keeps me protected from dark things like you.”

Val looked up, her snide demeanor gone. Terror filled her eyes as she could barely hold her swords. She took clumsy steps back as the paladin ogre lifted his large sword, his gaze focused purely on her.

“Now!” Tara shouted.

Roma pointed her Staff of Frost Storms at the paladin ogre, pressed a rune, and unleashed a stream of ice-shards like a machine gun.

Electricity pumped from Bridget’s heart, traveled along her strong arms, and into the mystical gauntlets. Runes glowed with their own power blending with the flesh golem’s unnatural power. Two thick streams of lighting blasted out, streaking toward the ogre.

Val attempted to jump away, but her strength faltered. The shadow of the sword swung down, and she couldn’t lift her blades to parry it, if she even had the power to stop it.

The vamp accepted her end, when a body slammed into hers, knocking her away.

Val, and the other body crashed on the floor, and tumbled to a stop. The vamp looked at the wight beside her with wide eyes.

“You said no rescuing each other!” the vamp shouted, her strength returning.

“The circumstances have changed. Use the frost wand, and keep your distance!” Tara said as she scrambled to her feet.

Val sheathed her swords as she stood up. She grabbed her wand and aimed as the paladin ogre grunted loud enough to vibrate through the air.

Frost shards and lightning slammed into the giant paladin. An armored hand and arm rose up to block the ice shards, and grunted as lightning struck his protected stomach.

Roma and Bridget poured on the attacks, keeping a safe distance from each other, and the ogre.

Val stayed low as she moved to the side of Krazug. When she saw only chainmail under his lifted arm, she aimed her wand, and unleashed ice shards.

Krazug grunted as he fended off magical attacks. When ice shards struck his armpit, he let out a roar as he lifted his sword, and stabbed the blade down toward the stone floor.

A pulse blasted out in all directions. A wave of light slammed into Val, sending her flying backwards, and hitting the ground hard.

Tara darted for a pillar and slid behind it, the pulse blasting past her, but she was untouched.

Bridget and Roma were struck by the white pulse, and were knocked off their feet. The flesh golem and witch landed on their backs, their attacks now halted.

Krazug looked at the downed team with a tired glare.

“The undead have no chance against those of the faith,” the ogre said as he stepped toward Val.

The vamp tried to crawl away. Her hands trembled as her strength sapped once again.

Krazug lifted his sword with both hands, the blade tip down. He stared at the struggling vampire, knowing a single stab downwards with his large sword would split her in half.

“Lessons learned,” the paladin said as he lifted his sword high, blade pointed on Val’s waist.

A shadow crawled up to the top of the stone throne, and leapt. A black tentacle shot out from a hand, and clamped onto the edge of the back plate along the ogre’s neck. The shadow shot forward, short sword out as black blood surged over it, making it longer, wider, and with wicked edges.

Simon blurred to the ogre, and stabbed the large black blade into his neck. Ogre blood spurted, and the darkling tried to push it in deep. A hand whipped up, and smacked him off.

Simon’s blood shot out to the throne to pull himself away, when a hand wrapped around his waist, and squeezed.

4 Damage!
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“What’s this, little spider?” Krazug said as he swung his arm around, and threw the darkling.

The darkling spun through the air as he activated his Madness Surge. Eyes moved in different directions as he stabbed out his feet. Boots struck a pillar as Simon bent his legs. Strange eyes looked out as time stood still. A giggle filled his throat as bodies moved in slow motion.

Tara darted toward Val as she shouted to the others.

“Shoot at the sword hand, and wrist!” the wight shouted in slow motion.

Bridget and Roma were back on their feet, hearing Tara’s command as they aimed, energies blooming along a staff, and a pair of gauntlets.

I need to finish this.

Simon launched off the pillar like a bullet.

Roma aimed her staff again and unleashed ice shards.

Bridget joined the witch with twin streams of lightning.

Tara darted for the downed vamp, and grabbed her.

Val was barely to her feet as a shadow moved over them. Her head twisted to the side as the ogre’s sword came down.

Instinct took over as the vamp pulled away from the wight, put a hand on her, and pushed hard.

Tara was knocked off her feet by Val’s push. The wight spun and watched in slow motion as the ogre’s sword came down, and sliced clean through Val’s extended arm.

The vamp smiled at Tara, her own blood splashing out.

Before Krazug could lift his sword up again, Val turned to him as her power bloomed from her undead soul.

“You should have worn a helmet,” Val said as she took control of her own blood spilling from her arm stump.

Krazug tried to pull his sword back up, but lightning and frost slammed into his armored hand. It was enough to stun him as he barely pulled the sword up an inch.

Shards of blood formed from the bleeding stump, turned, and launched up at the ogre’s features. He screamed as shards stabbed deep into his face.

Blinded, the ogre didn’t see the darkling barreling toward him, the darkling’s arm now a long, wicked sharp blade.

Simon shot past the ogre, his blade arm slicing through the thick neck, and separating the head.

Blood spurted up as the head fell away, and the body collapsed.

Simon landed on the throne, and turned around, his eyes ever moving.

Roma and Bridget let out a sigh of relief.

Val grabbed her arm off the ground, and attached it to the stump. Flesh melded together, and she flexed her fingers.

Tara was the only one running at the downed body of the ogre with wide eyes.

“Keep attacking!” she shouted as she ran toward the beheaded ogre.

“He’s dead,” Val said as the wight ran past her.

Simon felt it before he saw it. A pulse of power, holy power.

Tara launched at the head, sword in hand. She was nearly to the head, when it launched through the air. Her sword came down, the tip clanging against stone. She looked up with hard eyes as the ogre’s head flew up to the body as it began to stand. The head connected as the face regenerated, fully healed.

Krazug stood up, sword in hand, and a smug smile across his face.

“Faith grants resurrection,” the paladin said as he lifted his sword, and took a battle stance.


Chapter 27

Mad Paladin  

Stillness filled the cavern for a long moment. Krazug stood in a battle stance, sword up. Tara and Val backed up, weapons in hands. Bridget moved closer to Roma, standing in front of her as the witch stepped back, staff aimed at the armored ogre.

Simon remained on top of the throne, his eyes moving in different directions as whispers haunted his madness-filled mind.

Krazug lowered his hard gaze down on the wight. Tara stood her ground, equally in a battle stance with her sword up.

A thin, white aura surrounded the immense ogre. It was only an inch or two thick, but it glowed against his form. A thin halo appeared over his horned head.

“That can’t be good,” Val hissed as she stood at the ready, blades in hands.

“It is not, little dead girl,” the paladin ogre said with a sharp gaze. “I had to test your strength, to see if your team was truly a match for me. I must admit, I’m impressed. You all moved as a team, quickly and efficiently. All of you changed your tactics to shift the battle dynamic. Well done.”

The ogre lowered his center of gravity another few inches into his stance.

“But I cannot allow you to pass, or defeat me. I protect the Lady of Cinders, and I will perform my duty to the full extent of my faith, and power. Prepare to meet your end.”

Simon listened to the ogre as his mind worked. His eyes glanced in all directions, taking in the surroundings. There was no advantage he could see, other than the paladin’s lack of wearing a helmet.    

It is obvious his head is his greatest weakness, but that aura looks sturdy, and powerful. I doubt a direct attack will penetrate the barrier.

“Everyone! That holy aura is like any other defensive barrier in the dungeon. If you hit it enough times, it will break. Use ranged attacks, and keep moving,” the wight shouted.

One of Simon’s eyes gleamed.

Of course. I need to be the tank.

“Roma, think we can handle it?” Bridget said over her shoulder, but kept her gaze on the large, armored ogre.

The witch stared at the Lord Krazug, preparing every mystical attack in her arsenal.

The ogre smirked, “Yes, little witch. I know at this moment you are the most dangerous of your allies. That is why, after I defeat you, I will burn you for the heathen you are.”

The words sliced at Roma’s soul, and her eyes narrowed.

Time sped up as Roma unleashed arcane words as she aimed her staff, Frost Storm. A spellbook from her inventory activated at the same time, casting a moderate protective shell around her as a frost shard, and a fire shard appeared over her shoulders.

With a shout of power, staff and shards unleashed thick elemental energies, followed by her scream of defiance.

Bridget aimed her gauntlets and blasted out two streams of thick lightning.

The paladin ogre’s gaze was sharp, as he ducked to the side, the streams of energies missing him by a foot.

Roma and Bridget’s eyes widened, seeing their energies streak toward the throne where Simon was on. When the energies struck it, there was a thunderous boom of power.

Simon was already airborne before the ogre dodged to the side. He spun through the air as he sheathed his short sword, and drew Bone Splitter.

In mid-spin, he was over the ogre. Eyes drank in three white shafts of thin light glowing over his head. The shafts turned into white, rune covered spears.

“You’re not the only one with ranged attacks,” the paladin said before one of the spears shot forth.

Bridget and Roma’s eyes widened as they moved sideways in opposite directions. The glowing holy spear struck the floor, and exploded. The energy unleashed shards in all directions. Some of the rocky debris bounced off Roma’s dome mana shield, but the same could not be said for Bridget.

The flesh golem darted into a run, when a shard struck the back of her head, and sent her crashing to the floor.

“You bitch!” Val shouted as she threw Slicer and Dicer at the ogre, each in turn.

Slicer struck the aura, and bounced off, as did Dicer. Before they hit the floor, Val recalled them and threw them again.

Tara watched as Bridget hit the ground, and the wight darted toward her. She was halfway to her, when in the corner of her eye, a shadow landed down on the floor, before the paladin ogre.

Simon was silent as he held his battle-axe at the ready, a crazy smile painted across his face.

“Abomination,” Krazug said as he swung his blade down at the darkling.

Simon parried the blow, but grunted as his strong arms trembled. He looked up at the ogre, Krazug lifting a boney ridge as he noticed the darkling held his own.

“I’m not an abomination. I’m the tank,” Simon laughed as he spun away from the parry and darted low for the ogre’s legs.

Krazug swung his sword around and stabbed down. The point slammed into the stone floor, penetrating hard rock, but Simon already twisted away and brought Bone Splitter down on an armored leg.

The battle-axe struck the holy aura, energies sparking from the strike. Simon’s body moved in quick blurs, hacking at one leg like it was a metal tree.

Krazug lifted his leg and swung it at the darkling, but Simon already blurred to the other leg and started hacking at it. He giggled like a mad man, Bone Splitter moving in quick arcs, and energies sparking from the blows.

Roma re-aimed her staff and mystical shards, and unleashed torrents of frost and fire attacks.

Krazug lifted his sword to slice at the annoying darkling, when mystical shards struck his face. Ice and fire flared, blinding the ogre. He lifted an armored arm to block it.

A second glowing spear over his head launched. It streaked across the chamber, aiming for the witch.

Tara leapt up, her sword over her head. When the spear was moving past her in slow motion, she brought her sword down on the shaft. Energies surged as the spear was shifted slightly from her attack. The wight was knocked away, and hit the ground hard. She leapt back to her feet, and glanced over as the spear struck the ground, and exploded.

Roma kept her stance as the edge of the explosion shattered her protection barrier. Shards of stone just missed her as she unleashed all her power on the ogre.

Krazug grunted as quick, annoying strikes slammed into his legs, and the witch’s spells were partially blinding him. He lowered his arm, the witch in his sights., He readied the last spear to take her out with one strike.

Simon pulled back Bone Splitter, and caught the ogre’s gaze on Roma.

Madness surged as he blurred around both paladin’s legs, a thick sheet of shadow blood trailing from his head, down to his boots.

Val recalled her blades to her hands. She was ready to throw them again, when she spotted a long shadow blurring around the ogre from the thighs down. The vamp smirked with knowing eyes.

Krazug’s eyes widened as he looked down. A sheet of darkness wrapped around his legs, and pulled tight. Thick legs slammed together, and the paladin fell with a crash, his sword clattering out of reach.

The spear overhead launched.

Tara watched helplessly as the spear shot past overhead.

Roma saw the spear, and with a turn, she jumped. Fur sprouted along her body as the spear struck the spot she was standing, and exploded. The witch’s body shrank as she was hurtled away. She shrank down as debris shot past her. When she was in her cat form, she landed on her paws as smoke enveloped her.

Simon stood behind the downed paladin, his shadow blood crawling along the ogre.

The paladin grunted, until he flexed his arms and legs, and pushed against the tight shadow wrapped around him.

“I can do more,” Simon grinned.

Micro-spikes stabbed inwards from the shadow-wrapped ogre, stabbing repeatedly at the holy aura.

Krazug grunted as the shadows began to rip and tear from his brute strength.

“Your holy aura is powerful, but if it follows the rules of the dungeon, and from the tidbit my team leader said, with enough hits all at once, even a powerful boss like you cannot stand up to this many at once,” Simon said as he tilted his head to the side.

Krazug let out a roar as his holy aura began to flicker.

Val approached as Simon stood behind the fallen paladin. She held Slicer and Dicer in each hand, a gleam of contempt for the ogre in her eyes.

“So much for the holy guardian of Lady Cinder. If you weren’t going to die right now, she should fire you,” Val sneered.

The ogre’s eyes flashed with fury. Energy burst from the armored brute as his aura flickered.

Simon’s smile faded a little, as his shadow blood around the ogre tore further. The darkling could feel something else at play, and when he realized what it may be, he lifted his battle-axe.

“Val, run!” the darkling said just as his shadow blood ripped to shreds, and a roar exploded.

Tara reached Bridget’s side, and grabbed her. She sat the flesh golem up, Bridget giving the wight a dazed nod that she was okay. The pair turned their gazes to the roar as it shook the very cavern.

An elbow struck Simon in the chest as Bone Splitter was over his head. The blow was hard enough to throw the darkling. Shadows covered Simon’s eyes as his back slammed into the stone throne, and cracked it.

7 Damage!

Hits: 1/12

Val backed up and took a battle stance, blades up before her.

Krazug was on his feet, but there was no calm light in his eyes. A furious rage twisted his features into demonic fury. The ogre roared as he barreled at the vamp with an out-stretched hand.

Val blurred to the side, and sliced down both blades on the ogre’s arm. The blades penetrated partway through metal and flesh, but not completely through. Before she could blur away, Krazug’s other hand slammed into her waist, and curled strong fingers around it.

Val lifted her blades to strike again, when she was lifted and slammed down into the floor. The back of her head struck the hard floor, and split open. Blood dripped as she looked around with dazed eyes, her hit points low. She was lifted to the ogre’s rage-filled eyes.

“Pitiful dead girl. I will bite you in half before I eat, and then shit you out. I will stomp on it like the waste you are!” Krazug roared.

“I knew…you…were…stupid,” Val said with a weak, sarcastic smile.

Krazug’s mouth opened impossibly wide.

Val looked at the ogre’s wide mouth, and let out an insane giggle, her wits scrambled.

From the side of the ogre, a shadow leapt up, and sliced down with a battle-axe. Krazug’s already cut arm was sliced clean through. Val fell and hit the floor, the ogre’s hand still clamped around her waist.

The darkling made a shield and leapt to her, covering her body with his own.

Krazug lifted his left fist like a deranged monster, ready to smash it down on the darkling and vampire.

From a shadow, Roma stepped out with her staff aimed at the monstrous ogre. Her eyes were hard as the ogre glanced at her, and then at her staff.

No words were said as shards of ice blasted out of the tip of the staff. They streaked the short distance, and slammed into the ogre’s chest. The force of the blows at close range caused the ogre to stumble back. A thick shard penetrated his armor, stabbing into his thick hide underneath.

Krazug roared like a monster as he charged the lone witch.

From the side, thick streams of lightning struck the ogre, and sent him crashing to the stone ground.

Bridget unleashed her power through the gauntlets. Electricity arced along the metal armor and burning ogre flesh underneath.

Pure rage fueled the ogre as he slowly stood up, his arm taking the brunt of the attacks.

Simon looked down at Val, his black shield over them. The vamp looked up at him, and winked. It was good enough for the darkling as he stood up.

Simon watched as the ogre was fending off Roma and Bridget’s attacks, but he saw Krazug’s armored belly was unguarded. He sheathed Bone Splitter, and held out his arm. Shadow blood stabbed out into a very long, wide blade.

The darkling darted forward, his sword arm aimed at a weak spot in the ogre’s armor. Just as his blade was going to connect, a thick burnt arm slammed down, the blade stabbing through it, but the tip inches from the side of his belly.

Roma and Bridget stopped their attacks, Simon too close, and in the way.

Krazug looked at Simon with a devilish gaze.

“You thought you had a chance,” Krazug said with a monstrous growl.

Simon smiled.

“I knew I had a chance,” the darkling said as his left hand touched the ogre’s impaled arm.

The darkling activated his Eldritch Touch ability. In an instant, the ogre’s thoughts scrambled into chaotic confusion. The monster blinked as memories fell away, and came back like mis-matched puzzle pieces.

“What…no…I,” the ogre said with confused eyes.

“I know,” Simon said as he drew back his blade arm, and stabbed it into the confused ogre’s throat.

The black blade penetrated deep, blood pouring down the ogre’s throat. The monster scrambled with his only hand left, trying to grab at the dark blade. Eyes looked around in innocent confusion, unable to gather his fleeting wits.

“Roma! Burn him to ash!” Tara shouted.

Roma whispered a spell, and a fire shard appeared high over her head.

“You were a worthy adversary,” Simon whispered to the confused ogre, before he twisted the blade and slashed it out.

Ogre blood splattered across the floor as Krazug fell to his knees. He looked at the people gathered around him, confused and afraid.

Simon walked away, his black blade arm sinking back into his body.

Roma whispered the command word, and a stream of fire blasted out the fire shard. It struck the dying ogre, and he gurgled a scream.

Val sat up, the back of her head pulling back together. She watched with dis-passionate eyes as the paladin burned.

Tara and Bridget approached, their gazes on the burning ogre.

Krazug fell face first on the floor, the stream of fire still burning at him.

Simon reached Val’s side, and put his hand out to her. She took it, and Simon helped her stand up.

The team formed a half-circle, far enough away from the burning ogre.

“The fire should prevent him from resurrecting again, if he is reduced to ash,” Tara said with firelight in her eyes.

“I’m beginning to think we’re the bad guys,” Bridget said as she looked away, unable to watch anymore.

The team was silent as they watched the ogre continue to burn, the firelight reflected in their eyes.


Chapter 28

Reprieve  

The Odd Bog team sat around the burning corpse of Lord Krazug. Roma continued to use her fire shard spell, a stream of flames striking the corpse.

The mood was sullen. Everyone who watched the burning corpse knew this was just the beginning of their challenges. To be so close to the midpoint of the dungeon was a grand success, but it also meant, beyond this point, their luck was running out.

Simon kept his unblinking gaze on the large, burning corpse, ready to attack if the ogre resurrected, or even stirred. No chances could be taken, and he was ready to help put down the paladin again.

But as his eyes remained on the burning corpse, part of his mind drifted to his companions. He noticed tired eyes, and weakened spirits. They all never expected to make it this deep. He knew, in the back of their minds, the dungeon was a form of entertainment, but he never thought it was, knowing the dungeon was the only place he knew to get some answers.

The maddening thoughts continued to curl along his mind. He was dedicated to the quest of reaching the bottom, and earning his prize, but the others weren’t as enthusiastic. The excitement had bled away, a little with each level. A small part of his mind reminded him that there may be a time where he will be going it alone. Another part yearned for his companions to be with him.

Mythics are supernatural creatures, or those with mystical power, to be above humanity that populated Urth. Despite the superheroes, supervillains, and monsters that sometimes-plagued different parts of the world, mythics were the chosen people of the dark gods to live among the darklings in a new world of peace and glory. The thought of the dark gods leaving, left a hole in Simon, a void he thought that could never truly be filled, until he met the members of his team.

Something twisted in the deepest parts of the darkling. It was beyond a sense of comradery. It was beyond affection and endearment. He felt the tendrils of belonging, and it began to fill the void he never thought could be filled.

Plans and thoughts spider out from my mind. If I don’t get the answers I need, then I know my true path. I know my people were meant to watch over the peoples of worlds. Make sure they are safe, from outer, and inner threats.

I have always felt that was my calling, but I know the dark gods can change with the celestial tides. They are powerful, and ancient. But it doesn’t mean I cannot become one. The scope of greater power is limitless, and even the dark gods are not beyond pain, and defeat.

In every world, every realm, there are secret paths to become more. Paths that lead to ancient power, and the ability to become gods. When the dark gods watched over darklings, there was no need to find those paths, because the gods watched over us, connected us, defended us, for the price of devotion, or sacrifice. It is the true way, but now that they are gone, I will not wink out to nothing. I will get my answers, and afterwards, find happiness with their return, or take over the role they deserted.

The burning carcass of the ogre crumbled into heaps of ash.

A relief washed over everyone, the paladin ogre truly dead.

An alert filled the team’s eyes.

Congratulations!

Lord Krazug has been defeated!

Encounter Rewards

Attribute Bonus: +1

You may use them to increase any of your attributes.

Influence Bonus: +1

Gained +5 Hits

Seek out nearby treasure.

Simon’s eyes half-closed.

The attribute bonus has decreased. I suppose it was meant to be. The dungeon couldn’t keep giving us more attribute points for it would unbalance the players. I will take what I can get, but this changes my plans slightly.

Not far from the group, there was a rumble.

Everyone turned their heads to Lord Krazug’s throne. There was another rumble, before the throne crumbled into piles of rock and dust. When the dust settled, several items shone in the dim light, sticking out of the remains of the throne.

The team stood up, and together, made their way to the piles of rock and dust.

Stabbing out of the rubble was a silver shield with a dragon symbol engraved on it, a small box, a book, a wand, and two pieces of armor.

“Roma,” Tara said.

The witch stepped closer, and whispered a word of diminutive power. The items all glowed for a moment, before it faded away.

Roma closed her eyes as she spoke, “The shield is a Shield of Fire Resistance, and Deflection. It is a rare item, and quiet power in certain circumstances.

“The small box is an Enchantment Engraving Box. It will contain everything needed to upgrade a current magical weapon, armor, or item, to its next classification, and power.

“The book is a Spellbook of Mighty Protection. It is an uncommon spellbook.

“The wand is a Wand of Water Bolts. It has twenty charges, and recharges every twelve hours.

“The armor sets are both iron. They are not enchanted, but provide much higher protection,” the witch finished.

Tara turned to the team. “Anyone have any preferences?”

Bridget spoke up, “I want the engraving kit. I already love my gauntlets, but now I can upgrade them to Ultra-Rare, which will make them much more powerful.”

Tara nodded, as did everyone else.

“I’ll take the book,” Roma said.

Val crossed her arms across her stomach, tilted her head forward, and shook it.

“I suppose I will take the wand. A shield will slow me down, as will any armor,” the vamp said before lifting her chin up to the large cavern. “But I better get some better loot soon!” she shouted at the dungeon.

The vamp’s words echoed through the cavern as Tara and Simon looked at each other.

“I’ll take an armor. You can have the shield and armor. As our leader, you should be better protected. I need both of my hands for my axe, and using my shadow blood ability,” Simon said.

Tara nodded without argument.

The team moved closer to the ruined throne, and plucked out each item they chose.

“Let’s take a small reprieve,” Tara said as she moved away from the ruined throne, and sat down.

The rest of the team made their way to her after taking their items. They sat down with the wight, making an odd circle.

The moment Simon sat down as alerts filled his eyes.

Shadow Blood increased to Formidable

Madness Surge Increased to Moderate

The darkling noticed, despite using his Veil of Shadows, and Whisper of Abyss numerous times, it wasn’t enough to improve them to the next level. He barely used his Eldritch Touch, so it was understandable that it would not increase. This being the second time he used Madness Surge for an extended fight, it also made sense it would increase.

It didn’t escape Simon that even if he used some of his abilities all the time, it didn't mean they would improve automatically. He guessed some abilities were meant to be used more than others. Time would only tell if his theory was right. With a few more battles, his other abilities will gain more power.

The darkling awoke from his inner thoughts to the hard, iron armor in his hands.

Iron Armor

Uncommon

Armor: +5

Use: Protect a warrior

It was strong, and durable. Added with his Dex bonus, it would provide enough protection to take away eight points from every direct strike. It would only cover his chest, shoulders, and part of his arms, just like his leather armor. Considering direct damage was the only thing that took away hit points, the armor was a welcomed item. He removed his leather armor, and placed it in his satchel. He quickly put the iron armor on.

With only one point to spend on his attributes, he spent it on his dexterity, raising it another point, but still short of his goal of matching Val’s alacrity.

The darkling called up his stats, and looked them over.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 44

Armor: 8

Hits: 17

Attributes

Strength: 16 (Mighty +3)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity: 19 (Mighty +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 17 (Mighty +3)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Formidable)

Whisper of the Abyss (Potent)

Veil of Shadows (Moderate)

Madness Surge (Moderate)

Eldritch Touch (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (5)

Bone Splitter: Battleaxe. Uncommon. Damage: 6

Page of the Nox Porta: 1 of 8

Shadowfang: Short Sword. Rare. Damage: 6. Ability: Shadow Meld. Wither.

Gear

Club of Hitting: Club. Common. Damage: 5

Iron Armor: Uncommon. Armor: 5

Leather Armor: (In Inventory) Common. Armor: 2

Satchel of Holding

Simon made sure everything was in its correct place, before allowing it to fade away. He sat with his legs akimbo, watching the rest of his team with fascinated eyes.

Bridget opened her new engraving box. She pulled out a thin, glowing chisel, tiny hammer, and a scroll with writing on it. She placed everything down on the floor in front of her. She then took off her gauntlets, placed them down, and picked up the simple enchantment tools. She glanced at the scroll, before touching the glowing chisel to one of her gauntlets, and tapped at it with the small hammer.

Val looked at her wand, her brow wrinkled in dismay. She shrugged, and slipped it into her belt, on the other side from her Frost Wand.

Roma looked at the new spellbook, her lips moving as she read the arcane words. Simon knew she didn’t need to know them. She simply had to have them in her inventory to use them, but she was dedicated to magic, and all its forms.

Simon shifted his gaze to Tara. The wight was already wearing her new armor, as she held her new shield, looking it over. She seemed pleased, nodding to herself.

A question touched Simon’s mind, and he smiled.

“Tara,” the darkling said.

The wight lifted her crimson gaze, and looked at the darkling.

“I ask this with no intended disrespect, but what happened to you in regards to the fantasy show, Game of Crowns?”

Val, Roma, and Bridget’s heads snapped up to attention. The trio looked over to the darkling and wight with wide, terror-filled eyes. Tension filled the air as Tara stared at the darkling.

Silence filled the cavern, as no one dared speak a word.

Tara looked down at her shield.

“As you all know, I am a wight. Before I became a security agent to the rich and famous, I tried my hand at acting. I had thought I could make a career at horror movies, and such. I have been dead for so long, I thought simple acting gigs could bring me a different joy, instead of the joy of violence and death.”

The whole team stared as they absorbed her words.

Tara continued, “After a few auditions, and no call backs, I had nearly given up on an acting career. I must admit, I didn’t have much range. My presence, and demeanor, often scared those handling the auditions.

“When I nearly called it quits, there was an audition call for Game of Crowns. I had read the books many times, and knew there were plenty of wights in the story. When I heard about the audition, I knew it was the part I was meant to play.”

Tara looked up, a shine in her crimson red eyes.

“When it was my turn, I was happy, happier than I ever could remember from my past. For the first time since I died, I had hope for something different. Maybe, something with meaning.

“I walked into the audition room, clad in my traditional warrior armor. It was for a bit part as a wight soldier, or a small speaking role. I didn’t need the money, I just wanted my chance at stardom, however brief.”

Tara closed her eyes.

“When the directors and agents saw me, I felt their fear. They only heard my name, before they stood from their chairs, and moved behind them. With shaky words, they asked me to leave immediately.”

The wight lowered her head, and opened her eyes. She stared into Simon’s eyes as she continued.

“They said I looked too much like a real wight, and my appearance wasn’t right for the part.”

Everyone was silent, staring at the wight.

“So, I shouted a curse at them, saying the series would end, not in glory, but in hated revulsion. I turned, and walked out of the room with my head held high, knowing my acting career was dead, but my curse would live on.”

There was another silence filling the cavern.

With timid eyes, Bridget spoke up, “But why did you never want to speak of it? You threatened all of us, if we talked about the show. You said you would slice our heads off in the night?”

Tara lowered her head, and closed her eyes. A smile formed, and it only grew wider.

“Because, I knew if anyone talked about it, I would laugh,” the wight said with a small giggle. “The curse wasn’t a real one, but when the show burned and crashed in their last season, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop laughing.”

The wight’s shoulders bounced as her giggles turned to laughter. Simon couldn’t stop his own smile, and neither could the others.

Tara threw her head back, true, joyful laughter filling her throat and bursting from her open smile. Her laughter echoed through the cavern, as she placed a white hand on her stomach, unable to control it.

Simon smirked, before he started to let out a maddening laughter.

Roma grinned as she laughed, tears filling her eyes.

Bridget and Val joined the chorus of laughter.

Shoulders bounced as team Odd Bog laughed together. Their laughter vibrated along the cavern as bonds grew iron strong between them.

***

On the surface, members of the Penumbra community watched with wet eyes, and dreamy laughter. Watching the Odd Bog team as they shared a private moment, sent a chill through the community.

Peter Dread pulled a handkerchief from the top pocket of his suit jacket, lifted it up, and wiped away a digital tear.

“I know I’m not supposed to pick favorites, but Team Odd Bog has stolen the hearts of viewers, and myself.”

The digital announcer turned to the screens with a happy smile, and excited eyes.

“But will such harmony remain as the next challenge may break their winning streak? Stay tuned and find out!” Peter Dread said with a sparkling wink.  


Chapter 29

Hollow Silence  

The halls and corridors were silent. Team Odd Bog moved with alert senses, their boot steps echoing along dead, empty corridors.

Simon glanced to the side when he thought he saw a shadow. As his eyes focused, all he saw was a side chamber, with a broken, wall-sized mirror. His head, and body, reflected in cracked shards. The darkling smirked, because the broken mirror was like his wits, and that of his team members.

The darkling recalled how after a long laugh, and a longer rest, the team gathered themselves up, and made for the archway exit. Everyone was rested and restored, making their way down the stairs, ready for any threats that may come for them.

When the team reached the forty-sixth level, they moved with stealth, and silence. But no one prepared them for what happened next.

Nothing.

Simon, and the team, thought it peculiar that they were not greeted by any monsters, ogres, or anything else. The level was empty, devoid of anything that may harm them. They searched rooms, and chambers. They walked different corridors and halls, finding nothing, and no creatures to slay.

Tara mentioned the level was meant to lull a fall sense of calm, and they should remain alert as they traveled. Everyone heeded her advice, and marched on.

Level forty-six led to forty-seven. Level forty-seven led to forty-eight. Level forty-eight, led to forty-nine, the team’s current level. Each level empty of threats and treasure.

Simon woke from his thoughts as Bridget spoke up.

“I don’t understand why the dungeon would have so many empty levels? I thought for sure we would be fighting off hordes of monsters to keep us from the deeper levels, but this is very strange.”

Everyone listened, but no one had an answer. The empty levels had put the team on such high alert for so long, it was affecting their very sanity, questioning everything.

Simon could withstand a lot of psychic trauma, but when he often glanced at Roma, the witch’s grip on her staff only tightened with each descent. The witch often held her own, but Simon noticed she was feeling what everyone felt, exhaustion. No one had reached these depths, so no one knew what to expect.

“I wonder how the other teams are doing?” Val said with bored eyes.

Bridget looked at her best friend with a raised eyebrow.

“Since when did you care about the other teams?”

“Since I grew bored,” the vamp said with a low tone. “The dungeon is messing with us again. It’s giving us empty levels because there will be a super threat coming soon. I can feel it, in my blood.”

“Stay vigilant,” Tara said with her sword in one hand, and a new shield lifted with her other arm.

Simon looked ahead at their leader. The wight had returned to her usual self since they left the forty-fifth level. He found her to be dedicated, and confident, the true marks of a leader. She also didn’t hesitate to aid her fellow team mates, which made Simon only respect her more.

The darkling moved to Roma’s side. The witch looked at him, her eyes filled with concerned worry.

“We know this is a game,” Simon said, trying to help her relax.

“I know it’s a game,” the witch said softly. “It doesn’t mean there won’t be any surprises that will make me jump out of my boots. I’m mentally and physically exhausted. Using so many spells and powers has drained me.

“I miss my hot tub, and my library. I miss my bed, and I want you in it with me,” the witch smiled.

“When we are finished here, I think you and I will be spending a lot of time in each other’s bed.”

Roma let out a small laugh, as she looked at the handsome darkling with warm eyes.

“I suppose you’re right,” Roma said before she looked away in thought. “Maybe we should have taken Grendall’s offer?”

Val turned around and walked backwards, her gaze meeting Roma’s eyes.

“If we took his offer, we would be deeper down, but probably fighting for our lives. It can be fun, but it would be the beginning of our defeat. I didn’t trust that ogre then, and I won’t trust him now,” Val said with venom in her words.

“Val, let the couple be,” Bridget whispered to the vamp.

Val turned around and walked like a runway model beside her friend.

“Roma isn’t the only one missing her bed, and small pleasures. I really could use a drink. When we get out of here, I should call Nathan. He tastes so good, especially when he’s drunk. We could play with him together.”

Bridget shook her head. “Val, I hate to say this now, but I was planning to quit your company.”

Val whipped her gaze at the flesh golem with sharp eyes.

“Now you decide now to put in your two weeks? I gave you anything you wanted, and now you want to leave?”

Bridget nodded. “I’m thankful for everything you have offered, and given, but I need to be out on my own. I lost everything when we arrived on Urth. We’ve been friends a long time, but maybe we need a break?”

Val’s eyes narrowed. “You’re breaking up with me?”

Bridget nodded again, and looked at her friend with solemn eyes.

“I want to write books, and be an author. I don’t want to keep reading about other author’s adventures, I want to write my own. I know I can do it, I just need to remove some distractions in my life, like a job that doesn’t fulfill me.”

“I don’t believe what I’m hearing. Next, you’re going to get glasses, wear thick sweaters, and go on book tours!” Val growled.

“Quiet,” Tara hissed over her shoulder.

Val walked with indignant eyes. “Tara, how can I be silent when my best friend is breaking up with me, me of all people? I gave her everything, and now, she’s going to chase a dream, and bad fashion sense.”

“It’s because of how you’re acting right now, so be quiet,” Tara hissed again over her shoulder.

Val looked at the wight, before she lowered her gaze.

Bridget reached over and touched Val’s hand with the back of her own.

“We will still be friends. I just will no longer be working for you, which still makes this very weird. I have plenty of money invested, so I’ll be fine.”

“We were getting close again,” Val whispered as she looked at the floor.

“And we will remain close,” Bridget smiled.

Simon and Roma watched with interested eyes as Val and Bridget looked at each other, and nodded with small smiles.

“Simon, if I don’t make it, please don’t give up on reaching the end of the dungeon. If I perish, I will keep rooting for you, waiting for you to come back to me,” Roma said with a warm, and sad tone.

The darkling paused before he answered, “If I don’t make it to the bottom, will you make this run with me again?”

Roma looked into Simon’s dark eyes. She could see the sliver of concern, that this run may be their last together.

The witch could not deny her deeper feelings. Getting past level forty-one brought a small sense of joy. If she ran into any of the witches from the Moon Glow Hamlet, she could easily rub it in their smug faces, but seeing Simon’s concern, rattled her spirit.

“Simon, this dungeon could be rigged against us. There may be no real way to gain the prize at the end of it. But back in the community, we can find other ways to search for answers about your past, and the dark gods. I know spells and rituals that may aid us in finding those answers.”

Roma slipped her fingers into his, and squeezed his hand.

“I know I’ve come to some kind of peace with my past, but I understand the drive to know more.”

Simon stared at the witch as he lifted her hand up. He pressed his lips to the back of her hand with loving tenderness, but his eyes contained a shadowy darkness.

“What is keeping you in the Urth realm?” Simon asked.

Roma parted her lips, but nothing came out. Small reasons slipped away, like birds flying away on the wind. She closed her lips, and looked away with tired eyes.

“Nothing,” she answered truthfully.

Simon kissed the back of her hand again, before lowering it down.

“What does Roma want?”

The witch’s gaze dropped to the floor.

“I haven’t really thought about it in a long time. I used to seek peace for my troubled spirit, and to stick it to the Moon Glow Hamlet because they’re a bunch of bitches.”

Roma and Simon laughed as they walked hand in hand.

When their small laughter died down, Roma looked ahead with dreamy eyes.

“If there was no limit, a community in some far-off realm where I can teach witchcraft and ancient magic. It would be nestled in some dark forest, near strong mountains. It would grow into a kingdom, where knowledge and respect were above all. Anyone who disagreed could leave for other horizons.

“I want it because it was something I always wanted, since I was very young.”

“Roma, if we reach the bottom, you can have it. You can have all of it,” Simon whispered.

The witch looked at the darkling, and blinked.

“It still feels so far out of reach. It still feels like a dream. We are only half-way, and I,” she trailed off.

“You won’t lose me,” Simon smiled with warm affection.

“But if you get your wish, I may lose you,” she whispered.

Simon let go of her hand, and grabbed at her waist, he pulled her sideways to him, and the couple walked, looking into each other’s eyes.

“When we reach the bottom, we will get everything we want, and more,” Simon said with a loving whisper.

Roma’s eyes trembled, before a darkness spilled into them. She rested her head on his shoulder, a darker dream rising to the surface.

“If we are still talking about dreams, if you cannot find your people, I have no reservations against becoming a darkling, so you would not be the only one left.”

Simon’s eyes took on a gleam of the unknown. Inside, confusion slipped along his mind.

Can I make others like me? If I have children, yes, there is a chance they will become darklings, but can I make another like me?

At that moment, Simon felt alone again. There were no parents, or elders to ask such questions, or to speak on the subject. The void pressed down on him again, unsure if he would ever find others like him.

Simon looked down on the beautiful witch, and for a tiny moment, he knew there was a chance that fate’s thread could fray into new possibilities.

In the short distance of the wide corridor, an exit archway stood, leading to the fiftieth level.

Val saw the archway, and a mad giggle filled her throat.

“There is absolutely no way the fiftieth will be as empty as the last four levels,” the vamp cackled.

“We will keep it tight, and orderly,” Tara said. “We’re rested, and ready for whatever the dungeon throws at us. If you’re scared, impale yourself on your own weapon, and return to the surface.”

Bridget looked at her armored hands, a new sigil carved into them.

“Should I just punch myself to return to the surface?”

“I have two blades, one for each of us,” Val said with a wicked grin and sly eyes.

“And should I use my books, or my staff, to beat myself silly?” Roma joined in.

“You can use your staff to trip yourself down the stairs,” Simon smirked.

“That might work,” Roma grinned at Simon.

Tara let out a flustered huff. Her shoulders dropped, and her head tilted forward.

“It was rhetorical,” the wight sighed.

“But Tara can go on a wild killing spree, killing each of us until she is the only one left to fight the boss on the next level. Think of the ratings!” Bridget laughed.

Val put her hands up and widened them out as she said, “And they can call the segment, When Team Leaders Snap! Think of all the copycat runners who do it for laughs. We could start a new genre of teams killing their own members for sport.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have told any of you about why I hate Game of Crowns,” the wight said with a defeated stare.

Simon laughed with his teammates. The moment was infectious as Tara marched forward and the team followed.

Team Odd Bog made their way through the archway, and down the stairs. The fuzzy feeling of comradery vanished as senses heightened, and hands flexed, ready to use their weapons.

It didn’t take long to creep down the stone steps, and reach Level Fifty.

The group gathered by the archway, everyone glancing out to see an immense cavern so high, the ceiling was shrouded in darkness.

“Is everyone ready?” Tara asked.

“Ready? Are you mad? We don’t know what we’re walking into? Shouldn’t we come up with some kind of plan first?” Val said with an edge.

Tara looked at the team, and bowed her head to them.

“We tried a strategy with Lord Krazug, and it didn’t go to plan. We’ve been fighting together for fifty levels. Trust your instincts, and fight as a team.

“Once we know what we’re dealing with, we will change tactics to meet the challenge. I trust all of you to know what to do. We just must act as one.”

Val parted her lips for a sarcastic quip, but didn’t say anything. She closed her lips, and gave Tara a firm nod.

The rest of the team nodded at the wight with deep respect.

Simon felt the strands of the team grow stronger, tougher.

Tara nodded, and smiled. “Let’s slay whatever is in there, and show their severed head to the world.”

Tara turned and marched through the level archway.

Val and Bridget followed.

Simon was going to step out, when he caught Roma’s hesitation.

“What if this is the moment we all perish?” the witch said with solemn eyes.

“Then let’s make it one no one will forget,” Simon smiled.

Roma looked up into Simon’s confident gaze, and courage bloomed within her heart.

“Yes, let’s make it a spectacle,” the witch smiled.

Simon and Roma walked side by side into the dungeon level, their spirits of one mind, heart, and soul.


Chapter 30

Flamelight and Smoke  

The first thing team Odd Bog felt was the heat.

Simon’s senses were sharp as he visually drank in the sight before him. A cavern spread out, with several tunnels to the right and left walls. A glow at the other end of the cavern painted the rough walls with a yellow, and orange light. The further the group stepped in, the warmer it became.

Every member of the team looked ahead, seeing the twin lava falls. Glowing hot magma fell from holes high up at the end of the cavern. They drained into a large, magma pond, supplying the light to the entire cavern.

The mood burned with heightened senses. Tara led the team, with Val and Bridget to her right, Simon, and Roma to her left. The five walked down the middle of the immense cavern, eyes drinking in everything around them.

Val was quick to spot figures emerging from a side tunnel. Her brow hardened as she spotted Team Bloodstone step out, their entire team intact.

Gregor spotted the Odd Bog team, and motioned his team to follow him as they approached them.

To the left of the cavern, Simon and Roma spotted Team Shipwreck emerge from a tunnel. The elves looked over to Team Odd Bog, and their captain waved at them with a smile.

Simon glanced back and forth, seeing that all the teams had arrived at the same destination.

This can’t be good.

The three teams converged on each other, until they stood in a rough triangle formation.

“It’s good to see that we have all made it this far,” Gregor said with a fanged smile.

“It’s been a hard run, but I’m glad we’re all mad enough to try,” Captain Juul smirked with her hands touching her holstered mana pistols.

Tara remained silent, her gaze firm.

Why all of us here, at the same time? Did the teams just walk through after we defeated the bosses?

Serenity stepped to Gregor’s side with a suspicious gleam in her eyes.

“Did all of you follow us as we dispatched the various bosses?” the vampire scowled.

Genuine shock filled all the teams at once.

“Serenity, please, we are all runners here. No need for accusations,” Gregor said with compassion, and kind eyes.

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Tara said.

The pirate elves glanced at each other, except for Captain Juul. Her blue eyes took on a knowing gleam, and her hands relaxed on her holstered pistols. She tilted her head forward, closed her eyes, and chuckled.

“It would appear, we were in three different dungeons at once,” the pirate elf laughed.

A small hint of shock painted many eyes and expressions.

Simon was silent as his mind worked.

It makes sense now. It would have been too easy for one team to do all the work, and the others profit by following the winners. The dungeon split the teams up at different levels, fighting different threats. It then allowed the teams to run into each at times to seem like we were all in the same dungeon.

“Neither of your teams fought Lord Krazug, the ogre paladin?” Tara asked.

The groups looked at one another, and then at their own teams.

“We fought Lady Null, a warlock naga,” Gregor said.

“We fought and defeated Tularr, the Tentacle Wraith,” Captain Juul shrugged. “That monster won’t be a pain in my side ever again,” the captain said with a mad grin.

“So, it is true, we were in different dungeons at the same time,” Serenity scowled.       

Simon glanced at the teams while they digested what they just learned.

The Shipwreck team seemed like they were at full strength. Some of them had new weapons since last he saw them. The priest, Tolith, had a new holy staff, but his gaze was filled with concern.

The large sea elf, Grath, stood with ever watchful eyes, his spear in hand.

The shadow and fire elves, Vessa and Pyra, seemed to be standing normal, but Vessa’s fingers moved slightly, like she was preparing a spell. Pyra had her hand on a sheathed short sword.

Simon shifted his gaze to the Bloodstone team. Gregor stood relaxed. The master vampire was calm as a chunk of ice in the middle of a frozen lake. It looked like nothing affected him enough to show any emotion other than pure, serene peace.

Serenity was not the same as her leader. It was plain as day, she eyed everyone as a potential threat. Simon guessed she was not at ease with all three teams together, especially on the same dungeon level.

Simon caught the large vampire, Kreeger, and the slender Radella, staring right at the darkling. Their gazes were not simple observations, but filled with intention. Their gazes never wavered as pinpoint-red eyes remained on him.

Bloodstone’s final member, Hazel, stood with strange glasses on her nose, and a wand in her hand.

“Runners, welcome to my home,” a feminine voice filled, and echoed off the cavern’s walls.

Everyone turned, and looked at the other end of the long cavern.

A red serpent head lifted, and looked at the teams.

Simon stared in disbelief, seeing a dragon lift their head and neck up for all to see. The darkling stepped forward, walking past the other teams, and stared in awe.

At the end of the cavern, was a small island, surrounded by glowing magma. The thick streams of lava continued to fall on either side of the very large red-scaled dragon. It laid on piles of gold coins, gems, and various treasures. Its body was larger than all the current teams put together. Large leathery wings were folded to the sides of their body, like a second skin. The slender neck remained high as the black-horned dragon head stared at them with serpentine eyes.

The sight was breathtaking as Simon and the runner teams stared at a traditional dragon from ancient myth and lore. 

The dragon dipped their head, eyes closing in muted modesty.

“Please, come closer. I promise, nothing will happen, yet,” the dragon said with a dreamy tone.

Simon instantly glanced around for any type of cover, but there was none in sight. Unlike Lord Krazug’s pillared chamber, there was nowhere to run for protection. The teams were in the open.

Fear gripped the darkling’s soul. Fire was his weakness, and a red dragon was his ultimate adversary. As of this point, there was no edge to aid in any victory.

No team moved to the dragon’s words.

The dragon opened their eyes. “Maybe my name will put you all at ease?”

Tara stepped forward, past Simon.

“We know your title, Lady of Cinders,” the wight said with courage in her red eyes.

The dragon gave a single nod. “Yes, that is my title, but a name may weaken the tension I sense.”

The dragon only stood up on her front legs, and raised her long neck, and head, higher.

“I am Lady Vizyss, Guardian of the Dread Dungeon,” the dragon bellowed.

Gregor stepped forward. “Guardian? We are only on the fiftieth level. Surely there must be more guardians?”

The dragon nodded her horned head. “Yes, there are many guardians within the dungeon. We are here to test the resolve of every dread runner, to ensure they are worthy of the prize at the bottom, but where are my manners?

“Congratulations on making it this far down. I must admit, I’ve been a little bored, unsure of my purpose as a guardian when no one comes to visit.”

Captain Juul glanced at the other teams and saw their hesitation. She shifted her head, signaling to her own team. They walked as one, following their captain as they made their way closer to the dragon.

Lady Vizyss smiled as she looked down on the brave elves.

“Team Shipwreck honors her people well. The elves have always been an enlightened race, no matter which realm they populate.”

Team Shipwreck stood about thirty feet from the edge of the magma pool surrounding the dragon, and her hoard.

Captain Juul tilted her head a little, the tip of her hat covering her eyes.

“My crew and I have been through much, in our world, and this one. We don’t know if we will conquer this dungeon, but we will put up the fight of our lives to reach the prize,” the pirate captain said with a wicked smirk.

Lady Vizyss lowered her head a little with respect.

“No matter what happens, we honor you and your crew, Captain Juul.”

Tara was next, the rest of the Odd Bog team following.

Simon glanced around, concern bleeding deeper into his spirit, not for just himself, but his entire team.         

Roma caught Simon glancing around. She reached out, and slipped her fingers into his hand.

Simon turned his gaze to Roma. The witch smiled as she squeezed his hand.

“I,” Simon whispered.

Roma nodded. “You don’t have to say it. I feel the same. We just have to be there for each other,” she whispered.

Simon nodded as he soon relaxed. Madness licked his mind, and his erratic thoughts cooled to the witch’s touch.

Odd Bog stood before the dragon, beside Team Shipwreck, and the same distance away from the large wyrm.

“Why so cordial, when we all know, you are going to defend this level, like all the other monsters and bosses before us?” Tara said with no-nonsense eyes.

The dragon nodded with a serpent smile, and glowing gaze.

“We are all civilized, are we not? But even civilized beings will charge into conflicts with primal urges of blood and violence driving them. I don’t hide that I must defend this level from your teams going any deeper, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a conversation first.”

The dragon shifted her gaze to the vampires. Team Bloodstone hadn’t moved from their spot over a hundred feet away from the other two teams. Lady Vizyss’s glowing eyes narrowed as her serpent tongue slipped out and licked her scaled lips.

“What troubles you, Team Bloodstone? Does the chance of dragon breath frighten you?”

“We will not be lured by taunts,” Gregor said with his hand on his sword. “It is obvious you have the greater advantage. A dragon that spits fire is an enemy of all undead mythics.”

Smoke billowed from the dragon’s slitted nose at the end of her short snout. The Lady of Cinders eyed the vampires, and her smile grew a little more.

“I know, isn’t it a well-worn cliché? To have a large dragon, fighting a collection of undead, elves, a darkling, and a witch, is absolutely predictable. With my size, and power, I could lay waste to all of you easily, and then lay down for a long nap, until stronger, and better skilled teams reach this level again.

“But, I’m a sporting wyrm, and I do love a good game. How about we set some rules, before the violence begins, shall we?”

The vampires glanced at each other.

“Will you honor any rules put in place?” the elf captain said with curious oval eyes.

“Of course, my dear elf. It wouldn’t be much of a game if there were no rules, now, would it? Let’s put down the ground rules to make it an even challenge.”

“What kind of rules?” Tara asked.

Lady Vizyss lowered her head to the wight, and looked into her eyes, only a ten-foot space between them.

“We come up with three rules apiece. The three teams must say a rule, and then I will say a rule. We continue until there are six rules that apply to everyone. Now, I need all the runner teams to work together to create your rules as one, or it won’t be much fun.

“Are we all in agreement?”

Tara turned to Odd Bog.

Simon knew this was going to make the conflict dangerous, but if rules were put into place, it could even the odds, and give them a chance.

Team Bloodstone thought it over for a few moments, before they approached the other two teams.

Team Shipwreck moved to Team Odd Bog’s side. The three teams formed a rough triangle again.

Gregor looked at Tara and Violet with firm eyes. “This may all be a farce, but it may give us a chance. I suggest, each team come up with a rule, and each team presents it to the dragon.”

Tara and Captain Juul nodded.

The teams began to speak in hushed tones among one another.

“There is treachery in your midst.”

Simon felt it in his heart, but the whisper confirmed it.

The dragon is going to betray all of us, and there isn’t anything I can do about it. Lady Vizyss is too large and powerful. I could not take her on by myself, even with my power. Her dragon fire will roast me to cinders, and I will be teleported to the surface, my quest over.

Simon gritted his teeth as he whispered to his teammates. “If we want a chance to survive, she can’t be allowed to use her dragon breath.”

Everyone on team Odd Bog nodded in unison, but it was Gregor who spoke up.

“Simon, I couldn’t help but hear your suggestion. We came up with the same concern, and were going to say it as our rule.”

Captain Juul looked around at the teams with devious eyes, and her grin bright. A madness filled her gaze, and Simon could not deny his attraction to the elf.

“Dragons know magic. She can’t be allowed to use spells to bewitch us, or replace her dragon fire.”

The three teams moved closer together, all of them talking to each other, and among themselves.

“This reminds me of board meetings where there is a lot of talk, but not much is done,” Val smirked.

Bridget reached over, and wrapped her large armored hand over the vamp’s hand. Val looked at her friend, a sadness in her eyes as everyone around them talked.

“This has been fun, but I feel like we reached the end, and we’re only halfway down,” the flesh golem whispered.

Val gave Bridget a loving gaze. “My beautiful friend, we’re famous now. We made it to level fifty. No one in the community is even going to look at us sideways.”

Bridget’s eyes were still sad.

Val’s heart burned with greater love for the flesh golem.

“Bridget, I know you don’t work for me anymore, but if you ever want to come back, you can’t. Have fun being unemployed,” the vamp said with a fanged smile.

Briget’s eyes widened, and she laughed with tears in her eyes.

“You bitch,” Bridget whispered.

“I know,” Val whispered, and hugged her friend.

The groups continued to discuss, making sure they were all in agreement of who was saying which rule. When they finished, the three teams split apart, and stood facing the dragon.

“How exciting. Who will say the first rule?” Lady Vizyss said with glowing eyes.

Captain Juul spoke up, “You cannot use any magic.”

The red dragon nodded.

“That’s a good rule. I had thought my dragon breath would be first, but yes, I will not use any spells, incantations, or rituals.”

The dragon licked her scaled lips again. “My first rule is no one retreats to the tunnels to escape. We fight until all of you are defeated, or I am defeated.”

Heads nodded in agreement.

Roma moved to Simon’s side, her hand slipping into it again, and the pair held each other’s hand.

Tara lifted her chin. “You cannot use your dragon breath.”

“A good rule. Take away my main weapon. Bravo. I am pleased all of you chose it as one of the rules. It will make things much more exciting.”

The teams waited patiently for the dragon’s second rule.

Lady Vizyss cleared her throat before she spoke, “My second rule will be Player versus Player will be allowed during the challenge.”

Eyebrows lifted among many in the different teams.

Simon’s gaze narrowed as he looked at the dragon.

Lady Vizyss is planning something. To have such an odd rule, at this time, only speaks to something devious. She is going to pit us against each other, but how? We all want the same thing, to reach the bottom of the dungeon for the ultimate prize. Why set us up to fight each other when we will be attacking her as one, unified force?

Heads nodded with slight confusion in everyone’s eyes.

Gregor stepped forward, his head held high, and looked the dragon in her eyes.

“We know dragons can change their shape. Our final rule, shrink down to our size.”

A giggle filled the dragon’s long neck. She lowered her snout to her clawed hand, trying to hold back her laughter.

A dread filled everyone present.

The dragon lifted her head, and composed herself.

“A very good rule. I would be unable to use my rather large body as a weapon against all of you. You’re all so good at this. I may have met my match with such intelligent, and clever teams.”

“You’re final rule?” Tara asked with serious eyes.

Lady Vizyss looked down on the three teams, and let out a warm sigh.

“Yes, my third rule. It’s simple, but may take a little time to endure, so rest easy.

“My third rule is, hear what I have to say, with no violence against me, or each other. When I shrink down, then we can begin.”

Everyone watched as the dragon took hold of a talon on her left scaled hand. In an instant, she broke it off, and laid it down at her feet. There was no blood from her thin finger, as a new talon quickly grew to replace it.

The dragon lifted her head, and looked down on the three teams with glowing eyes.

Simon felt a tickle at the back of his mind. Something was amiss, and he couldn’t put his finger on it.

There was a small silence as the dragon looked down, and regarded each team. Her gaze shifted to Team Shipwreck, and a leer formed across her lips.

“Team Shipwreck are spies from Aquris, working for their Emperor.”

All eyes turned to the elves. Captain Juul stood unphased, as her crew glanced at each other.

The dragon closed her eyes and nodded. “Piracy has run rampant on their world, and the emperor wishes to spread his territory to another realm, and seek aid to fight the rebel elves.

“The elves here are part of several secret cells hidden on Urth. They will gather what they can, from allies to weapons, and vanish one night, back to their world with many spoils.”

Captain Juul turned toward teams Odd Bog and Bloodstone in a relaxed manner.

“Clearly, it’s not true. She’s just trying to pit us against each other. We’ve been grateful to the peoples of Urth, taking us in for our protection.”

Tara looked at the blue-haired elf with serious eyes. “There is no way we can know if you are or not. You could still stab us in the back during the battle.”

“No,” Violet said sternly.

Lady Vizyss chuckled. “To those watching at home, please go to Captain Juul’s home in the Shipwreck Hamlet. Her house number is eight. In her basement will be some communication crystals, and chests filled with various guns and munitions. She will also have maps with locations marked off as weak points in Urth’s defenses.”

“LIES!” the elf shouted as she pulled both of her mana pistols and aimed at the dragon.

Lady Vizyss lifted a taloned finger and wagged it from side to side.

“If we are going to play by the rules, and you don’t want to be burned to a crisp before you figure out how to get out of this situation, best show your patience.”

Captain Juul’s arms trembled as her fingers rested on triggers. Her eyes were wild with fright and fury.

“It’s all lies. We are here as allies against the emperor,” she said in a strained voice, before she lowered her pistols, and shadows covered her eyes.

A dread fell over everyone as the dragon turned her gaze to team Odd Bog.

Lady Vizyss stared at the team with glowing serpentine eyes.

Val held Bridget’s hand, while Roma continued to hold Simon’s hand. Tara stood before her team, her chest out.

The dragon’s gaze eased, and she smiled.

“I wish there was some dark, hidden secret I could find out about your team, but there is none. All of you are beautiful broken souls.

“Bridget, you have come so far in your life. To cut the ties that bind, and strike out on your own, is wonderful to behold.”

Bridget’s eyes sagged, as did her heart.

“Val,” the dragon said kindly. “Under your hard exterior, is a soul who wants to do good, but somehow, messes it up, fearful others will think you weak. You’re a good person, even if you’re dead.”

Val’s eyes gleamed wet.

“I’ve killed too many people,” the vamp whispered.

Vizyss gave a motherly nod. “You’re immortal. You have plenty of time to atone for past sins.”

The dragon lifted her head, and looked at Roma.

The witch squeezed Simon’s hand tighter.

“You found your inner peace, witch. You’re free, and you know it.”

Roma smiled. The tension left her shoulders, and her heart felt light in her chest.

The dragon shifted her gaze to Tara.

The wight lifted her chin up another inch.

“You were close to achieving happiness when you auditioned. You’re still close to reaching it with the love you have for your team. No matter what happens, hold on to it. It will guide you.”

Tara stared as her undead heart beat once again.

The dragon shifted her gaze to Simon.

Simon looked up, unsure what to expect.

“Darkling, your people were feared as much as your dark gods, but your intentions are noble, even if you don’t understand why. I think you will make a fine god one day, but that day is long off from now. Strive for it, but don’t forget your friends on your journey.”

Team Odd Bog turned to Simon with wide eyes.

“A god?” Roma said in astonishment.

“A fucking god? Is that why you want to get to the bottom, to become a god?” Bridget said with wide eyes.

Simon simply smiled, as an unusual feeling filled his dark heart. Simon was unsure if it was happiness, or truth, but he welcomed both.

The dragon turned her head, and hard gaze onto team Bloodstone. The vampires looked up at her with hard gazes, and hands on weapons.

Lady Vizyss closed her scaled eyes, and let out a long exhale.

“Darkling, it pains me to say this, but it must be said,” she said and then opened her eyes.

Simon looked over to team Bloodstone with curious eyes. The rest of team Odd Bog did as well.

“There was a genocide of your people nearly fifty years ago. They were hunted, and burned. Entire towns were wiped out, and during the genocide many of your people ascended to the dark gods, and moved on to other realms, or dwelled with your gods.”

Simon’s heart slowly sank in his chest as he stared at team Bloodstone.

The dragon continued, “Not all darklings ascended. Some were left behind, forgotten, and slaughtered. A couple managed to evade the hunters for a long time, until they had a child. Shortly after, they ascended, leaving a darkling child to the cruel world.”

Simon stepped out from behind Tara and Roma, and stood at the edge of his team, staring at team Bloodstone.

Gregor looked at Simon, his eyes gleaming with power.

“Simon, there are many vampires not proud of that time. I am one of them.”

Simon’s wide eyes narrowed.

Serenity put her hand on Gregor’s shoulder, “Don’t say anything more,” she hissed.

Gregor glared at Serenity, and pulled his shoulder away from her touch.

“He needs to know the truth,” the master vampire said, his calm demeanor now demonic and angry.

“What do I need to know, Gregor?” Simon said with a faraway voice.

“Simon, I had seen many genocides during my time here on Urth. When the Council of Elders saw a growing threat, they ordered it to be put down. I took no part in it. To fight the dark gods and their children would end badly for all involved.”

“Gregor, shut up!” Serenity shouted with fear in her eyes.

“And put it down they did,” Lady Vizyss said as she looked at a talon.

Simon turned his faraway gaze to Serenity.

The master vampire looked at Simon with fear in her eyes.

“Simon, the threat of your people was too great. I took pity on you when you came to Penumbra Springs, wanting a home. My teams have kept surveillance on you for years, to make sure you were not a threat like the rest of your people,” Serenity confessed.

Simon’s shoulder twitched.

Madness Surge Increased to Potent

“The vampires, with human teams, charged into darkling towns, and locations. They used phosphorus rounds, flamethrowers, spells, and their supernatural talents to wipe out many darklings over several nights,” the dragon said with a keen eye as the moment unfolded.

Gregor turned to Serenity with a red glow in his eyes.

“I knew this would come back to haunt us! I renounce my pledge to the Council. I will not be known as a member of a cult, fearful of others because of their potential power!” Gregor shouted.

“You coward!” Serenity shouted back.

Radella pulled her chain from her belt, as Kreeger lifted his spiked mace, and hefted it in his hands.

Simon kept his gaze on Serenity, dark tendrils filling his eyes.

“Serenity, did you kill many of my people?” he asked in a soft tone.       

The master vampire turned her burning gaze to Simon, her fangs showing.

“I did. And if asked again, I would answer the call, ensuring no power is greater than that of the Vampire Empire!”

Madness Surge Increased to Formidable

Black blood pooled into Simon’s hands.

Serenity lifted her black bow from across her body, and held it. She pulled a black bowstring, and a black arrow appeared.

Simon’s mind was clear before tendrils of madness snaked across it.

A hand touched his shoulder as urgent words drifted into his ear.

“Simon, if we are to survive, we need you,” Tara said with worry.

“Marvelous!” the dragon shouted as she began to shrink down.

All heads, but one, turned to the dragon as her body shifted and changed. Limbs became more humanoid as she stood up. Wings shrank, but remained. Her long neck sank down between her shoulders. Her head changed slightly, growing smaller to accommodate her body. Black horns remained, stabbing out the back of her head. Her snout was smaller, but remained.

When the transformation was finished, the red humanoid dragon woman stood with her wings folded back behind her. She stood eight-feet-tall. Her tail whipped around as she knelt to the talon she removed.

The talon changed its shape and reformed into a long, bone sword. One side of it sharpened along the length to the tip.

The dragon woman took hold and stood up with her bone sword in hand.

“Now, shall we begin?” Lady Vizyss said with a deadly smirk, and serpentine eyes.  


Chapter 31

Madness and Fire  

Lady Vizyss stood with excited serpent eyes, bone sword in hand. Piles of gold gleamed behind her, as her tail snapped like a deadly whip. Her serpentine gaze visually drank in each dread runner, as her heart thudded with monstrous urges for violence.

Simon didn’t see, nor care for the dragon threat. A seething filled his eyes. He huffed as fingers curled and trembled. Black blood filled them as he stared at the vampire who allowed him to enter, and stay in Penumbra Springs. The same vampire that led teams to kill his people that fateful night fifty years ago.

Serenity licked her plump lips as she held her bow at the ready, a black arrow aimed at the darkling. Her eyes never blinked as time slowed down to a crawl.

Radella spun her chain, a spiked ball at the end. The thin vampire watched with hungry eyes, as she bent at the knees.

Kreeger hefted his spiked mace, his eyes filled with a silent, protective fury for his team mates.

Tara squeezed Simon’s shoulder hard. “Simon, the dragon is the threat. I promise, we will handle the Bloodstones, but we need you!”

Simon ignored the wight as black gauntlets formed around his hands, and long, curved talons covered his fingers. A black tail stabbed out of the lower back of the darkling, the end forming a spiked ball.

“This is delicious! The truth always makes things worse, doesn’t it?” the dragon laughed.

Simon’s head and eye twitched. His Madness Surge flowed through him, increasing all his stats at once.

Armor: 10 (Madness Surge +2)

Hits: 19 (Madness Surge +2)

Attributes

Strength: 18 (Mighty +3) (Madness Surge +2)

Intelligence: 18 (Mighty +3) (Madness Surge +2)

Dexterity: 21 (Colossal +5) (Madness Surge +2)

Rita appeared in his gaze, her dour expression filled with a growing madness.

“Simon, your dexterity, and willpower are beyond most mythics. To reach twenty is rare, but with the Madness Surge, you’ve surpassed the limit. I cannot calculate how long you can maintain this surge, or the side-effects,” the digital assistant said with a hint of concern.

“Come on, do it,” Radella hissed with wild eyes.

“Simon!” Tara and Roma shouted from behind him.

Val and Bridget looked on with sorrow, their weapons at the ready

The darkling heard their voices, and his shoulder twitched.

Simon turned his head, one crazed eye looking back at Tara’s worried eyes. He knew in that moment, the wight cared for him, and he wished it was enough to stop him.

“Defend yourselves,” the darkling said before his head snapped forward, and glared at the vampires.

“Light the match,” Lady Vizyss smirked.

“You lying bitch!” Captain Juul shouted as she whipped up her mana pistols at the dragon humanoid and pulled triggers.

Twin bolts of lightning blasted out. Lady Vizyss launched into the air and spread out her wings. The twin bolts missed, striking at the dragon’s gold, and melting a dozen coins to liquid metal.

Hearing the pistols go off was all Simon needed. The darkling flashed forward with colossal speed at the Bloodstone team.

Serenity let go of the dark bowstring. The arrow barely shot from the bow as a clawed gauntlet slammed into the bow, and vampire.

Serenity leapt back with her bow in hand, her eyes catching a glimpse of the darkling, and his now purple glowing eyes. The darkling’s gaze moved in all directions, but they blurred many times to a standstill, watching the vampire leap back, but still within reach.

A spiked ball shot past Simon’s face as he pulled his head back. Time slowed down as he turned his head to Radella. The vampire was fast, but with Simon’s power, she was slower.

Simon’s gaze shifted to Kreeger, his spiked mace coming down on the darkling.

They are all attacking me at once. Cute.

Simon felt he had full control over his body, and at the same time, he didn’t. The voices in his head were now screams, a storm of chaos brewing and flashing with colored lights across his broken soul.

The darkling stepped aside as the giant spiked mace came down. He slammed his boot down on the rod, ensuring it struck the rocky ground. Radella’s chain shot past him, Simon assuming it was meant to circle around his arm. The darkling felt a dark arrow flying toward his back.

This will be fun.

Simon plotted his moves, and time returned to normal.

Radella grinned with wicked eyes as her chain swung around Simon’s arm.

Kreeger looked up as Simon grinned at the large vampire, his boot firmly on the rod of his mace.

Serenity smirked as her arrow was nearly to the darkling’s back. She knew he was unaware of her movements, distracted by her fellow vampires. One or two hits, and the vampire knew the darkling would be weakened in the game.

Simon spun like a blurry top. A black, spiked tail slammed into Kreeger’s cheek. A spiky point penetrated flesh, bone, and touched part of his brain.

Radella braced herself, but was flung forward anyway. She was pulled toward the spinning darkling like she hurtled toward a black hole. She attempted to let go, when thin strands of liquid darkness latched onto her hands, keeping her grip on the chain.

When Simon stopped, he held a black arrow in his hand, and snapped it in half within the same black armored hand. Radella was a foot away from him, and Kreeger’s entire body was airborne and turning sideways, blood and teeth spurting into the air.

Serenity’s eyes widened as she pulled back on the bowstring, and a new black arrow appeared. She stared at Simon, but didn’t let go of the bowstring, her eyes wide with stunned shock.

Radella tried to pull her hands away to grab her dagger. Simon lifted his clawed gauntlet, leaned toward the struggling vampire, and slashed across her whole head.

Serenity watched as Radella fell, her eyes staring back at her, as the top of her head fell away, just as the lower half of her face fell away.

Before Radella’s body could hit the ground, Simon blurred around her, slashing and laughing like a lunatic, cutting up the vampire into chunks.

What was left of Radella hit the ground, and turned to dust.

Radella Crane has Perished!

Simon saw the alert, and heard it in his head, but he was far too busy enjoying the moment. He stared at Serenity as fear colored her eyes.

The darkling flashed to Kreeger as he hit the ground. The long, clawed fingers on one hand, turned into one, thick spike. The large vampire tried to get up, when a black spike flashed at him. He couldn’t react as forearm-sized holes appeared along his chest, as a shadow laughed.

Simon flashed up, his arm pulled back, and a bloody black spike aimed at Kreeger’s shocked eyes.

“You picked the wrong side,” Simon grinned before he slammed the spike into Kreeger’s stunned features, caving them in.

The large vampire turned to dust.

Kreeger Stonewall has Perished!

Simon whipped up and looked at Serenity with glowing purple eyes.

“Take your shot,” Simon said with a maddening grin.

Serenity pulled back, but didn’t let go as her eyes trembled in fear.

A hundred feet away, the dragon landed with a thunderous boom. Lady Vizyss bent her knees as she glanced around, most of the runners launched a foot off the dungeon floor.

Val leapt up before the dragon landed, and watched as every runner was stunned, except for herself, and Simon. She glanced at the darkling, her eyes drinking in his twitches and ticks.

“Come on! Are we fighting!” the dragon shouted just as a large sea elf was on her.

A spear flashed, grazing the dragon’s shoulder. Grath looked at the dragon with stern eyes as he pulled back his spear and stabbed at her again. A bone sword flashed up, slicing the metal spear in half.

Grath didn’t flinch as he used what was left of his spear to stab at the dragon’s face. Sharp metal was inches from Lady Vizyss’s snout. She opened her mouth and clamped down on it, halting its momentum.

Grath tried to pull back, when there was a white flash under him, and he couldn’t feel his legs.

Lady Vizyss spit out the sharp rod and took a step back.

Grath looked down as he fell, his legs falling in one direction, and his upper body falling in another.

“NO!” Captain Juul shouted as one of her crew was sliced in half before her eyes.

Grath’s eyes rolled into his head as he landed on the rocky ground, and his whole body turned to dust.

Grath Kelp-eater has Perished!

Lady Vizyss bent her legs, and launched into the air. Her leathery wings flashed out and she circled overhead, a smile across her snout.

“Now!” Tara shouted with her shield to her chest.

Behind the wight, Bridget aimed her gauntlets as Roma aimed her staff. The flesh golem and witch unleashed thick streams of lightning, and rapid-fire frost shards.

Captain Juul lifted her mana pistols again, aimed, and fired.

Lady Vizyss shifted sideways, a storm of ice and lightning shooting past her.

A fire elf lifted her bow, and unleashed fire arrow after fire arrow.

A shadow elf chanted arcane words before fifty glowing arrows appeared around her, and launched.

The dragon dove toward the approaching storm of attacks, and her bone sword whipped around before her in quick blurs.

The top of the cavern was enveloped with magical explosions. Colored sparks rained from above as the two teams continued to unleash their full power.

The smoke parted with a flap of leathering wings, and a red blur slammed onto the ground again, sending out another shockwave.

Captain Juul was airborne as she aimed her pistols at the dragon. She pulled triggers as the dragon whipped her bone sword at the stunned, nearby shadow elf.

“You’re a problem,” Lady Vizyss said before her bone sword cleaved the shadow elf in half with one swing.

Vessa stared upwards as her white hair floated, partially covering her face. She managed to look at her captain with serene eyes, before she turned to dust.

Vessa Night has Perished!

Vizyss finished her swing with her arm still outstretched, when bolts of lightning slammed into her back. The dragon stumbled forward a step as Captain Juul landed on her side, pulling triggers, her aim true.

The dragon turned, despite bolts of lightning hitting her scaled body. She grinned at the pirate captain, her pistols doing little damage.

“Dragons have a high armor class,” she said as she took one threatening step forward.

Two streams of thick lightning slammed into Vizyss’s form, causing her to stumble back three steps. When thick shards of frost struck her, she grunted, and folded a wing before her to take some of the damage.

Simon and Serenity stared at each other, the vampire’s bow and arrow aimed at the darkling’s chest. The fighting was a distance away from where they stood.

A blade appeared from the side, and Simon’s left hand shot up. The darkling caught a blade in his black gauntlet, and clamped his fingers around it. He turned his gaze to Gregor’s serious eyes. The blade and gauntlet trembled with opposing power.

Serenity let loose her arrow, followed by four more.

Simon used the gauntlet on his right hand to knock away black arrows. Each arrow exploded a few feet away from him, except for the last arrow. Simon caught it, and threw it away, the arrow exploding into dark shards.

“Why are you defending the woman you just renounced?” Simon said with an otherworldly voice, his gaze still on Serenity.

“She will be punished for her crimes on the surface, but down here, I need her to complete the run. Without her, I will not make it to the bottom level,” Gregor said with firm eyes.

“Vampires rule from the shadows of Urth. Why do you seek a wish?”

Gregor relented and slipped the blade from Simon’s grasp. He took a few steps backwards, his blade pointed down at his side.

“To end this madness,” Gregor said with shadows over his eyes.

Simon’s glowing eyes stared at the master vampire.

“A wish is powerful enough to end the Council’s reign of power. Even now, many eyes are watching us, hearing everything we say. They cannot pull me out of the dungeon, but they will be waiting for me, unless I get to the bottom level.”

Simon nodded as he felt Serenity dart away.

Gregor looked at the darkling with serious eyes. “It never sat well with me what my people did to yours. If we get to the bottom level together, we can change everything.”

Shouts touched Simon’s ears. He glanced past the master vampire, and saw the dragon woman launch at Tara, Bridget, and Roma.

The tide shifted within Simon’s soul, from vengeance, to protection.

Lady Vizyss darted at team Odd Bog. Her bone sword slashed, and clanged against a thick shield. Tara looked at the dragon woman from behind the shield. Lightning slammed into the dragon’s head, and she stumbled back.

Roma cast her protection spell, and a dome enveloped Team Odd Bog.

Lady Vizyss let out an amused laugh.

“I’m humanoid size, but I am still a dragon. My power has not diminished,” she laughed until a bolt struck the side of her horned head.

The dragon turned her hard gaze to Captain Juul, Pyra with her bow aimed, and Tolith. The elf priest lifted his hands, and created a golden barrier around his team.

“You have already shown your weakness with these paltry barriers. You’re not strong enough to,” the dragon stopped in mid-sentence when a potion bottle slammed into her side, and exploded into acidic mists.

The vampire Hazel stood with a lightning wand pointed at the humanoid dragon, a distance away

“Acid?” Lady Vizyss sneered.

The robed vampire smirked as the dragon woman reflected in her strange glasses.

“You think I would just use acid against you?” the vampire said before a lightning bolt blasted out of her wand.

Lady Vizyss stood her ground, the acidic liquid still burning at her scales. When the lightning bolt struck it, it exploded.

The explosion was far more than everyone realized as it flung the dragon woman back like a cannon blast. It shattered team Odd Bog’s shield, and cracked Tolith’s holy shield barrier.

Hazel cackled as the smoking form of Vizyss landed and tumbled a few times.

“Ding dong the dragon is dead!” Hazel cackled with her wand out.

Lady Vizyss stood up with wisps of smoke floating up from her body. Rage filled her dragon eyes as she stared at the lone vampire in the distance.

Hazel stopped cackling, and aimed her wand.

The red dragon shot forth like a red comet. A bolt blasted out of the vampire’s wand, while Captain Juul and Bridget unleashed lightning bolts and streams of lightning.

Lady Vizyss ignored the attacks from along her sides, as she barreled toward the lone vampire.

Hazel cackled again as she began to turn to mist. Her feet vanished, followed by her legs. Her chest turned into mists, but before her head could change, a bone sword stabbed through it.

Mists snapped back to the vampire’s impaled head, her body now twitching as blood dripped.

“Revel in the tiny moment I underestimated you,” Lady Vizyss scowled before she pulled back her bone sword with one quick move, and Hazel fell.

The vampire turned to dust.

Hazel Gloomis has Perished!

Lady Vizyss turned to the rest of the cavern, her eyes filled with violence. She spotted the Odd Bog team, and what was left of the Shipwreck team. When she took one step forward, Simon was on her.

Time slowed down as the dragon woman looked at the darkling. He was low, a spike stabbing out of a shadow blood gauntlet. One glowing pupil stared into her gaze, the other pupil moving erratically in different directions.

“You’re not the only one who can go past mythic limits, darkling,” Lady Vizyss said so fast, it made sense to the darkling and no one else.

The dragon’s bone sword sliced up and parried the spiked gauntlet. Simon’s eyes glowed as he swung his other armored fist at her face, a spike stabbing out of the knuckles at the same time. The dragon’s hand shot up, and clamped on his gauntlet, the spike between her fingers.

Simon stared at the spike that was inches from her cheek. He willed the spike to stab out another three feet, but the horned dragon woman shifted her head, the spike missing her by an inch.

“Nice try, darkling,” Lady Vizyss smirked.

Simon swung his spiked tail, but noticed the dragon bent her knee, and lifted her taloned foot behind her. In that instant, the darkling knew he miscalculated, and paid for it.

The dragon’s scaled foot slammed into his stomach, and launched him backwards.
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Her foot did fifteen damage! If I wasn’t in my Madness Surge, it would have hurt. But it doesn’t even seem like she’s trying too hard.

Simon hit the ground and tumbled until he slid to team Odd Bog’s feet.  

Tara, Roma, and Bridget grabbed the darkling, and helped him up to his feet.

Fire!

Simon stood with his team as they looked at the dragon woman in the distance.

Lady Vizyss held her bone sword up a little, and smiled at the remaining dread runners.

“This has all been a great start, but let’s make it a little more interesting, shall we?” the dragon woman smiled.

A small aura appeared around the dragon woman.

Everyone watched as flames burst along her bone sword. The fire remained, burning like a flame on a candlewick.

The dragon woman lowered it, flames obscuring part of her features, as her serpentine eye connected to Simon’s purple gaze.

“A little fire, to burn away the dead, and the dark,” Lady Vizyss said with a sinister leer.


Chapter 32

Fiery Tide  

Lady Vizyss watched the teams as their eyes widened to her now flaming bone sword. She licked her lips along her small snout, amusement filling her serpentine eyes.

“Before you bore me with inane statements and questions, I am a red dragon, and fire is my element. I may not be allowed to blast you all with my fiery breath, I can still use fire in many other ways.”

The dragon woman glanced at Captain Juul as she aimed her pistols at her. “And no, it’s not magic.”

Tara held her shield up to her nose, as she turned her head slightly.

“Remember how we fought Krazug? This will be our only plan to beat her,” the wight whispered.

Lady Vizyss turned her attention back to the wight, and her slitted eyes narrowed.

“I can hear you,” the dragon smirked.

Simon knew instantly what Tara meant. He had to make his way around as Bridget and Roma kept up ranged attacks. With power surging through him, he might be fast enough to get around the dragon, and strike from behind, without the flaming sword finishing him off.

Bridget glanced to the side, Val nowhere to be seen.

“I got her, captain!” the fire elf aimed her fire bow, and let loose three flaming arrows, each in turn.

Lady Vizyss glanced over, seeing three flaming arrows coming toward her, and she let out an annoyed sigh.

The dragon woman lifted taloned fingers, and made a quick, turning motion. The three arrows stopped in their tracks, turned around, and darted toward the fire elf.

Pyra turned and leapt to the side, when the three flaming arrows struck her, one to the thigh, one to the arm, and the last through her elven skull.

Tolith watched as his companion fell, and turned to dust.

Captain Juul looked on with dark shadows covering her eyes.

Pyra Seaflame has Perished!

Lady Vizyss lifted her flaming bone sword again, a gleam in her eyes. “Now that the children have been put to bed, the adults can really play.”

“Ready,” Tara said sternly.

Electricity arced along Bridget’s gauntlets. The flesh golem stared at the dragon with a firm gaze.

Roma held her Frost Storm staff at the ready, a spell on her mind, and courage in her soul.

Simon lowered his center of gravity. His head twitched as the incoherent screaming voices grew louder in his head.

Captain Juul stood with her pistols pointed down.

“Tolith, use it,” the pirate captain said with a dark whisper.

The elf priest’s eyes bulged wide.

“Captain! If I use it, I will be useless for hours,” Tolith said in a panic.

“We have little choice. If you don’t use it, Team Shipwreck is finished.”

The captain turned and looked at the sun elf with a proud gleam in her eyes.

“If we win, I will carry you until you are yourself again,” Captain Juul said warmly.

The panic in Tolith’s eyes ebbed, and slowly turned into growing courage. He stood taller, staff in hand, and bravery etched into his features.

Lady Vizyss’s smile grew a little more.

“That’s it. More! Bring on the drama. It feeds my soul as you all fight for your lives. How delicious it will be when I cut you all down to pieces.”

Simon’s eyes moved in all directions, but his pulse was even.

“Now!” Tara shouted and charged the dragon woman.

Lady Vizyss turned her gaze at the lone wight, rushing at her with sword and shield. She glanced up to the rest of team Odd Bog, as they didn’t move.

Tara reached the dragon woman, and launched at her with a hellish cry, her sword up.

The dragon woman lifted a boney eye ridge as she easily parried the wight’s sword.

Tara landed on her feet. Her sword flashed with quick, powerful strikes, but to the dragon, it was like watching a toddler trying to fight her.

“This was your secret plan? Am I to wait for your team to blast me while you keep me busy? I must say, this isn’t much of a plan,” Vizyss said as she easily parried Tara’s blows.

Tara ignored the dragon woman, pouring all her rage, might, and hatred, into each strike.

The dragon sighed. “I thought better of you, Tara Finn.”

Simon watched as time slowed down. A gleam filled the dragon woman’s eyes before her flaming sword flashed in quick blinks.

Tara changed her tactics as she dropped her sword, and held her shield with both arms. She moved in quick, tight blurs, blocking each flaming strike, her shield unaffected by the flames, but she still felt the powerful blows from each one. It was like a hailstorm, the wight gritting her teeth as she tried to hold off a dragon.

Bridget lifted her gauntlets as her heart pumped electricity. Energy arced along her arms, and into the gauntlets. The runes on the gauntlets flared with greater power. The flesh golem clapped her hands together, and roared as a blue-white beam of energy blasted out.

Lady Vizyss caught the gleam of power and shifted her whole body. The beam shot past her, and struck a cavern wall. An explosion shattered rock, and sent shards into the air.

Bridget’s eyes glowed as she turned her beam at the dragon.

Simon darted to the side just as Lady Vizyss lifted her flaming sword, and parried the beam. Energies surged as the dragon woman grunted, her clawed feet sliding back a few inches.

Tara was low and saw a scaled thigh. A chance glowed in her mind. Her white hand flashed forward, and touched the dragon.

Lady Vizyss felt it as she grunted. She parried the beam, but her very lifeforce drained into a small hand. She dared not use her sword, or the beam would damage her. Instead, she pulled back her scaled leg back, and swung it forward at the wight.

Tara felt the leg pull away, but it meant nothing as living dragon energy filled every cell of her body. The wight felt stronger, faster, and more powerful than she ever felt before. It was intoxicating as the dragon swung her foot to kick her, and Tara’s hand shot out and grabbed her ankle, halting her attack.

Lady Vizyss looked down with wide eyes.

Tara was silent as she bent her legs further, and launched up. Her pale fist struck under the dragon woman’s jaw, and sent her up a few feet into the air, a shockwave blasting out.

The bone sword shifted, and pure energy struck her chest. Lady Vizyss was blasted back ten feet. The dragon woman brought her sword up to parry the energy beam once again, and she fell, tumbling to the ground.

The beam died, and Bridget fell onto her hands and knees, her whole-body trembling.

“My turn,” Roma whispered as two ice shards appeared over her shoulders, and blasted out torrents of frost shards.

Serenity blurred to a tunnel, ignoring everything happening behind her. When she was nearly to it, she slammed into a barrier, and was knocked onto her ass.

A shadow flashed over her, and stood with two blades pointed at the vampire’s chest.

Serenity looked up at Val’s glowing red eyes, her smile sharp, but her eyes crazed.

“I knew there was something off when you didn’t allow me into the Bloodstone Hamlet. You’re the worst kind of blood sucker,” Val said as she inched her blades closer to the vampire.

“Val, we can work together,” Serenity said as she crawled back a little at a time.

“No, we can’t,” Val said with a burning gaze. “I always thought I was a monster. It’s nice when the mirror is held up, and the truth is reflected, dispelling the lies.”

“You can’t kill me. I’ll just appear on the surface,” Serenity reasoned.

Val’s eyes narrowed. “Then why say anything? Why fight to stay in the game, when we can settle this on the surface?”

Val’s eyes gleamed with simple understanding. She brought the tip of one of her swords close to Serenity's face.

“You don’t want Simon to reach the bottom, do you? You never expected him to do so well. You wanted to test him, and he is blowing past everything you expected. If he reaches the bottom, and gains his prize, it may mean the end of the Vampire Empire.”

Serenity was silent, the blade point hovering before her eye.

“You were right to fear him, and us,” Val licked her lips. “But I’m not going to kill you. Simon will.”

Lady Vizyss stood up, a smoking, hand-sized black spot on her chest. A storm of ice shards struck her. The dragon woman lifted her arm up, blocking some of the shards as they whittled down her strength a hair at a time.

She stared with a burning rage at the witch, until Tara slammed her shield into her face, causing her to stumble back a few steps.

“You’ve been holding back,” Tara said with glowing eyes, dragon strength and lifeforce filling her.

“Yes, I have,” Lady Vizyss sneered, just as Simon appeared at her side, a black gauntlet with a pointed spike on his hand.

The dragon’s hand blurred out, and clamped down on his wrist. Simon swung his whole body, black spikes stabbing out of his boots as he slammed both into her head with a twist of his hips.

Tara lifted her shield and slammed into the dragon woman’s gut so hard, Vizyss grunted.

Time snapped back to normal as the dragon woman swung Simon into Tara so hard, the pair tumbled away from the blow.
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Simon tumbled back to his feet as Tara stood, shield up.

Ice shards slammed into the dragon woman again. She turned from the pair, and stared through the storm of ice, Roma concentrating.

“This ends,” Vizyss said and blurred toward the witch.

Simon blurred after the dragon woman, time slowing down. He was many paces behind the Lady Vizyss, his legs pumping with every drop of his new, colossal speed, but it was not enough.

Roma stood her ground as she aimed her staff, and unleashed a stream of ice shards. The dragon woman appeared before her, a flaming bone sword pulled back, ready to stab the witch in the face.

For a brief instant, Roma saw past the dragon, seeing Simon moving toward her with wide eyes.

“Simon,” she whispered before Vizyss’s flaming sword stabbed out.

Armored metal hands reached up. Bridget’s hip knocked Roma away as her gauntlets grabbed the end of the bone sword, and halted it.

The air around the flesh golem blasted out as she barely held back the flaming bone sword’s tip inches from her face.

“Strong one,” Lady Vizyss whispered.

“Leave…my friend…alone!” Bridget grunted as she snapped the tip of the bone sword off.

Simon was still running, ten feet behind the dragon woman as he stared.

Roma was on the ground, staring up at Bridget and Lady Vizyss.

Time froze in the moment, before the damaged bone sword stabbed into Bridget’s chest.

The flesh golem was silent, the end of the flaming sword burning her insides as it slammed into her heart. Her back exploded outwards, her heart flying through the air.

“No,” Lady Vizyss whispered in Bridget’s ear as she drove her sword to the hilt.

Val glanced to the side, across the cavern. She watched as the dragon impaled Bridget on her broken sword.

“Bridget,” she whispered with lost eyes, before she blurred toward the battle.

Roma watched with tears in her eyes as Bridget turned to dust.

Bridget Stein has Perished!

Simon appeared at Lady’s Vizyss’s back, and drove his spike into her side like a furious piston. Scales cracked from the blurred strikes by the darkling.

The dragon woman shouted in pain. She crossed her arm across her chest, and swung it wide. The darkling dived to the ground, and blurred back up, driving his spike into her stomach, as pointed tentacles stabbed out from his back, and stormed against the dragon. Vizyss swung her flaming sword at the darkling, but Simon’s hand shot out, and slammed into her wrist, halting her attack.

Tara was running toward Simon and Vizyss with her shield on her arm. The wight spotted an aura around the dragon woman.

“Simon! She’s going to use a fire attack!” the wight shouted.

A blur shot past the running wight.

Simon’s arm moved in quick, punishing blurs when energies tickled his senses. He saw the fire before he felt it. It burst from the dragon’s body, and surged outwards. Flames licked his armored fist, burning at his blood. Pain surged as he attempted to pull away, when a blur struck his side, and launched him sideways.

Fire exploded outwards from Vizyss’s form.

Roma made arcane gestures. A mighty mana shield appeared around her, and when the wall of flames struck it, it cracked before it was blasted to pieces.

The witch fell onto her back, some of her robe singed.

Simon hit the ground, a body over him.
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Simon looked up to Val over him with crazed eyes of her own.

“I need your blood,” the vamp said before her head struck down at his neck like a cobra.

Simon didn’t fight the vamp, letting her sink her fangs into his neck so she could drink his darkling blood.

Captain Juul watched everything, with Tolith at her side.

“Now,” the elf said with a low, commanding tone.

The elf priest looked on the battle with forlorn eyes. He lifted his hands in prayer, and a golden orb of light appeared over his head.

Roma tried to get back up. Her hit points were low, and her body felt weak. She turned onto her stomach, and tried to crawl away.

Vizyss looked down on the witch with contempt dripping from her eyes.

“You’re another meddlesome one. Your ice magic is like needles against my scales. Time to burn you away,” Vizyss said as she pointed an open left hand at the witch, and a ball of flame appeared.    

Tara leapt forward just as the fireball blasted at Roma. The wight’s shield was up as the ball of fire struck it, and exploded.

Tara landed beside Roma, covering her with the shield.

Vizyss looked down at the pair with bored eyes.

“So pathetic,” she said when she felt power to her side.

The dragon woman turned her gaze to Captain Juul and her cleric, over a hundred feet away. A light glowed over the priest as he continued to pray with closed eyes.

“You’ll pay for your lies,” Captain Juul said with cold eyes.

Vizyss laughed. “Another bolt of energy? How laughable. The flesh golem had little luck with it. What makes yours so much better?”

Tolith opened his eyes, and they glowed with golden light.

“You cannot escape the power of faith,” the priest whispered.

The ball of light glowed brighter, and shot forward like a golden comet.

Vizyss sneered as she stepped aside, the ball of light flashing past her.

“This is embarrassing for you,” Vizyss said before her eyes widened.

The dragon woman barely leapt aside as the ball of light missed her again. She watched with a careful gaze, the glowing ball turning, and flying back at her.

Leathery wings flashed as the dragon woman leapt into the air. She watched as the ball of light whizzed past her, and circled back. She dove to the side, and the ball of light made a tighter return. It flashed, quicker and quicker, the dragon barely able to dodge it as she flapped her wings high above the cavern floor.

Simon felt a part of himself slip into the vamp, and he grinned.

Val lifted her head and licked black blood from her lips. Her eyes glowed purple as a calm exhale slipped past her fangs.

“Mad Val is back,” the vamp said as she stood up, and turned around.

Simon stood up. The pair watched as a ball of light contained the dragon woman in the air.

“If this doesn’t work, we kill her together,” Simon and Val said at the same time.

Tara lowered her shield just enough to look past it. She and Roma watched as the dragon moved in quick blurs overhead, a ball of light moving faster and faster.

“Tara, I’m down to one hit,” Roma whispered

“I won’t let you perish,” the wight said as she held her shield over them.

One of Simon’s eyes looked down on Tara and Roma, and his heart pulsed. Val looked down on them and her undead heart thudded like it was alive again.

The pair blurred to their friends. When they appeared over Roma and Tara, a voice shouted from the side.

“Get away! Get away!” Captain Juul shouted and waved her hands at team Odd Bog.

“It’s too late,” Tolith whispered with sad, golden glowing eyes.

Lady Vizyss tried to dart away from the ball of light, but it stopped her at every turn. The dragon woman’s eyes darted around, trying to track the ball, but it was just at the edge of her view. She was trapped in a ball that was getting tighter, and she had enough.

An aura glowed around the dragon woman. Fire blasted out from her form, and struck the ball of light.

Nothing happened.

The Lady of Cinders watched as the ball of light darted at her chest. When it touched her, a ball of yellow light appeared, growing larger until it exploded with thunderous power!

The entire cavern cracked from the explosion as everything shook and trembled. Pieces of the cavernous ceiling broke away and fell.

Simon moved close to his team as they knelt together. His black blood shot out from his body, and formed a black dome over them. When the shockwave hit them, it cracked the ground around them.

Captain Juul turned, and darted to Tolith as he fell. She pounced on him, covering his body with hers. Rubble and debris fell on the elves, Captain Juul telling her priest he did well. When thick shards of rubble stabbed her in the back, she let out a small grunt, before she turned to dust.

Captain Violet Juul has Perished!

Under the dome, Simon stared at Roma, the witch bruised, and with a singed robe. Her bent hat was dented and battered, but her gaze on him poured of love.

The entire cavern rumbled for a long moment, before it slowed to a stop.

The black dome separated into large tentacles and flowed back into Simon’s body.

The darkling stood up, and looked upwards to the point where he last saw the dragon woman.

Dust and debris settled. A form appeared, floating with battered, and cut wings. A scaled body was cracked, with many scales blown off. One of her horns was broken, the pointed end gone.

Rage filled Lady Vizyss’s dragon eyes. She glanced around to find the elf priest and his captain, but they were nowhere to be seen. She then shifted her gaze down on team Odd Bog.

“I’m sick of this game. Time to end it by wiping out you weaklings for good!”

Simon, and team Odd Bog, watched as the dragon woman opened her maw, and a ball of flame appeared, ready to unleash dragon breath.


Chapter 33

Firestorm  

“Run!” Tara shouted with her shield up.

A black tentacle snaked out from darkling’s back, and lovingly coiled around Roma. Simon, Val, and Roma, blurred away as the dragon woman roared a thick stream of fire.

Simon glanced over his shoulder and watched as the stream of dragon fire slammed into Tara’s shield. The wight was down to one knee, holding back the deadly stream.

Simon’s other eye looked up at the same time, Lady Vizyss growing larger, and taking on greater serpentine features. Her neck lengthened, as her body grew bigger. Her frame twisted from humanoid, to her former dragon self. Her tail thickened as large leather wings flapped slowly, keeping her in the air.

The darkling spied broken scales, and unprotected dragon flesh. Despite changing her shape, she was still hurt.

“I suppose there are no more rules,” Val said with a crazed giggle.

Lady Vizyss stopped her fire breath attack and roared. She stopped flapping her wings, and fell.

Tara was up, and running. The wight pumped her legs when a loud boom filled her ears, followed by a small shockwave.

The cavern floor shifted, and Tara’s boot slammed into a rock, sending her crashing to the floor. The wight turned around, ready for an attack, when she watched with wide, red eyes.

Simon and Val launched at the dragon. The pair landed on her as pointed tentacles and blades slashed at the dragon’s thick hide. Val’s arms moved in quick blurs, her swords slicing dragon scales in half, and through the thick flesh underneath.

Simon darted like a black spider with extra legs. Pointed tentacles stabbed into dragon flesh as he kept moving.

The red dragon thrashed, and swung her head around at the two mythics on her back.

“Foul fleas!” Lady Vizyss roared.

Roma was on the ground, a hundred feet from the battle. She mustered her strength to stand. She used her staff to help her get to her feet, and then leaned on it. She watched as Simon and Val fought on with quick, damaging strikes.

From the edge of the battle, Gregor flew from the shadows, sword in hand. He soared over the dragon, brought his blade up with the tip pointed down. Gravity took hold of the master vampire as he came down, and stabbed his blade to the hilt in dragon flesh.

“Now you decide to help?” Val giggled as she moved like a deadly ballerina on the dragon’s back.

Gregor was silent as he launched backwards in the air with grim features, and bloody sword in hand.

The dragon blasted out a stream of fire as she whipped her head behind her. Simon and Val launched into the air before dragon fire swept across the dragon’s back. Flames touched their boots as they seemed to float through the air.

At a distance, Roma watched as her friends fought on, and her heart sagged in her chest. A pulse filled her as courage spread out from her heart.

“It will be a spectacle,” the witch said as she gathered the last of her mana.

Arcane words spilled from her mouth as the powerful spell took root. Above the witch, a large ice shard began to form. The more she spoke the incantation, the larger the shard grew. It was soon six times her size in length, and half that in thickness. It floated over her as green eyes stared at the large red dragon.

Roma spoke the word of power with a defiant shout.

The large ice shard shot forward like a crossbow bolt.

Lady Vizyss took in a deep breath, ready to disintegrate her enemies with fire, when she glanced to the side, and her dragon eyes widened.

Simon and Val grinned as an ice shard struck the dragon’s side, and impaled her deep. Steamy blood spurted as the dragon was rocked to the side, and crashed into a rocky spire.

Simon glanced over to Roma in the distance, and smiled. 

Roma weaved as she stood. She gave Simon a tired, happy smile.

Lady Vizyss lifted her serpent head, and glared at Roma in the distance.

“Witch!” the dragon shouted as she took a deep inhale.

Simon’s smile bled away as he saw what was happening. His heart thudded in his chest, knowing there wasn’t enough time to hack at the dragon’s neck, nor stop the fire breath with his blood, or abilities. It was fire, dragon fire. It would end his chance at reaching the end of the dungeon.

I must do something.

Simon landed on the ground, bending his knees.

“Simon!” Tara shouted as she threw her shield an impossible distance.

The darkling lifted his hand, ready to catch the shield.

Val launched at the dragon’s neck, swinging Slicer and Dicer at unarmored dragon flesh, hoping to stop the attack.

Gregor shot forward, his sword aiming for the dragon’s neck.

Time slowed as Roma stood, knowing she was unable to outrun the dragon’s breath.

Lady Vizyss stared with furious eyes as an explosion of fire blasted out from her open maw with thunderous power.

Tara charged at the dragon, her hands out.

Simon caught the enchanted shield, and launched like a bullet from the ground. His madness surge powered him like never before. Shield up, he turned in midflight, his form soaring to intercept the stream of fire.

Val’s blades sliced into the thick dragon’s neck, but only a few inches deep.

Gregor stabbed into the neck, driving his sword halfway in the wyrm’s neck, but it didn’t stop the dragon from blasting out her stream of fire.

Simon was nearly to the stream, shield up, when a figure launched up to him. They drove a dagger into his side, between his iron armor plates. The momentum crashed into him as he flew sideways, Serenity giving the darkling a fanged smile.

2 Damage!

Armor: 10

Hits: 1/19    

“Death to all darklings,” Serenity hissed.

Simon saw the hatred in the vampire’s eyes as he was knocked away in midflight with her.

The darkling turned both of his madness-filled eyes to Roma in the distance.

“It was a spectacle,” the witch whispered, Simon unable to hear her as she was engulfed in dragon fire.

Simon floated with Serenity against him, her dagger in his side. He watched as Roma was blasted to nothing in a torrent of blazing fire.

Roma Norwood has Perished!

Simon’s head twitched as shadow blood poured out of his other hand, and formed a blade point. The darkling and vampire fell together. Serenity kept her fanged grin as a black blade sliced across her neck, separating her head from her body.

“See you in the community center,” Serenity grinned as her decapitated head spun through the air, before it, and her body turned to dust.

Serenity Draysek has Perished!

Simon landed on his feet with bent knees. He stared at nothing, his heart cracking in half.

Roma’s okay, but why do I still feel like a candle blew out across my soul?

Lady Vizyss watched with evil, satisfied eyes.

The dragon was about to take another deep inhale so she could end all their lives, when hands touched her. The dragon lifted her head and looked down.

Tara glared up at the dragon with a wide smile.

“I’m going to drain every drop of your life energy,” the wight smiled as she activated her power.

Lady Vizyss’s eyes widened as her entire living spirit pulled toward the wight’s touch.

Tara opened her dark, broken soul to the limits of her life drain. Metaphysical floodgates opened, and nearly god-like power surged into the undead wight.

Tara’s eyes widened as the greatest feast she ever witnessed, or experienced, was dwarfed to what filled her. A titan’s power eclipsed her own broken, undead soul, and she wanted more.

Lady Vizyss’s body began to wrinkle. The dragon felt her power begin to dim, drained into the little undead person before her. She lifted a clawed hand to swipe at the wight, but Tara’s hand shot up. White fingers curled along a single scaly digit, and snapped it off like a twig.

Val’s body and swords moved like a small tornado against the dragon’s long neck, slashing through armored scales and dragon flesh.

Gregor used his blood-weave ability, pulling dragon blood from the boss, and reshaping it into a long, thick needle. It stabbed into the dragon’s neck, shredding it in quick blurs.

Tara quickly noticed she was taking damage for absorbing so much life. Her body in the dungeon could not contain it. A warning popped up in her gaze. The wight ignored it.

Tara turned her red eyes and smiled at Simon in the distance.

“Simon, you’re in charge now. Keep the shield. Lead well,” the warrior wight said as her body glowed bright.

The darkling watched as Tara glowed brighter, and then a light flashed.

Darkness seeped back into the cavern as the wight’s body fell apart before the dragon, and turned to dust.

Tara Finn has Perished!

Lady Vizyss weaved, her body wrinkled and frail. Her scales and skin sagged as she looked at Simon with cruel eyes.

“I can still defeat you, darkling,” the dragon hissed.

Simon bent his legs, and launched at the dragon in a blur. Black blood streamed from his arm, and formed a long, thick blade.

Lady Vizyss took a deep inhale, when there was a small, wet crunch. The dragon stared with wide eyes, Simon’s blade arm stabbing into her open maw, and through her horned head.

The darkling drew back his arm and leapt away as the light in Lady Vizyss’s serpent eyes faded. Simon landed as the dragon fell into a thunderous heap. Some dust blew up before it settled, the dragon still, and unmoving.

Simon stood to his full height. His Madness Surge weakened, and dripped back into his dark, inner self. An alert filled his gaze

Madness Surge drained Will by 2 points.

Will: 18/20

Effect is Temporary.

“So that is what happens when I use it,” Simon whispered to himself.

Rita appeared in his gaze.

“From what I can ascertain, your Will is the only thing allowing you to control your madness. If it drops to zero, you may lose yourself to it, and never return to who you are,” the digital assistant explained in a dreary tone.

Simon nodded before he turned and looked at the dragon’s corpse.

Val took a vial from her belt pouch. Her crazed eyes trembled as she drank normal blood.

The vamp stared at Simon, her black and purple gaze returning to normal. She sheathed her swords over her shoulders, and leapt down to the broken cavern floor.

Gregor walked out from behind the fallen dragon, and slowly approached the darkling and vamp.

A distance away, some rubble shifted. A body slowly sat up from the debris, and stared at nothing.

“Captain?” the blonde elf whispered weakly.

“Captain, where are you?” Tolith asked with hollow eyes, but was greeted with silence.

***

The darkness flashed with light.

Tara’s hands and knees fell onto a stone street. She heaved, weakened, and confused. The wight lifted her head, her long white hair moving to the small breeze.

A crowd stood as a starry sky glowed overhead. They surrounded the wight, as she sat on her rump, too weak to get up.

“Go on. Tell me how I failed,” Tara said with a tired voice, ready for the insults.

The anger and darkness in her soul faded, despite her own harsh words and expectations.

Mythics stared at the wight, their lips closed, and eyes filled with star shine.

Tara put her elbow on her knee, the pain of death ebbing.

Bridget and Roma burst from the edge of the crowd. They fell to their knees, Roma before, and Bridget beside the wight.

Tara’s eyes trembled as she looked at their happy faces.

“Tara, you’re amazing,” Roma said as she hugged the wight.

“Tara, you’re a legend,” Bridget said as she hugged the wight and witch.

Tara stared out as her friends embraced her. She closed her eyes, and a single tear slipped down her pale white cheek.

“I’m happy,” the wight said, her heart finally at peace.

A heat pumped into the wight’s cold body. Bridget pulled back as she saw Tara’s straight, white hair begin to glow with a golden yellow. The straight strands curled slightly at the ends.

Roma pulled back, and grinned from ear to ear. She watched as Tara’s pale skin warmed, and took on color.

Tara’s red eyes dimmed. She blinked, and her eyes became her natural brown. Her heart beat like a drum, as the last of the cold within her faded away to nothing. Her broken soul came together, and she was whole once again.

Tara stared at her hands. Her eyes blinked in disbelief. She touched her chest, and felt her heartbeat once again.

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Roma said, and hugged the living woman beside her.

Tara watched as many in the crowd knelt around her, Roma, and Bridget. They reached forward, and touched the trio in solace, tears in their eyes. Happy sobs filled the night air, mythics touching a trio that ran the dungeon, and came back more than what they were.

Tara closed her eyes, and hugged her friends fiercely, as many in the crowd embraced them in celebrated joy. 


Chapter 34

Dangerous Chances  

Simon stared at Gregor. The master vampire stood about twenty feet away, his sword pointed down at his side.

There was no relief, or joy of winning a battle together. There was only a dangerous mistrust permeating among the remaining runners.

Val walked over, and stood beside Simon. There was no humor in her eyes as she gazed at Gregor as well.

Gregor sheathed his sword against his hip. The vampire put his hands down at his sides, but kept his unblinking gaze on the darkling and vamp.

An alert filled all their eyes.

Congratulations!

Lady Vizyss has been defeated!

Encounter Rewards

Attribute Bonus: +1

You may use them to increase any of your attributes.

Influence Bonus: +1

Gained +3 Hits

Seek out nearby treasure.

“We killed a dragon, and that’s all we get?” Val said in a low, annoyed tone.

Alerts scrolled up in Simon’s gaze.

Shadow Blood increased to Mighty

Whisper of the Abyss increased to Formidable

Veil of Shadows increased to Potent

Madness Surge increased to Mighty

Another alert filled his gaze.

Shield of Fire Resistance was gifted to you!

Simon visually drank in the information, but his gaze never wavered from the master vampire.

“It would appear, our fortunes have changed,” Gregor said with a small, disarming smile.

“It depends on who’s fortunes,” Val shot back with a scathing tone.

Gregor kept his small smile as he continued, “We reached level fifty, and lost most members from all three teams. I would not doubt that it was by design. The powerful and skilled survived, and now we will be cut to pieces the deeper we go.”

“Unless we work together,” Simon said without emotion.

Gregor gave a single nod. “You understand.”

“I understand that you are the last member of the Bloodstone team. I killed your teammates, and you want to talk about an alliance?” Simon said with blank eyes.

“Simon, let’s not fool ourselves. If I fought with my team, you would not be here,” Gregor said with a firm gaze.

Simon’s eyes narrowed.

Gregor continued, “I’m not going to speak to any innocence on my part, for even I knew what happened to your people, and why. I chose not to be part of it, but that doesn’t make me any less guilty. Many of my people killed many of yours, as is the way of things throughout history. But I was speaking the truth, of wanting a change for the future.”

Simon was dead silent, staring at the master vampire.

“Simon, the Vampire Empire is crumbling. The sins of our past have come back to haunt us. Just as your dark gods deserted you, our blood gods speak through our seers, telling them of a monstrous darkness no one can escape. It will envelope Urth, gods, mythics, and mortals all.

“The empire has fallen into disarray, and infighting. They cannot pool their resources to discover this monster from the void that is coming for this realm. We are one of the greatest powers on Urth, and we cannot work together for this threat that will consume us.”

“You know everyone in Penumbra Springs is hearing you right now,” Val said.

Gregor looked at Val, and bowed his head.

“I care not what they think. If I did, I would be silent as a grave,” the master vampire said as he lifted his head.

“You were not part of the genocide, but you have information,” Simon said.

Gregor gave the darkling a small smile. “You want more information to test if I will be a valuable ally. I will answer any question you may have, to the best of my knowledge.”

“Why?” Simon said with a hard tone. “Why my people?”

Gregor’s smile faded, as he looked at the darkling with serious eyes.

“The empire thought the monstrous darkness coming for Urth was linked to your people. It made sense at the time, since the dark gods are ancient, powerful, and mysterious.

“It was a surprise to even the ancient members of Council, to discover after the raids, and executions, the dark gods soon left, taking many of their children with them. We all thought it was your dark gods who would come to swallow the world. It was difficult to acknowledge that it was something else entirely.”

Simon’s eye twitched.

“You murdered my people because of a guess?”

Gregor lifted a finger. “Let’s be clear, I didn’t murder any of your people, but yes, the empire took an educated guess.”

Simon’s shoulder twitched, and his hands made tight fists.

“Simon, let’s focus,” Gregor said as he lowered his hand. “There is a wish waiting at the bottom of the dungeon. If we pool our resources, we may very well reach it, together.”

The darkling looked down. He raised his hands to the sides of his head, and grasped his hair. He trembled as madness began to grow within his mind.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Simon growled. “If there is a wish, your people could have stormed the dungeon? You could hire an army to reach the bottom for the means to change this dark fate?”

Gregor’s demeanor was hard as stone, shadows covering his eyes.

“You think we didn’t try?”

Simon snapped his head up, and stared at the vampire.

“We sent into this very dungeon hundreds of mercenaries. They were slaughtered by the monsters that populated the dungeon. They only made it to the third level, before they appeared in the community center, unharmed.

“We sent in a hundred of our strongest vampires, powerful and skilled. They only made it to level seven.

“Many tried to penetrate the dungeon, but all of them failed. The Dread Dungeon knows what we do, and acts accordingly.”

“Until now,” Simon said with knowing eyes.

Gregor nodded. “No team has made it this far. The only difference in the equation is you, Simon. For some reason, the dungeon has been lenient because of you.”

Val pointed a gloved hand at the dead dragon. “You call this lenient?”

The master vampire ignored Val, his gaze purely on the darkling.

“Simon, if there is a chance we can reach the bottom, we must take it.”

Val leaned closer to Simon.

“You're the team leader now. It’s your decision,” Val whispered.

Simon’s thoughts cooled. He stood straighter with purpose in his dark eyes.

“Gregor, relinquish your title as team leader for Bloodstone, and join team Odd Bog.”

The master vampire knelt to one knee, and bowed his head.

“I relinquish my title as team leader of Bloodstone, and willingly join team Odd Bog.”

“You didn’t have to kneel,” Simon smirked.

“No, let him kneel. If he wants to be part of our team, he must work for it,” Val said with a fanged grin.

Simon looked down on the master vampire, his amusement bleeding away to blank eyes.

“Gregor, I don’t trust you, no matter how many vows you take before us, and Penumbra Springs. But you’re right. If we are to reach the bottom, we must pool our skills and power.”

Gregor looked up with understanding eyes. “As it should be. It simply means we will be on our toes as we make our way deeper, and eventually to our victory.”

The vampire stood up.

“Two vampires and a darkling enter a dungeon. That sounds like the beginning of a joke,” Val said with deadpan humor.

Simon smiled at Val, before turning his gaze to the dragon treasure hoard across the river of magma.

“We should get our loot before we make our way down,” Simon said when he heard a voice from behind him.

Simon, Val, and Gregor turned to see a blonde elf in priest robes stumble toward them. He used his staff to help navigate the treacherous ground, but to everyone watching, he was clearly weakened.

Simon led the way, Val and Gregor followed. They crossed the small distance to the elf.

The elf let out an exhausted gasp, and fell to his knees.

“I’m…the only…one left…from my…team,” the elf huffed with sad eyes.

Simon knelt to the elf with a friendly demeanor.

The elf looked at the darkling, and sighed. “I understand if you want to cut my head off to eliminate the competition. Go ahead. Let’s get this over with,” he said as he lowered his head a little.

Simon smiled. “Your captain is an honorable team leader.”

“That she is,” the elf said, his head still leaning forward.

“It was impressive, that golden light that blasted the dragon.”

The elf nodded a little, his head still forward.

“That was my Wisp of Golden Faith. My faith guides it until it reaches its target, and explodes with holy power. Sadly, it uses me up, and I’m useless for hours. Can’t heal. Can’t use prayers of protection. Can barely stand.”

The elf lifted his head, and looked into Simon’s eyes. The elf’s eyes watered as his lip trembled.

“My captain was supposed to be here. I can’t find her.”

“I saw her throw herself on you, protecting you from falling debris,” Gregor mentioned.

“Oh.” Tolith said sadly.

Simon put his hand on the elf’s shoulder. “The four of us are the only ones left. We are forming a new team to continue down. We could use a cleric.”

The elf smiled for a moment, before it turned into a frown. “I won’t be any good to anyone for a while.”

“But you will be, with time. For now, we can help you along, Tolith,” Simon smiled.

Tolith’s smile returned. “I can do that.”

Simon took hold of Tolith’s hand, and helped the elf stand up. The elf put a hand on Simon’s shoulder, trying to steady himself.

“Let’s check out our loot,” Simon said as he led the way, Tolith hanging on the darkling’s shoulder.

The four runners walked slowly toward the dragon’s hoard. It gleamed with golden light, as hot magma surrounded it.

When they reached the end, Val and Gregor leapt over the lava river easily, and landed on the edge of the large heap of coins and treasures.

Simon lifted Tolith into his arms, and leapt over to the other side. When they landed, the darkling helped the elf to sit down. Tolith leaned his back against a pile of coins.

Simon stood up, and looked around. The dragon’s hoard was large, but useless. Taking any amount of coins would mean little if there was nowhere to spend it. They had already passed a market level, and the darkling doubted they would pass another.

“What you seek is to your left.”

Simon turned, and stared a silver metal tube sticking out of a pile of coins. The darkling moved closer, and plucked the tube out of the surrounding gold coins. He turned it around in his hands, as information filled the corner of his gaze.

A page from the Nox Porta!

Two of Eight

Simon didn’t waste any time putting the tube in his satchel, and closing the top.

Another step closer to my goals, but there is a piece of me that feels hollow, and lost again. Without the others, I don’t feel whole.

Simon heard a shout, and lifted his gaze to Val, standing on a pile of gold coins.

“I found a short sword called Life Drinker! It restores hits from anyone I damage with it. This is a delightful way to kill my enemies, and restore my blood, and health,” the vamp said with a fanged smile.

Simon smiled at Val, before shifting his gaze to Gregor. The master vampire stood up, an arcane shield on his arm.

“It would appear you’re not the only one with a new shield. This one is called Shield of Absorption. As long as I have it on my arm, it will absorb damage anywhere else on my person,” Gregor said.

Simon’s smile faded from his expression. He turned around and continued to search the dragon’s treasure hoard.

I see many useless trinkets, and coins, but I need something to help me best the monsters that lurk further down.

The darkling caught the gleam of something half-buried in a pile of coins. He climbed to it easily, and saw it was a pair of metal bracers. He pulled them up and held them before his gaze. There were giant humanoids with smaller people at their feet carved into each one.

Bracers of Giant’s Strength

Rare

Armor: +2

Enchantment: Grants +4 to Strength

Use: Tear down walls and bash enemies!

Simon nodded to himself as he put a bracer on each arm.

A sudden surge of power filled him, like he could lift a boulder over his head, and throw it.

The feeling remained as he looked at the stats for his new shield Tara gifted to him.

Shield of Fire Resistance

Uncommon

Armor: +2

Enchantment: The shield will not take any fire damage.

Use: Block the flames of your enemies.

Simon felt better having the shield. The added armor would help protect him. What he can discern from the enchantment, the shield doesn’t take direct fire damage, but he can still be harmed by fire if it hits him anywhere the shield is not blocking.

The darkling called up his stats. He looked them over, and saw everything was kind of jumbled. He moved things around with measured thoughts, and anointed a few more items to him. He put some of his weapons in inventory, since he no longer used them.

The darkling placed his extra attribute to his Strength, to maximize his new strength with the bracers.

When he was finished, he looked at his stats again.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 49

Armor: 12

Hits: 20

Attributes

Strength: 21 (Colossal +5)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity: 19 (Mighty +3)

Will: 18/20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 18 (Mighty +3)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Mighty)

Madness Surge (Mighty)

Whisper of the Abyss (Formidable)

Veil of Shadows (Potent)

Eldritch Touch (Feeble)

Anointed Gear (6)

Bone Splitter: Battleaxe. Uncommon. Damage: 6

Shadowfang: Short Sword. Rare. Damage: 6. Ability: Shadow Meld. Wither.

Bracers of Giant’s Strength: Rare. +2 Armor. Ability: +4 Strength

Shield of Fire Resistance: Uncommon. +2 Armor. Ability: Resist Fire

Page of the Nox Porta: 1 of 8

Page of the Nox Porta: 2 of 8

Gear

Iron Armor: Uncommon. Armor: 5

Satchel of Holding: Common. Ability: Hold many items. No added weight.

Leather Armor: (Inventory) Common. Armor: 2

Club of Hitting: (Inventory) Club. Common. Damage: 5

Simon nodded to himself, liking the changes. He was about to walk away, when he spotted some cloth sticking out from another pile of gold.

The darkling reached down, and pulled at the cloth. A whole robe was pulled out of the shifting gold pile.

Simon looked at the stats of the robe as they filled his gaze.

Robe of Stone

Uncommon

Armor: +6

Use: Protection for Mages and Clerics

Simon smirked. He made his way over to the sitting cleric. Tolith looked up at the darkling with curious, tired eyes. The darkling handed the robe to the elf.

“For our new cleric. It should add a little more protection than your current robe.”

The elf’s eyes trembled as he held the robe close.

“Thank you, Simon,” he said with sincere gratitude.

Simon smiled, but his expression turned to concern as the elf looked down on his new robe with sad eyes.

“Tolith?”

The elf sighed. “I’m very weak, and this is a new item. I can’t will it onto my body until I anoint it.”

The elf looked at Simon with scared eyes. “Can you help me undress and put it on?”

Simon chuckled.

“Sure,” the darkling said as he knelt to the weak elf.

Val was checking out her new short sword, when she glanced over to Simon and Tolith. A wicked smirk formed as she watched Simon help undress the elf. She spotted his elfhood, and she nodded her approval to his rather large, thick size.

“The captain wasn’t lying,” Val whispered to herself.

When the elf was clothed in his new robe, he leaned on Simon with eyes filled with gratitude.          

A small rumble filled the air.

All heads and eyes turned to the cavern wall behind the dragon’s hoard. It shifted, and slid down, revealing a new tunnel.

“So cliché,” Val chuckled to herself.

Tolith leaned on Simon’s shoulder as they climbed the piles of gold. Val and Gregor joined them.

The foursome made their way over the dragon’s horde, and to the tunnel. They all spied the stairs leading down.

“From this point on, we work as a team,” Simon said plainly.

Heads nodded in agreement.

The new Odd Bog team made their way into the tunnel, and down the stairs.

Simon led the way, a desperate destiny before him, but a dark plan hovering within his thoughts.


Chapter 35

Truth, Lies, and Honor  

Captain Violet Juul, and her crew, sat handcuffed in the back of a moving van. It bounced with every bump on the road, much to the captain’s annoyed demeanor.

The elf with blue hair looked at her crew. They were sullen, their arms behind their backs, and heads bowed slightly.

The captain turned her gaze to the black metal mesh. Beyond the protective screen, a driver watched the dark road. Beside him, there was a man with short white hair, and pale white skin. The elf could see the noose around his neck. When he picked her, and her crew up, he wore it like a tie.

“The dragon was lying,” Captain Juul muttered yet again.

The pale man was silent.

“You’re going to look stupid when we arrive at our home,” the elf said with a dark chuckle.

“I’m head of security of Penumbra Springs, and it is my duty to establish the truth from the lies,” the man said.

Violet closed her eyes, and let out a sigh.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you see in the dungeon, Claymore.”

“Commander Claymore,” the pale man said without turning his head.

“Whatever,” Violet sighed. “If you’re wrong about this, is there some kind of compensation? Or will I have to contact my agent from the Dimensional Exchange Program?”

Claymore’s eyes narrowed, but remained silent.

“They will not look too kindly at how the head of security for Penumbra Springs treated its residents.”

“If the dragon was right, I will gladly hand you over to the DEP agency,” Claymore said in a low tone.

“If the dragon lied, I can be paid off to keep quiet,” Violet smirked.

Claymore turned his head to the screen. Dark, cold eyes stared back at the elf. His face looked like it was made from hard, white granite. The noose around his neck hung loosely, the end of the rope frayed like it was chewed off. His broad shoulders nearly blocked out the entire window.

“Let’s be clear, if I can find any excuse to remove every member of your hamlet, and send you lot to the DEP agency, I will. I despise your kind, and I don’t care if you know it.”

“Nobody despises elves,” Violet blinked innocently.

Claymore’s eyes narrowed to angry slits.

“Pirates have no place in this community,” Claymore clarified.

“But vampires do? It’s strange how vampires murdered many darklings, but I don’t see them being put into vans,” the elf said with a whimsical tone.

Claymore turned around, and looked at the dark road.

“That is a different matter I must investigate. They are not above the laws of the community. They will be handled, by me, or many others,” Claymore said with a grim tone.

Violet sat back with a small smile, and closed eyes.

Several black vans raced to the secluded hamlet. When they drove into a wide cul-de-sac, the doors to every house were open, elves standing beside them with wide smiles.

The vans formed a rough circle. Armed security stepped out with assault rifles in hands, and enchanted short swords at their belts. They spread out and secured the area.

Commander Claymore stepped out of his van. He was tall, standing at seven feet. He moved to the back of the van, opened the door, and looked at the blue-haired elf.

“Ms. Juul, you’re with me,” Claymore commanded.

The crew looked to their captain for orders.

“Stay here. I will return as a free elf,” the elf said as she stood up with her hands behind her back.

Claymore waited until she hopped out, and stood before him.

The large man took hold of her arm, and walked with her to house numbered eight.

Elves smiled brightly as guns were pointed at them.

Claymore looked around as he entered Violet’s home. A security team swept the house in under a minute. One stood by the door to the basement.

Claymore guided Violet with him to the doorway. He walked down first. Violet hopped down each step with both her feet. She didn’t have to. She just thought it was fun to hop.

The large undead man reached the bottom. He glared around at the furnished basement. It was completely empty.

Violet hopped down to the last step. She walked to the large man’s side, and smiled.

“You could be hiding it with a spell,” Claymore growled as his large hand slipped into his jacket pocket.

Violet watched as he pulled out an orb, and held it out before him.

“Orb of Seeing. It will show me anything hidden, or what was here for the last few weeks,” he muttered before he said an arcane word.

The orb glowed, before a light shot out.

The undead man, and pirate elf, watched ghostly images of different crew members, and the captain, playing cards, talking, and laughing. It also showed the many times they enjoyed pizza.

Claymore closed his large fingers over the orb, and placed it in his pocket. Dark shadows covered his eyes.

“We use the basement to hang out, play cards, and eat pizza,” Violet said as she shifted her hands behind her, and there was a click.

Violet brought her hands around, and lifted the dangling cuffs to the large man.

“These are yours,” the captain said.

Claymore took the cuffs and stuffed them in a large jacket pocket.

“In my humble opinion, the vampires should be looked at closely,” Violet mentioned.

Claymore sighed. “Penumbra Security apologizes for the inconvenience. You, and your hamlet, will be compensated for your time. We appreciate your patience in this matter of security.”

“I hope now there can be a mutual respect between us, and our people?” Violet said with a knowing whimsey.

“Yes, Ms. Juul,” Claymore said with a low tone.

***

Simon swung Bone Splitter like a titan. Insect humanoids rushed him, and the team, with sharp, scythe-like arms, while their small arms held daggers, or short swords. Their large, yellow oval eyes stared emotionlessly as they were sliced to pieces, foul ichor splashing on the runners.

Val’s form, and swords, moved in quick, deadly blurs. She ended each xykk soldier with a swing of her blades, but more of the insect humanoids replaced them.

“I’m never going to get their blood out of my clothes!” the vamp shouted as she continued to slice the xykks to pieces.

Gregor moved in perfectly controlled, and deadly arcs. The master vampire was like a shadow in plain sight, his sword slicing through the insectoids with the ease of a master chef. And when the swarms began to overwhelm him, he simply sliced at his palm, and his blood spurted into a disc. Under his control, it spun and moved under his control, slicing through dozens of xykks without mercy.

Tolith stood between the trio, keeping a holy barrier up. He clutching his holy staff in fear, watching two vampires and a darkling massacre the xykk swarm.

Simon stared with emotionless eyes as his axe moved in quick blurs. His strength was colossal, his axe meeting almost no resistance as xykks were cut in half, or beheaded.

As clear insectoid blood splashed against him, memories poured over his mind. An image floated of how the team reached the fifty-first level, and were immediately attacked by a xykk patrol.

There was no discussion as the xykks treated Team Odd Bog as intruders, and beset upon them like ants defending a hive.

For eight levels, Team Odd Bog fought through swarms of xykks. Hundreds upon hundreds of the insect monsters attacked the team, with only a few chances for the team to rest before they continued.

The early levels in the fifties were tough. Tolith had not regained his strength. The whole team defended him as he was on his knees, clutching his staff. It didn’t bother Simon that the elf was useless at that point. The darkling found nothing bothered him. He was numb, unable to form an emotion. When a warrior xykk aimed for the darkling’s neck, it was Gregor who parried it, and ended the xykk that managed to get so close unseen. Simon thanked the vampire and continued to fight. The darkling thought he should question why the vampire was being honorable? The xykk attack could have lowered his hits, allowing Gregor a chance to end him, but he didn’t. The master vampire stayed true to his word, as they fought on.

And fight on the team did. A thought slipped into darkling’s mind, the swarms were a test of endurance, but he found he didn’t care for speculation any longer. The truth about the slaughter of his people caused his thoughts to become jagged shards. They were killed because of a fearful guess, and it unsettled him. Simon knew that killing out of fear was a normal pastime for humans. Mythics of all kinds didn’t have such a luxury. Vastly outnumbered by humans, mythics had to band together, or be exterminated. It was the natural way of things.

Simon’s eyes darkened as a truth filled him. His people shepherded humans to ready them for the dark gods. When the time came, they would enslave, and feast on human minds as they created an eldritch utopia. It would not be a slaughter, but a beginning of a new era.

Simon could not stop the nagging thought that the vampires were right to fear his people. The dark gods could do as they wished, and all must serve, or perish.

Simon split a xykk in two, his eyes staring at each half as they fell away from each other.

If my people were here, I would be with them. I would smile, and carry on, waiting for the day the dark gods appeared, and feasted on everyone we watched over.

An image of Roma appeared in his mind’s eyes.

She is blessed with magic, but I can’t say it would be enough. I can’t know if she would be free, or her mind emptied to the hunger of my gods?

A maddening rage twisted in Simon’s spirit. He swung his axe wide, slicing six xykk’s across their thin, armored waists. They fell as his mind curled with furious rage.

I would have served gods that fled from greater threats instead of confronting them? My gods are cowards, just like the Vampire Empire, and all others who slay those they fear, or don’t understand.

Simon blinked.

I have been chasing a lie. They left me, and others to die. We are supposed to be the shepherds, not the wolves. We were meant to watch over the world, until the time was right. Now, that time will never come, because of fear.

Purple energy bled into Simon’s eyes. His mind shattered as madness consumed him.

Val sliced a xykk in half, when she looked over at the darkling, his body twitching.

“Simon?” the vamp called out with worried eyes.

Simon twitched until his entire body vibrated. Madness surged into the darkling, and his eyes glowed with purpose.

Like a cannon going off, the darkling blurred into the attacking xykks with battle-axe in hands.

Val and Tolith watched in disbelief as Simon shredded xykks by the dozens. Madness, speed, and strength tore through the xykk lines, leaving body parts floating in the air.      

Gregor slew the few xykks close to their group. Bloody piles of insectoid bodies littered the area as the vampire moved to Val, and Tolith’s sides. He watched with impressed eyes, as the darkling shattered the xykk ranks, and slew them with the ease of a skilled butcher.

When the last xykk was sliced in half, Simon slowed to a stop, the body falling behind him. He looked ahead to see the tunnel leading down to the sixtieth level.

The team made their way to Simon, and stood behind him. Val stared with concerned eyes, knowing something had changed in the simple darkling she first met in the Odd Bog cul-de-sac that night.

Simon continued to look ahead as he spoke, “The Xykk Queen is most likely on level sixty. If we walk down those stairs, we will be met with waves of xykks before we fight the queen.”

“If you fight like you just did, we will have a good victory,” Gregor said.

Simon looked at the exit archway, a madness in his eyes.

“It’s time to change the rules of the dungeon to our advantage.”

Gregor and Tolith looked at Simon with blank eyes.

Val moved in front of the darkling, and saw his eyes trembling with dripping madness.

“Simon, I’ve felt your mind when I tasted your blood. If we do what I think you want to do, we won’t make it to the end. We will be weakened, and beaten by whatever lurks on the bottom floors.”

Simon’s trembling irises stopped, and he looked at Val with a calm, serene gaze.

“Follow my lead, and be sure to step back when the time is right,” the darkling said in a small voice.

“Simon,” Val said with deep concern.

The darkling put his hand on her shoulder, and gave it a caring squeeze.

“We’ll be okay. I promise.”

“Is everything okay?” Tolith asked with wide eyes.

Simon nodded without looking back.

“Everything is fine. Just watch my back on the next level.”

“Simon, we can beat this dungeon the normal route,” Val said with a harsh whisper.

“No, we won’t,” the darkling said with a calm tone. “We need an edge, or the dungeon will win, and all of this will be for nothing.”

Simon stepped past the vamp. Val stared at nothing, uncertainty in her gaze. 

The darkling took a small inhale, and exhaled, “Grendall, Grendall, Grendall.”

There was no flash of magic, or some sound to signify any change. Everything was as it was.

“Follow me,” Simon said, and started walking.

The team followed.

Val watched Simon, a feeling twisting within her. New emotions strangled her, not of love, but of possible miscalculations. The dread run was meant to be a simple dungeon dive. She thought she would get to know her neighbor as they slew all manner of monsters. Now, reaching the bottom consumed her. Being closer to the prize meant she could change the darkness in her past.

Val followed as Simon entered the archway, and made his way down. A weight pressed on her, and she wanted to push it away for good.

The team made their way down the stairs as the glow of life left the large yellow eyes of a dismembered xykk on the dungeon floor.


Chapter 36

A Price to Pay  

A black car pulled into the Odd Bog hamlet. It rolled to a halt, the moon casting a glow over the cul-de-sac.

A woman stepped out, her gaze taking in the area.

A door opened to a small, fortress-like home. Tara stepped out, a sword in her hand. The living woman eyed the newcomer, a pale woman with short dark hair, and her gaze narrowed in contempt.

Another door opened, and Bridget stepped out with her own hard gaze on the lone woman in their hamlet.

The woman put her hands up, her expression simple, with traces of surrender.

“I’m only here to speak with Roma,” Serenity said loud enough for all to hear.

The front door to the witch’s house opened. Roma stepped out in a green robe, her flaming red hair tied back in a bun. Her green eyes looked upon the vampire with deep annoyance.

“What’s so important that you have to come to our hamlet, and my home?” the witch asked with a hand twisted into an arcane gesture.

Serenity bowed her head to the witch as she spoke, “I come in peace, and with a request that only you can help all vampire kind.”

***

Simon led the way as the team followed. The stairs were dark, and shadowy. Val was behind the darkling, her whole-body tense as they made their way down.

Gregor made his way down the steps with ease, but the master vampire’s senses spread out to ensure nothing snuck up on them in the dark.

Tolith stepped down, staff in hand. The cleric’s eyes darted around in subdued panic.

Simon was at ease when they reached the sixtieth level. It wasn’t the level where they would have to fight a xykk queen or swarm, but a level he needed to gain the advantage within the Dread Dungeon.

When the darkling reached the entrance archway, he stared out at a small sea of shelves filled with books. Large lanterns hung from thick chains, casting a comfortable glow across the entire cavern.

“You’ve decided to summon me again. How interesting. Please, come to the center of my library. No need to find your way through the maze. I will have a path made for you,” echoed along the cavern walls, and within the team’s minds.

“Simon, I don’t think this is a good idea. If he is powerful enough to send us further down into the dungeon, that means he is powerful enough to end our run,” Val mentioned.

“We refused the ogre’s offer because we didn’t know if it was a trick. Are you sure we should play this game with him again?” Gregor asked.

“He has a dark, demonic spirit. That is why my captain refused to take his offer,” Tolith added.

Simon spoke without looking back at his team, “We have been going about this run all wrong. Pride, and working within the dungeon’s rules hasn’t worked much for our advantage. While everyone has been playing the game, I’ve been studying it. Each encounter has given me a clue, and each boss battle has reaffirmed my suspicions.

“If we keep making our way down the way we have, it would only mean our demise, one by one. I have a plan, but if we are to succeed, everyone here will need to trust me.”

“I trust you,” Val said.

Simon nodded, before he turned and faced Gregor and Tolith. “Val, I know you trust me,” he said plainly.

Gregor eyed the darkling. “How can I further show I am an ally?”

Simon stared at the master vampire. “When the time is right, do not draw your sword to defend me, others, or yourself.”

Gregor continued to size-up the darkling. A tense moment floated between them, before Gregor nodded.

“I understand the test, and I will not draw my sword when the moment comes,” Gregor said.

Simon nodded, before turning his gaze to Tolith.

“What do you ask of me?” the elf blinked.

“Be yourself,” Simon smiled.

The elf cleric’s eyes looked away in confusion. He then nodded as he clutched his staff.

“Let’s go,” Simon said as he turned around, and made his way down the stairs of the stone platform.

The rest of the team followed.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, they noticed Grendall was true to his word. The high bookshelves were arranged in a singular corridor to the middle of the level. They could all see the purple and gold furniture at the end.

The darkling pressed on, and the rest of the team followed.

It didn’t take long for the Odd Bog team to reach the center. They all stepped into the seating area. It was filled with places to sit, tables of fruit and breads, and a lone, slender ogre, with a full glass of wine in his hand. He swirled his wine. A small gleam touched his eyes upon seeing the ragtag team enter his domain.

“The last of three grand runner-teams. I commend you on such an accomplishment. Please, come in. Take a seat, and enjoy anything you like before you.”

Grendall shifted his gaze to the pair of vampires. “Pick up a glass, and it will be filled with warm, delicious blood.”

Val and Gregor made no move for any glass on the tables of food.

The ogre shrugged. “So be it. What can I do for the best of the best?”

Simon stepped forward a little to the ogre, and stopped about six feet from him. Grendall sipped his wine, keeping an amused smile.

Simon regarded the ogre with a blank gaze.

“We wish to speak about your offer again,” the darkling said plainly.

Grendall gave a simple nod, still swirling his wine. “The offer still stands. In exchange for some of your attributes, I will portal your group thirty levels down.

“Since you’ve come so far, and made it to level sixty, this will place you in stone’s throw of the end.”

The ogre lifted his left hand, and touched the purple crystal shard hanging against his chest. A gold chain encircled his neck, the shard hanging from it.

“But I must warn you, to reach level ninety, without exploring the later parts of the dungeon, will leave you at a disadvantage. Reaching deeper depths in your weakened state may mean your demise within the game.

“It pains me to say such things. I have toasted to your victories, and shed a tear at your defeats. It has been quite a run, but I am not here to guide your decisions, but as a means to an end.”

Simon nodded at the ogre, his gaze still plain.

“We understand the risks, but we could use some more information. Can you tell us what to expect on the last ten floors? Maybe places for better gear?” the darkling asked.

Grendall sipped from his glass, before looking up in a contemplative gaze.

“I’m afraid there will be no gear to acquire on those levels. The last ten levels are the end of the run, and therefore, the most dangerous. I can tell you what lurks on those levels, to give you an idea of what to expect.”

“Please do,” Simon said, all ears.

Grendall lowered his gaze to Simon. He glanced at the other three, a tension in their eyes only he could see. The ogre looked at Simon, not reading a single emotion from the darkling. It intrigued him that he could not see, nor feel, what lurked in the darkling’s mind.

“There are five bosses on every other level. The levels between are for your team to regroup, rest, and plan. The portal from here will have you arrive on level ninety.

“On level ninety-one, you will encounter Kell, the Ice Lord. He is a giant, and much like the Lady of Cinders, he can control ice as well as the dragon could control fire.

“On level ninety-three, you will encounter Remorse, the Devil Witch. A master of dark magic. You will need a degree of luck and skill to beat her.

“Level ninety-five will be home to Skuth, the Leech Serpent. A giant serpent with many glowing eyes. He enjoys feeding on power.

“Level ninety-seven will have Koth, the Demon Fiend. A demon who sought out the powers of corruption, and was infected by the very thing he sought. Even for a demon, he is terrifying, and powerful. Rest up before you test him.”

A mischievous gleam filled the ogre’s eyes as he looked at Simon. “As for the famed level ninety-nine, I cannot say who, or what resides there. It is a secret, even from me, and saved for those who best the dungeon.”

Simon nodded. “Thank you, Grendall. This information will be most useful. As for the price of your portal, we are all ready to pay five attribute points each for it.”

Grendall eyed the darkling, a sly smirk stabbing into his cheek. “I’m afraid the price has gone up since we last met.”

There was a sudden silence as the rest of the team looked at the darkling from behind. The tension grew thicker, even Gregor had his hand on the pommel of his sheathed sword.

Simon eyed the ogre, his expression still blank.

“What is your new price?”

Gregor’s eyes shone with greed. “Ten points from two attributes, for a total of twenty.”

Val let out a hard laugh. The vamp shook her head as her laughter rang out, echoing across the cavern.

Gregor and Tolith looked over at the laughing vampire with questioning gazes.

Val stopped, and looked into the ogre’s amused eyes. “You expect us to give up twenty attributes for passage to the last ten levels, with the most dangerous monsters in the dungeon waiting to pound us to paste? You are truly mad, and your fashion sense sucks. Purple and gold together? How gaudy, and lacks true style!

“I don’t believe I am speaking to you, vampire. I am speaking to your team leader,” Grendall said with his gaze still meeting Simon’s blank eyes. “Do we have a deal, or do I send you on your merry way to your eventual deaths?”

Simon lifted a hand, and rubbed his chin.

The cavern was silent, everyone watching, and waiting for his decision.

“Twenty attribute points is a steep price,” the darkling said.

“I have many stories to write. I will put them to good use, ensuring every drop of inspiration is put to quill and paper. The stories will live on in my library for thousands of years to come.”

“Who will read from this library?” Gregor asked.

Grendall looked at the master vampire, and grinned. “Well, I will. There is no masturbation quite as titillating as an author reading their own work. It is better than any wine, food, or sex across any realm.”

“You’re weird,” Val hissed.

Grendall put his hand to his chest in faux shock. “I’m weird? Look in a mirror my dear Val. Your fashion sense died decades ago, as did your purpose. You’re a killer, and that is all you will ever be.”

Val lifted a gloved hand and took hold of her sword, but didn’t unsheathe it.

“Insults?” Simon asked the ogre.

Grendall fixed the collar of his cloak as he looked at the darkling.

“I don’t take well to insults. Forgive me, Lord Shade. Do we have a deal?”

Simon eyed the ogre, before his gaze fell to the amulet.

Grendall’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe what I am seeing. You are thinking you can take my amulet by force?”

The ogre snickered as his gaze took on a violent gleam. “Even if you had a slim chance to take my precious, the price will remain the same. It cannot be used without sacrifice. That is by my design.”

Simon lifted his gaze to meet the ogre’s eyes. “Hand over the amulet.”

“Hand over my amulet?” Grendall said before a haunting laugh filled the cavern.

When it died, the ogre continued, “You are mad, just like the rest of your kind. The vampires were right, you know. They did your realm a service by ridding Urth of a dark army that could change everything once their gods commanded it.

“This transaction is absurd if you think you can change anything by violence against me. I had thought better of you, and I can see I was wrong. The offer is no longer on the table. Continue into the dungeon and perish like the trash you are.”

Simon’s arm whipped up in a blur, his fingers inches from the portal amulet.

Grendall tut-tutted before he faded into a blur.

Gregor bent his knees as Tolith grasped his staff tighter.

Val took hold of her blades, ready to unsheathe them from over her shoulders, when a sharp, blazing hot pain stabbed into her back.

Val let out a sharp grunt. Her eyes widened, seeing her hit points drain to one. A weakness filled her, as a voice drifted over her shoulder.

“On your knees, little vamp,” the ogre hissed as he glared at Simon.

The darkling had turned around. He stared with an emotionless gaze on the slender ogre behind Val.

Val lowered to her knees, and let go of her sword handles. She breathed slowly, knowing one move, and her run was over.

Gregor bent forward, partially hidden behind the vamp. “If I twist the blade, your precious Val will perish.

“It won’t take me long to defeat the rest of you for this insult.”

Gregor gripped the pommel of his sword. When he glanced at Simon, he noticed the darkling was still. A sense of understanding flowed over the master vampire, and he let go of his sword handle.

Tolith stared at Val. The elf didn’t have any spells to heal the undead, but he readied a prayer that could change the situation.

Simon’s eyes vibrated with a maddening power. A smile formed as he turned, and looked at Grendall and Val.

Val stared at the darkling, unsure what was going to happen next.

“You can kill her. You can kill my whole team. I don’t need them to get to the bottom of the dungeon,” the darkling said with a sinister tone.

Val’s eyes widened a hair.

Deep shadows covered Gregor’s features.

Tolith trembled with his gaze still on Val.

“You truly are a darkling for such cold treachery. No emotion, just a singular vision of your goals. You are a credit to your people, even if you are the last of them,” Grendall hissed.

Inky dark shadows filled many places of the cavern, and library. The lights hanging on thick chains casted a downward light, leaving many places for simple shards of darkness.

Simon blinked slowly as he took in the moment, and parted his lips.

“Insults never truly bothered me. To talk down to another, is such a primal, wasteful use of one’s energy. My gods knew, true power was a singular focus to any objective set forth by you, or those with you.”

“Then why did they leave you?” Grendall growled.

Simon’s smile grew a little wider. “I don’t know the entire reason, but I will find out.”

The ogre let out a dark chuckle. “It doesn’t matter. Your journey has come to an end. If you make the dread run again, I will remember your insult for all time.”

“Simon,” Val said with cool eyes.

The darkling didn’t say anything as his senses spread out. He felt every shadow within the area, and centered his mind on the shadow under the arm, and hand, holding the dagger.

“Val, it may be better for you on the surface,” Simon said in a low tone.

Val’s eyes took on a furious heat. “If you send me back, I will burn down your house,” she growled.

Simon’s eyes widened a hair.

“Oh,” the darkling said as he used his Veil of Shadows to take control of the shadow under the ogre’s wrist, and sliced upwards in a blink of time.

Grendall’s eyes widened as his wrist separated from his hand, ogre blood spurting.

Gregor drew his sword in one blink, flashed forward, and sliced across the ogre’s chest in another blink.

Grendall was falling back, blood spurting into the air as he tried to gather his wits.

Tolith whispered his prayer at the Val. A golden shield appeared around the vampire, a millimeter from her clothes and skin. The protective barrier pushed the dagger out of her back instantly, sending it clattering to the floor.

Val fell forward as Simon leapt over her. The darkling landed next to Gregor, the pair standing over the ogre. The vampire lifted his sword for a killing blow, but stopped as Simon lifted his hand before him, halting his attack.

Gregor stepped back and sheathed his sword as Simon was to his knees beside the bleeding ogre.

Grendall let out panicked whimpers as blood pumped from his wrist, and across his chest. A blink later, the wound across his chest began to close, as his wrist slowly stopped spurting blood.

Simon knew he had only seconds. He touched his hand to the side of Grendall’s head, and used his Eldritch Touch.

Grendall’s eyes lost focus, as his sanity swirled into chaotic confusion. Simon took hold of the amulet around the Grendall’ neck, and pressed it to the ogre’s cheek. Purple energy surged as the Grendall’s eyes widened in shocked confusion.

“Pay the price to open the portal,” Simon whispered.

“Pay…the…price,” Grendall repeated, lost to the darkling’s confident words.

“Grendall, remember, once the price is paid, you will write many books,” Simon’s voice taking on a smooth, kind edge.

The ogre smiled in the cloudy confusion.

“Yes…love…to…write…books,” he whispered in a dazed trance.

“Pay the price, and you will write forever,” Simon said with kind eyes.

“Yes…write…forever.”

The shard glowed bright against the ogre’s face. Grendall smiled as he closed his eyes, his energy seeping into the purple crystal.

Val was up, the wound in her back slowly closing. She stared at a pinpoint of swirling purple energy, not far from the group. It grew bigger with each passing moment.

“Simon!” the vamp said as Gregor and Tolith moved to her side.

“You’re doing so well,” Simon said with a friendly tone.

“Thank…you,” Grendall whispered with a happy smile.

The swirling flashed into a dark portal. Energies circled the oval opening in space and time. It hovered over the floor by a few inches. On the other side, a dungeon chamber waited.

“Simon, it’s open,” Val said urgently.

The darkling looked upon the ogre with a happy smile. “Grendall, you are a worthy guardian. May we meet again.”

“Yes…meet again,” Grendall said with closed eyes and a happy smile.

Simon lifted his hand and made a fist. Shadow blood emerged along his hand. A black, foot long spike stabbed out from the knuckles.

Without hesitation, Simon slammed down the gauntlet onto the ogre’s chest, the spike stabbing through the monster’s heart.

Grendall didn’t make a sound as his life was snuffed out. Blood began to pool under the ogre as he lay with a joyful expression painted across his features.

Simon pulled back his arm, with the spike. A hole in the ogre’s chest spilled blood as Simon stood up.

Black blood sank into his hand as he looked at the portal. He stepped over to the edge of it, and looked at his team.

“Time to go,” the darkling said normally.

Tolith moved to the portal with his head down. He didn’t look the darkling in the eyes, not after what he witnessed. He stepped in, and was instantly on the other side.

Gregor was next. He moved to the portal edge, and looked at Simon.

Nothing was said, but the master vampire nodded to the darkling, before stepping into the portal.

Val was next. She moved to the portal, and looked at Simon.

“I know this is all a game, but if this happened in reality,” she let the sentence hang in the air.

“I hope you never have to find out,” Simon said with understanding eyes.                 

The vamp eyed him, her heart beating once again.

Val stepped through the portal, and appeared on the other side.

Simon looked down on Grendall.

The darkling said nothing as he turned to the portal, and stepped through.

Once all were through, the portal slowly swirled shut, and was gone.

All that was left was a dead, smiling ogre, in his home of books of high adventures in distant, fantastical lands.


Chapter 37

A Voice in the Dark   

Four women sat at a table. Roma sat across from Serenity, as Tara sat to one side, and Bridget on the other. Tara had a short sword sheathed at her belt, her hard gaze on the vampire in their midst.

“I assure you this is for the greater good,” the vampire said as she reached into her large coat pocket.

Tara kept her hand on the pommel of her blade, ready to use it in an instant.

Roma eyed the vampire, and she lifted an orb with a melted metal along the bottom of it. Little warped metal pegs stabbed out from under it. Serenity placed it on the middle of the table, and stared at Roma.

“What is it?” Bridget asked.

“It’s an Orb of Telepathy. A strong artifact. There are only six known to exist on Urth,” Roma said coolly.

Serenity nodded. “It will be powerful enough to penetrate the dungeon’s mystical defenses, and speak directly to Simon.”

Bridget looked over to the vampire, a light just above the table casting long shadows along everyone sitting across from each other.

“IT can’t talk to the runners directly? I thought the dungeon was wired with modern day systems, and dimensional hopping drones?” the flesh golem questioned.

Serenity closed her eyes in frustration. “We’ve already tried that, including the backup systems. The dungeon has cut off all communication between the players, and everyone outside of the game. The observation systems are still working, but little else. Everyone is simply watching what is happening.”

The vampire opened her eyes and looked across the table to Roma’s serious gaze.

“We need you to contact Simon, and tell him, the Vampire Empire will make amends for what was done to his people.”

Roma kept her hard gaze. “And why would I do that? The empire had no issues with giving an order to wipe out his people, but now that Simon is close to victory, all of you are afraid of him?” 

Serenity’s eyes softened. “We do not deny what happened. That is why we want to make amends. It was wrong to take such drastic measures with a potential threat.”

Roma’s green eyes narrowed. “You’re worried he is going to use his power to wipe you all out. That is the only reason why you’re here with your tail between your legs. You have to clean up this mess before it gets out of hand.”

The witch leaned forward a little with a subdued rage in her eyes.

“If he fails to reach the bottom, I’m sure you, and the council, will rescind this display of forgiveness and redemption.”

Serenity was cool as ice water, her gaze still meeting Roma’s hard gaze.

“Simon, like his people, are enigmas. They don’t follow most rules across all worlds. Their singular purpose is to ensure the populace is large enough, and healthy enough, for their strange gods to consume, and subjugate. They are always a threat to everyone.

“We can talk till our ears bleed over what is right and wrong, but everyone at this table knows, neither of those concepts actually exist. If there was no witness to what we did, there is no cosmic judge to dispense judgment.”

“You forget Samhain, and his armies of Witch Angels,” Roma said with a hard edge.

Serenity smirked. “No witch angels came after us for such an injustice. I would say that speaks louder than anything I can say.”

Roma knew the vampire was right in a way, but it didn’t take away the pain she knew Simon endured.

“Roma, everyone knows your feelings for him, and his feelings for you. That is why I am here. We can make things right again. If he succeeds, and reaches the bottom level, he will earn his prize.

“We have calculated, there is a small chance he wipes out vampire-kind, but there is a greater chance he will achieve demi-godhood. With such power, my people can still be wiped out, and his influence will extend to the stars. His gods may return, and bring a wrath Urth has never seen before.”

Roma’s hard gaze weakened. “What about the dark thing coming towards Urth? Simon may save all of us from it?”

Serenity let out a small sigh. “If Simon’s dark gods, who have existed before the beginning of time, left. What makes you think he has any chance to stop it? Besides, that threat may be long after we’re gone from this plane of existence. We must handle the closer dangers.”

The vampire sat back. Her eyes were filled with calm understanding.

Roma looked down at the orb.

“What needs to be done?” the witch asked.

Serenity sat back and looked at Roma with a keen gaze.

“The orb will bridge a connection between you, and Simon. There won’t be much time to talk, so you will have to be quick. Simply tell him the Vampire Empire pledges to make amends to him, and any of his kind still in hiding on Urth. He will listen to you.”

The witch lifted her gaze back to Serenity’s eyes. “What about compensation for us doing this?”

The vampire’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

Roma smirked. “I know your people have their pointy fingers in everything. That is no secret. I don’t know how you do it, but I want Lydia Lark to no longer be the leader of the Moon Glow Hamlet. Replace her with anyone else that is not under her influence, or has ties with her.”

“That will be difficult,” Serenity said.

Roma simply stared at the vampire.

“I will see what I can do. Anything else?”

“Expand the Odd Bog Hamlet, but keep our houses where they are. Due to our growing popularity, there will be newcomers who will want to live here. Any mythic can move here if they wish.”

Serenity let out a long exhale. “It will be expensive, and time consuming, but okay.”

“A million soozes in each of our accounts,” Tara smirked.

The vampire glanced at the former wight with a lifted eyebrow.

“And large pools in our backwards. Nice ones, built into the ground,” Bridget added.

Serenity glanced around the table, before her gaze fell on Roma’s confident eyes.

“Yes, to everything my neighbors asked for,” Roma smiled.

“Alright,” Serenity said with an annoyed heat in her gaze.

“This is a verbal contract, and you pledge to those things. My neighbors are witnesses. We get all those things just by speaking with Simon, and relaying your message. If the Vampire Council doesn’t hold up their end of the bargain, always remember, we are friends with Simon,” Roma let the last sentence linger in the air.

“You have my word all will be done. Now, touch the orb. You will feel the connection when you get through to him. After that, you may have a minute to speak before the connection is severed.”

Bridget and Tara looked over to Roma.

The witch let out a soft exhale. She stared at the orb, her thoughts filled with Simon.

She lifted her hand, and it hovered over the orb. Everyone else at the table watched her with attentive gazes.

***

An alert filled the corner of Simon’s gaze.

Eldritch Touch increased to Moderate

The ninetieth dungeon level was a small cavern, with a few old, cracked pillars. The walls were rocky in some places, smooth in others. It was a patchwork of an ancient cave, with some signs of what used to be a built-out chamber.

Simon stared at the exit archway at the other end, as the rest of the team mulled about behind him.

“Why does it feel this is the end for all of us?” Val said as she brushed away a lock of short hair from her eye.

“Because it is,” Gregor said as he turned his gaze to the darkling. “Simon, you mentioned we needed to trust you. I do hope you have a plan.”

Simon nodded.

“What a relief,” Tolith said with a small voice as he sat on a large rock, clutching his staff.

Gregor stood taller. “We would all like to hear it. It’s the least you can do after making us take the portal to the last ten levels, and our potential doom.”

Simon continued to stare at the archway, over a hundred and fifty away from him.

“I’m surprised you didn’t see the weakness of each boss during the conflicts,” the darkling said in a distant voice.

“What weakness? All of them were impressive. We needed whole teams to beat them. Lady Vizyss required all three teams to best her, and we lost most of our teams in that fight,” Gregor said with a hard tone.

Simon turned on his heels, and faced his team with dreamy, faraway eyes.

“Gregor, Tolith, when you fought bosses before you arrived at level fifty, did any of them share something in common?”

“What do you mean?” the elf asked.

“Your question will have to be a little more specific,” Gregor said.

Val simply stared at Simon, her gaze lost.

Simon smiled a little. “Did they share anything in common, like a long speech, or some kind of revenge for one member of your team, or more?”

Tolith’s eyes widened.

Gregor rubbed his strong jaw.

“Tularr, the Tentacle Wraith, was a beast that constantly searched for the captain. We had discovered an ancient temple in long forgotten waters. We attempted to plunder it, when the wraith was released.

“It had followed us for a year, the crew and our ship barely avoiding it. We thought we escaped it for good when we came to Urth. To see it again, here in the dungeon, was a shock to all of us.

“There was no speech, but we were on two large ships, on a water level. Something lurked in the waters, following us. When it burst from the waters of the dungeon level, we fought with everything we had from spells to cannons on the ships. We finally put it down, but our boats were lost, and we had to swim to the exit,” Tolith explained.

Gregor spoke up with dark eyes, “The giant naga we fought had a speech, one we listened to because the walls were filled with spikes. She told us she would unleash them if we didn’t attempt to make a deal with her. It took some time, but our fight was on mutual rules between us, and the Naga. It was like Lady Vizyss’s rules.”

The master vampire continued to look down with dark eyes. “I think I am beginning to understand. Each boss level didn’t start right away. There was always some speech, or some kind of lurking in the background.”

Simon nodded. “I discovered the pattern right away. My team leader had a history with our first boss, a dwarf necromancer. He recounted his tales as my team leader listened. I told her we should attack, but she said she needed to hear what they had to say.”

The darkling turned his gaze to Val, and continued, “Tara was our team leader, and I did not want to disrespect her authority. I followed her, even though I suspected there was a pattern to each boss.”

The vamp looked at Simon, and nodded, understanding what he was trying to say.

Simon shifted his gaze to all three, keeping his smile.

“The dungeon bosses all need time to power up to their full strength. If I attack immediately upon entering a dungeon level, I will have a full minute before they reach full strength,” Simon explained.

The two vampires and the elf looked at Simon with a questioning gaze.

“If you attack?” Gregor said.

“Simon, we’re a team,” Val said.

The darkling nodded.

“Teamwork will not be an asset this time. Speed and power will win against the last bosses of the dungeon.”

Mouths opened to speak, but Simon held up a hand. They stopped as he continued.

“My Madness Surge increases all my physical attributes, and my intelligence. It also increases my awareness of various realities. My abilities have increased, making me much stronger than any weapon that may be in the dungeon.”

Gregor’s eyes flashed. “The deeper we go, the better items and weapons we get. If we went through each level to this one, we would have much better gear.”

Simon looked upon the master vampire with kind eyes. “Your people circumvent every rule for their power, but following the path of the dungeon will grant you enough power to succeed?”

Gregor parted his lips, and then closed them. He looked at Simon with knowing eyes, and nodded at him.

“You are correct, Simon. We tried to circumvent the rules before, and were crushed for it. We should have played the game, until we were ready to break the rules, like you have here.”

“And now we are ready to end this run on our terms,” Simon said with a bright gaze.

“Our terms?” Val said with a smarmy tone. “You’re ready to dart into the chambers of boss monsters on some idea that each one needs to power up. You know this will be a foolish attempt if a boss monster beats you to dust.”

“She’s right,” Gregor nodded.

Tolith watched all of them, silent as a mouse.

Simon kept his small smile. “There is a risk, but one I am willing to take. That is why, the three of you are my back-up team. If a boss is too difficult to slay in under a minute, you three come in and aid in the fight.”

Val crossed her arms against her stomach, her eyes glowing red. “Or we could all go in with you. Vampires have an ability like your Madness Surge. It’s called Blood Frenzy. We can activate our blood to become stronger, and faster.”

“There is a catch,” Gregor said to Val. “We know it only lasts about ten minutes. After that, we will need a large amount of blood to replenish ourselves. We will also be weakened afterwards.

“How much blood do you have stored on you?”

Val unfolded her arms, and checked her hip pouch. She dug around, and everyone clearly watched her lips moving as she counted.

When she was finished, she looked at the team with a dreary gaze.

“Maybe enough for two blood frenzies,” she said.

“I have enough for three,” Gregor added.

Simon nodded. “Save them until you need them. I can use my Madness Surge for a long time. Don’t try to match me, simply be there to help if needed.”

A hand rose up from behind the trio.

Simon looked over to Tolith. Val and Gregor also looked at the sitting elf.

“I don’t have any ability to make me stronger, or faster. My greatest power is my Wisp of Golden Faith. But once I use it, I am useless for hours, as you all know,” the elf said with sad eyes.

Simon walked over to Tolith, and sat down beside him. The elf looked at the darkling with sorrow in his gaze.

“Tolith, you don’t have to come. You can stay here if you wish. The level is safe. After a time, you can follow us.

“Once the bosses are defeated, you can easily walk to level ninety-nine, and earn your prize for defeating the dungeon. It will be the easiest win ever,” the darkling grinned.

Tolith’s oval eyes took on a lighter gleam, before shadows returned to his spirit.

“It would not be an earned victory. It will never sit well with me.”

Val walked over, and put a hand on the sitting elf’s shoulder. He looked up into her fanged smile, a hint of terror filling him.

“Fear not little duckling. You can follow us, and if we leave a beaten boss behind, but not slain, you can finish him off with that staff of yours,” the vamp grinned.

Tolith looked to the side with a nervous smile, unsure if Val’s words brought him any kind of comfort.

Simon kept his smile as he stood up.

“All of you, make your decisions, but I will make the first strikes. Even if we don’t make it, it was an incredible run.”

A tingling touched Simon’s mind. It grew bigger, and larger among his thoughts. When a voice drifted into his thoughts, the darkling took a relaxed demeanor.

“Simon?” Roma’s voice was like velvet mist across his mind.

“Roma,” he whispered with an affectionate edge.

“It’s me. Bridget and Tara are with me. Serenity is sitting across from me.”

Simon kept his small smile.

“Serenity, and every vampire across Urth, is afraid of me making it to the end,” he whispered.

“They are,” Roma giggled.

“What did they offer to you?”

“A lot. Too much to tell you now. I will tell you when you come back. But I do have to give an answer to Serenity, so she can pass it on.”

“Can they hear me?”

“No. It’s just between us.”

Simon’s smile grew a little more.

“Tell them whatever you like, and I will follow it. I lost my control for a little bit before, and it won’t happen again. They made their decisions, and I will make mine. When it’s all over, we will make a new future,” Simon whispered.

“I will make sure they squirm for what they have done, but before I go, I have something else to say.”

“I’m all ears,” Simon whispered as he stared at the exit archway at the other end of the small cavern.

“Whatever you decide to do, we will follow you. I will follow you.”

Simon’s heart thudded in his chest. It wasn’t just Roma’s love and affection, it was that he felt like he was part of something bigger than himself. The darkling knew he wasn’t allowed to fail on the last leg of the dungeon run, and he wouldn’t. There was too much at stake to end in failure.

“And I will follow you, and our friends. We will bend destiny and fate to a new horizon, and make many things right again.”

Simon slowly blinked, a happiness bleeding further into it.

“See you soon,” he whispered.

“See you soon,” Roma said with a sultry whisper.

The connection between them faded away.

Val stepped to Simon’s side, her gaze on the archway in the distance.

“Who were you whispering to?” the vamp asked.

“Roma, and our friends,” Simon answered.

The vamp nodded. “I hope they are enjoying all the work we’re going to do.”

“They will cheer us on,” Simon said before he turned to the beautiful vamp. “Odd Bog forever,” the darkling put out a fist to the vamp.

“Odd Bog forever,” Val smirked as she bumped her fist into his.


Chapter 38

Alacrity   

Team Odd Bog stood before the exit archway of level ninety. Val was close to Simon, as Gregor and Tolith stood a few feet behind the darkling.

The mood was dark, and filled with foreboding. The end of their journey rested on the shoulders of a darkling, ready to take on five boss-level monsters to reach the end.

“You’re insane,” Val whispered into Simon’s ear.

“I know,” the darkling smirked.

Val lifted a hand, and touched Simon’s chin. She gently turned his gaze to meet hers. Simon saw the beautiful vamp looking at him with a seductive gleam in her eyes.

“It’s one of your more attractive qualities. When this is all over, you, Roma, and I, need a chat about the future,” the vamp said with a breathy whisper.

Simon’s eyes took on a dreamy gleam, but not because of her words. He reached up, and took her hand into his. Val looked at him with parted lips, the tips of her fangs gleaming in the dim light.

“Val, if this journey takes us elsewhere, will you come with me?” the darkling asked.

The vamp stared, knowing the implications of his question. A faint feeling touched her, one she hadn’t known since she died. It was a living quality buried in her past. Now it had come back, the darkling’s madness bleeding into her own.

“You know the answer,” she whispered.

Simon nodded, and looked forward.

A darkness filled the area past the exit archway, leading down. It almost moved like a living thing, ready to devour him.

“We all know the plan?” Simon asked.

Val stepped back and nodded.

“We count to a hundred before chasing you down the next nine levels. If you are in the middle of the fight that is taking too long, we are to lend aid,” Gregor spoke up.

“And we are to hang back, to ensure you have plenty of room,” Tolith added with a small smile.

“And if we fall during the last leg of the run, waste no tears on the fallen,” Val said before she licked her lips.

Simon nodded as he brought up his stats.

Name: Simon Shade

Class: Darkling

Level: 60

Armor: 12

Hits: 20

Attributes

Strength: 21 (Colossal +5)

Intelligence: 16 (Mighty +3)

Dexterity: 19 (Mighty +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Influence: 18 (Mighty +3)

Abilities

Shadow Blood (Mighty)

Madness Surge (Mighty)

Whisper of the Abyss (Formidable)

Veil of Shadows (Potent)

Eldritch Touch (Moderate)

Anointed Gear (6)

Bone Splitter: Battleaxe. Uncommon. Damage: 6

Shadowfang: Short Sword. Rare. Damage: 6. Ability: Shadow Meld. Wither.

Bracers of Giant’s Strength: Rare. +2 Armor. Ability: +4 Strength

Shield of Fire Resistance: Uncommon. +2 Armor. Ability: Resist Fire

Page of the Nox Porta: 1 of 8

Page of the Nox Porta: 2 of 8

Gear

Iron Armor: Uncommon. Armor: 5

Satchel of Holding: Common. Ability: Hold many items. No added weight.

Leather Armor: (Inventory) Common. Armor: 2

Club of Hitting: (Inventory) Club. Common. Damage: 5

Simon looked over his stats, noting that with the bracers, his strength was well above most mythics. When his gaze fell to his Madness Surge, he knew, once he activated it, he would gain a +3 to his Strength, Intelligence, and Dexterity. They would be much closer to divine levels of power.

The Shield of Fire Resistance was strapped to his back. In a pinch, he can whip it around for added protection. Bone Splitter was strapped to his back, while Shadowfang was sheathed at his belt.

It didn’t escape Simon that his weapons may not be powerful enough to withstand every attack from the bosses in the lower levels, but they may be strong enough against a boss-monster charging up their power. He also had his shadow blood, which was powerful enough to cover his entire body in armor, and create weapons.

The mood chilled his spirit, ready to commit to the end.

“It was an honor, and a pleasure, to make this run. Even to those who are watching, thank you for being part of this journey. I will do my best, and if I fall, there will always be next time.”

Simon was silent for a moment.

On the surface, every member of the Penumbra Springs was glued to flatscreens, or watching the feed in their gazes. No one made a move, ready to watch if the darkling would make it to the end, or fall.

“This is very exciting. I hope it lasts,” Peter Dread said off-screen.

In the deepest parts of the dungeon, Simon called upon his Madness Surge, and it answered.

Muscles surged with power, as chaotic order stabbed into the darkling’s mind. His smile grew wide, as each eye moved in different directions. The very air around him began to waver, like reality was but a guideline.

Increased stats appeared in the corner of his eye.

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 23 (Madness Surge +3)

Strength: 24 (Ascendent +8) (Madness Surge +3)

Intelligence: 19 (Mighty +3) (Madness Surge +3)

Dexterity: 23 (Titan +7) (Madness Surge +3)

Will: 20 (Imposing +4)

Simon twitched as he felt he could punch his way down, through the very floor, to the next level. His dexterity was so high, he could keep pace with death itself. The energies within him had reached a fevered pitch, and he let out a hard laugh.

“I like…the taste,” Simon said before he blurred away so fast, it was like he simply disappeared.

Val looked up, her heart thudding in her chest.

“Start the countdown,” the vamp said as she stood at the ready.

Simon drank in every detail as he bolted down the stairs to the ninety first level. To him, the world seemed like it was barely moving as he teleported into an immense, icy cavern.

Shards of ice stabbed out from the ceiling, walls, and floor. The temperature was so low, the very air was on the verge of turning into pure ice.

Across the chamber, an immense giant sat on an ice throne. His skin was a deep, dark blue. His hair was long, and white as the driven snow. The giant’s beard was as majestic as his long hair. A huge hammer leaned against the ice throne.

“Your theory is true,” whispered a withered voice.

Simon kept his smile as he bolted forward. Boots touched the tip of spikes as he teleported across the cavern, toward the throne.

The giant slowly opened his glowing, blue eyes, as his lips parted.

“You think you can,” the giant’s eyes widened as Simon was right before his eyes, his arm now a black blade twelve feet long.

The giant’s hands lifted to catch the darkling, but was much too slow as Simon blurred forward, his black sword arm slicing halfway through the giant’s neck.

Simon grinned as his strength, and blade, cut through the giant’s neck until he hit the neckbone. It was tough, but with his enhanced speed and strength, his shoulder blurred as the blade-arm took on serrated teeth.

The giant tried to scream as cold blood poured down its throat and into its lungs. He tried to struggle, when he lost all feeling. Simon flashed past him, blood spray following the darkling.

Half of Simon’s body was covered in giant blood as he floated down, the giant’s head falling sideways. A fountain of blood surged as the darkling reached the floor, and teleported to the exit archway.

Kell, the Ice Lord has been defeated!

Encounter Rewards

Influence Bonus: +1

Gained +5 Hits

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 28 (Madness Surge +3)

Simon was already to the ninety-second level when the alert filled his gaze.

The darkling reached the exit archway, and teleported down to the ninety-third level.

A swampy forest appeared before him. The darkling teleported up to a treetop, and flashed across treetops in the immense cavern. Eyes moved, and swept entire locations as he darted across the top of the forest.

Time was ticking slowly, but the darkling knew every moment counted. He deduced the moment he entered a level, the boss would begin to charge. With some sort of devil witch on this level, she was going to be using magic at every turn.

One eye turned and caught sight of a glow deep down among the trees. Simon teleported to it, and was airborne.

Time moved slowly as his gaze drank it in. A few stone ruins littered the area. There was fire in a small, rocky stone circle. A robed figure was sitting before the fire, their witch hat stabbing up like a spike.

The witch lifted her face to the floating Simon, a simple red devil’s mask covered their face. It had curved horns curling up over the edge of the witch’s hat. A frown line was carved into it for a mouth. Oval eye sockets were dark, like there were no eyes behind the mask.

Simon teleported down to the ground level, his sword arm out, and ready to slash across, slicing the witch in half, when he saw that she was gone.

The darkling’s body vibrated with power as his eyes looked in all directions.

“You dare enter my forest,” the witch’s voice echoed.

She’s buying time until her power increases to full strength. I have thirty seconds to finish this, and I feel every second tick by like shards of glass across my mind.

“I am Remorse, the Devil Witch! And remorse is what you’re going to know for entering my domain,” the witch cackled.

Simon’s body vibrated as thick tentacles surged out of his back, and arms. He kept his manic grin, and ever-moving eyes as blades stabbed out of the tips of tentacles.

I cannot wait any longer!

Simon’s entire body swung into a spin. Tentacles flashed out, the darkling spinning into a ball of blades. With quick blinks, he sliced through trees like they were sheets of paper. Trees fell by the dozens as Simon blinked around like a deadly ball of saws.

“My forest!” the witch appeared, her hand forward with fingers curled.

Simon saw as the last three seconds ticked, a ball of energy growing bigger before devil-witch.

First second, Simon closed the distance, his grinning face appearing before the devil-witch. The ball of light was right before his chest.

Second, tentacles slashed with demonic power, the witch sliced into sections.

In the third second, Simon’s hand clamped on her head, and he used his Eldritch Touch.

Remorse was in the middle of casting a spell, when her thoughts fell into jagged chaos. She tried to cry out, but there was no reason behind it. The spell fizzled as the ball of light died before her severed limb.

Simon smiled as the witch was cut to ribbons, and each one burst into vile, falling ichor.

Remorse the Devil Witch has been slain!

Encounter Rewards

Influence Bonus: +1

Gained +5 Hits

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 33 (Madness Surge +3)

Simon landed on the ground, as black parts of the devil-witch fell. When he turned, a new alert filled his gaze.

Madness Surge Drain

17/20 Will

The darkling teleported to the exit, and flashed down.

It would seem my will power decreases quicker the more powerful my Madness Surge is. I do have to make this quick or I will lose myself to my madness.

Simon teleported through the ninety-fourth level. He made it to the exit archway, and down the stairs to the ninety-fifth level.

The darkling stopped. His body vibrated like it was going to phase out of reality. Black arcs of energy stabbed out and back to his body in blinks of time.

Simon saw a massive cave system, with dozens upon dozens of large holes in the cavern walls.

Simon’s eyes scanned the cavern, but so no hint of Skuth the Leech Serpent. Time ticked away, and the longer it took for him to find, and defeat the serpent, the harder it was going to be.

“Third tunnel to your right.”

Simon teleported to the tunnel, and flashed into the primal darkness.

The darkling saw everything as it happened. A mouth opened at the end of the tunnel, and Simon appeared within it. Shafts of shadow blood stabbed out in all directions as Simon curled into a ball. The shadow blood penetrated and stiffened in the serpent’s mouth in a dozen places, and it screeched.

The whole serpent moved, unable to close its mouth. Simon’s eyes glanced around, trying to find its brain, while he was carried out of the tunnel. Shadow spears stabbed out further, exploding out of the serpent’s head. Sixteen black eyes widened as the serpent couldn’t close its mouth.

Simon felt the energy drain as he remained in a curled ball. The very presence of the monster drained him of his hits, and his will.

Drained 3 Hits!

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 30/33 (Madness Surge +3)

Drained 3 Will!

14/20 Will

Simon’s intentions flashed into his spears. The black spears shifted into one-sided blades, the sharp side facing the rest of the serpent. The darkling uncurled himself, his boots on the serpent’s tongue. He stretched his arms out as black blood surged over, and past them. The black blood formed huge blades.

The darkling let out an exhale before he teleported through the length of the serpent.

Strange blood spurted in all directions along the serpent. It’s many eyes closed, those that were not sliced through. The many parts of the serpent wilted, as Simon stood behind what was left of it. Black blades sank into the vibrating darkling.

Skuth the Leech Serpent has been slain!

Encounter Rewards

Influence Bonus: +1

Gained +5 Hits

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 35/38 (Madness Surge +3)

Simon read the alert when a sudden weakness filled his mind and spirit

Madness Surge Drain

11/20 Will

The drain is accelerating. If I don’t end the next two threats soon, this run will be a loss. My loss.

Simon teleported to the exit archway, and appeared on the ninety-sixth level. It was a simple, small, empty cavern. The darkling wasted no time teleporting to the exit, and darting down.

When Simon reached level ninety-seven, he was stunned to a halt. The darkling looked around at a cavern filled with rivers of lava. Their glow illuminated the entire cavern, as a large, wide, demon brute stood at the other end.

The demon’s wings were folded to its back. It wore dragon-scale armor. It had a mane of white hair behind it, as a small snout filled its features. Amused red eyes glowed as the demon held a rod, with a spiked metal ball hanging at the end of a thick chain.

“You have done well, Simon Shade. You discovered a weakness shared by my dungeon brothers and sisters, but you will not find the same weakness in me,” the demon said with a deep, dark voice.

“I am Koth the Demon Fiend, and you have met your end,” Koth said as his red eyes turned black, and began to bleed.


Chapter 39

Corruption and Sacrifice    

Simon’s body vibrated as he stared at the hulking, forty-foot-tall demon. Lava bubbled and burst along the glowing rivers. The heat was oppressive, and the darkling knew, despite his near-godlike powers, he was still at a disadvantage.

All it would take is for him to grab me, and dunk me in any of the magma rivers. My power would end in a whimper. I have no true defense against fire, other than my shield, my speed, and my wits. I will have to end this quickly. One misstep ends it all.

Koth’s bleeding back eyes narrowed.

“You do fear me,” the brutish demon said with a sardonic chuckle.

Simon’s body vibrated for a moment, before he teleported across the cavern.

The darkling moved in a straight line, both of his eyes focused on the large demon. When he appeared, Simon leapt into the air, shield on his left arm, and Shadowfang in his right hand.

“Good,” Koth said as his spiked ball and chain spun, before it blurred towards Simon’s side.

Time moved in slow seconds. Simon twisted his body by flinging his legs upwards. The spiked ball, nearly as big as him, swung under him. The darkling’s body spun until his boots touched the demon’s arm.

Koth’s head turned slightly and watched as Simon darted along his arm, and reached his shoulder, the darkling’s sword inches from his black eye.

Koth closed his eyes, and the darkling’s sword struck it.

Sparks flew up from the impact. Simon noted it was like stabbing at solid stone. When he was ready to leap back, the side of the demon’s horned head slammed into him, sending him sailing through the air.

2 Damage!

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 26/38 (Madness Surge +3)

Simon was stunned. The simple strike against him was like a wall slamming into his whole body. His armor absorbed most of it, but to Simon, knowing a simple hit like that was seventeen damage.

If Koth hits me with any of his weapons, or abilities, if I’m lucky, I may survive one, or two direct strikes.

“You can do better than that,” the demon chuckled as he turned.

Black tentacles stabbed down from Simon’s back, to the rocky floor. More tentacles sprouted behind him, the ends forming into long blades. A purple glow filled Simon’s ever-moving gaze.

“There you go. I like to see your true self. It means you’re serious,” Koth said with a fatherly tone.

Simon’s form teleported forward as the demon lord swung his ball and chain.

The darkling spun his body as the spiked ball missed him by inches. Razor-thin tentacles stabbed at the inside of the demon’s elbow, where the armor was weakest. They blurred and stabbed like a sewing machine’s needle, times twenty. The armor cracked in a blink of an eye. The flesh underneath was softer, but still hard as stone as the needles blurred with ascendent power.

Demon flesh cracked, before it opened into a bleeding wound.

Simon flashed to a halt above the open wound. Koth was moving his arm back, when two tentacles stabbed into the steamy wound. Sizzling demon blood dripped as the black tentacles snaked in deeper. Simon grinned as he gave a mental command. The ends of the sharp tentacles stabbed out with razor thin spikes.

Koth grunted as he let go of his spiked ball and chain. The large weapon spun far over many of the cavern’s lava rivers. It splashed in a wide magma river, sinking down into the glowing surface.

“Clever,” Koth growled as his black eyes rippled.

It was Simon’s turn to grunt as he retracted his tentacles, causing as much damage as he could to the demon’s arm. Koth’s blood was burning the darkling. Pain stabbed into him through the tentacles, and he took damage.

16 Fire Damage!

Armor: 15 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 10/38 (Madness Surge +3)

When the tentacles retracted, black beams blasted out of the demon’s eyes.

Simon whipped up his shield, and he was blasted out of the air.

The darkling floated as time slowly ticked away.

I’m at a disadvantage. The shield and my armor absorbed it, but I was still knocked off my feet.

Simon hit the ground, and tumbled. When he slid to a stop, an alert filled his dazed eyes.

Shield of Fire Resistance is Broken!

-2 Armor

Armor: 13 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 10/38 (Madness Surge +3)

Simon’s eyes widened as he made it back to his feet.

The eye beams. They break weapons and armor.

Koth looked down on Simon’s wide eyes, and he chuckled again.

“Little runner, you thought beyond the rules, but didn’t think when it came to the end, the dungeon would not have special conditions? I am Koth, and none shall pass.”

“The dungeon needs better writers!” echoed a voice off the cavern walls.

One of Simon’s eyes turned to see Val and Gregor flash across the dungeon. Their eyes were wild, and glowing red. Veins raised along their features, and they moved like he did.

“Blood Frenzy,” Simon smiled.

Koth turned to the pair of vampires. Bleeding black eyes glowed, but the vampires reached him first. Blades sliced in quick blurs across weak points along armored joints. Steamy blood dripped from behind armored knees, and shattered chainmail from the demon’s armpits.

Val had Slicer in one hand, Lifedrinker in the other. She roared with unblinking eyes, her blades stabbing into thick flesh.

Gregor was in control, despite his frenzy. Each sword stab was true. Each slash was calculated. He became a deadly whirlwind as his stabs and slashes opened demonic flesh.

Simon vibrated a moment before he joined the blade frenzy. Tentacles stabbed out of his back and formed sharp points. The darkling added to the carnival of carnage.

Koth grunted and stumbled. He looked down with wide eyes, the three of them slicing him at every joint, and along his neck, killing him with a thousand cuts.

“Two can play at treachery,” the demon lord growled before a dark energy surged into his heart, and blasted out.

Simon instinctually made a black, curved shield around his body when the blast hit. He was hurtled back, losing all sense of balance, and time.

The darkling lost sight of his team, his friends. The whole cavern spun, until he crashed onto the rocky ground. Arms and legs moved quickly to right himself, and he stood up with weak eyes.

Madness Surge Drain

8/20 Will

Simon looked up to see Koth fall to one knee.

Val and Gregor were face down on the rocky floor.

“You…should have stayed…behind,” Simon said as his body vibrated, returned to normal, and vibrated again.

“This fight is not over” Koth said as steamy blood dripped from his many wounds.

Gregor was first to sit up. The master vampire stood up, sword in hand. He turned to Simon with a darkness dripping from his eyes.

“They belong to me now,” Koth said darkly.

Simon looked past Gregor to Val. The vamp slowly stood up, a sword in each hand, and darkness bleeding like tears from her eyes.

The darkling shifted his gaze to Koth.

The demon lord chuckled. “Even if you kill me, the corruption is still within them. Once it is inside, it never leaves. It grows like a parasite, and infects others.

“Your blood protects you because you are corrupt. We are the same, able to infect everyone, foe, or friend.”

“Terrible writing,” Val said in a dreamy tone.

Koth smiled. “But for our little game, I will allow their mouths, and minds to work, as I control their bodies.”

“Simon…he is going to make us attack you,” Gregor coughed. “Don’t hesitate to kill us.”

“He’s right,” Val whispered.

Simon stared at the pair, seeing the darkness drip from their eyes. They each took a battle stance, weapons in hands.

“Simon,” Gregor said, “It’s just a game. Kill me, and be done with it.”

Koth raised a boney-ridged eyebrow.

“Let’s speak secrets,” the demon whispered.

Gregor flinched and twitched, like a marionette on strings.

“Simon, I have never feared anything, until I met you. There was no mythic, superhero, or villain, I would think twice slaying. But you, and your people, are different.”

The master vampire took a step forward. Shadows covered his eyes as he took another step toward the darkling.

“Your people blend in, happy in their reverence to the dark gods. They multiply. They crave no power. They simply exist, needing, or wanting for nothing. They care for humans like tender shepherds, while my kind tend to them like wolves among sheep. If we didn’t have this terrible thirst, we would be just like you.”

“Gregor, I don’t want to slay you,” Simon said as he truly began to understand the master vampire.

Gregor’s features sagged. “You must. I knew I wouldn’t reach the bottom, but I was happy to fight by your side for a time. Please, do not be too hard on Serenity. She needs to learn from her lessons to become a better vampire.”

Simon stood with his sword up.

“I meant what I said,” Gregor said with dark, bleeding eyes. “I renounced what my people did to yours, and no longer answer to the Council. And when this is all finished, I still want us to be allies.”

When Gregor finished his last word, he shot at Simon like a bullet. The tip of the vampire’s sword sparked against the rocks, sharpening the point. He had his new shield beside him, moving with all his power toward the standing darkling. When he was nearly to Simon, he instantly stopped.

Simon looked into Gregor’s dark eyes, Shadowfang impaled through the front of the vampire’s neck. The blade point stabbed out of the back of the neck, a drop of blood falling to the rocky ground.

Gregor made strange sounds as his eyes continued to bleed darkness.

Simon looked at him, and smiled.

“We can continue our journey together. Whether you were forced or not, thank you for your honesty.”

Gregor closed his eyes.

Simon drew back his sword, and slashed once across the vampire’s neck.

Gregor’s head fell on top of his falling body, before he turned to dust.

Gregor Black has Perished!

Simon shifted his vibrating gaze to Val.

“Don’t make me give…some stupid speech…of friendship…and bullshit,” Val choked on her words, both swords up.

“I was going to ask how you want to die?” Simon’s smile shifted into a smirk.

“Through the heart. It’s…the most poetic,” Val said with a maddening grin.

Simon stared at the corrupted vampire he called his friend. Emotions swirled deep within him, but were soon crushed by the screaming madness in his soul.

“Here…I…go,” Val said as she readied to burst forward.

A sharp point stabbed through her heart when Simon appeared before her.

Val held her swords out to her sides, her sharp grin growing wider. Simon was close, his manic gaze calm as he looked into her eyes with warm intimacy. She rested her head on Simon’s shoulder, and closed her eyes in solemn relief.

“See you topside…duckling,” Val whispered before she disintegrated into dust.

Valice Alucard has Perished!

“It’s always difficult to say goodbye,” Koth chuckled.

Simon turned to the wounded demon.

“I still have one more card to play,” Koth said and motioned his horned head.

Simon partially turned, one eye on the demon, the other at the side of the cavern he entered.

Tolith stood with his hands in prayer, a glowing light getting brighter over his head. Even at the distance, Simon could see the bleeding tears dripping down the elf’s pale features.

“I’m sorry, Simon,” the elf said with a heavy heart.

Time and reality sharpened as Simon teleported toward the elf. Shadowfang was low, the darkling moving so fast, his image barely seen. When he was about fifty feet away from the elf, the Wisp of Golden Faith glowed brighter, and shot at him.

Simon turned his body sideways as the wisp missed him by inches. When he turned forward, he appeared before the praying elf.

“Forgive me, my friend,” Simon said as his sword flashed sideways.

“I do,” Tolith said as his clasped hands, and upper chest separated from his body.

The elf sighed as his upper body, hands, and lower body fell to the rocky ground in wet chunks. The bloody parts quickly turned to dust.

Tolith Bright-gaze has Perished!

Simon turned his head, seeing the wisp flying back, towards him.

Koth let out a demonic laugh.

“You killed your friends, and now, victory will be taken from you!” the demon lord laughed as he remained on one knee.

Simon’s thoughts coalesced into action. The darkling turned as the wisp shot past him again, missing him by inches. He stared at the demon lord in the distance. With legs bent, Simon waited for the wisp to turn. When he felt it turn, and fly toward his back, he teleported forward.

Koth’s laughter stopped as fear gripped his gaze. Time slowed down as Simon reached the demon lord. He waved at Koth’s black eyes as he slipped over the demon’s shoulder.

Simon landed on the floor, behind the demon lord. He waited with a crazed vibration.

Koth turned to swipe at the darkling, when a light touched the edge of his gaze. Holy energy burned him as it glowed closer. Koth turned his dark gaze back at the approaching wisp. Black beams blasted out of his eyes, but when they struck the wisp, they hit an impenetrable barrier around it.

“Damn you!” Koth cursed before he was enveloped in light.

Simon bolted forward as the wisp struck the wounded demon lord. A gurgling howl echoed through the cavern as body and limbs were blasted away to bloody, uneven chunks.

The darkling reached the exit archway, but glanced behind. A storm of falling demon chunks rained down from the air, splashing on the floor, or falling into burning lava.

“Thank you, Tolith,” Simon smiled, thanking the elf cleric.

Koth the Demon Fiend has been slain!

Encounter Rewards

Influence Bonus: +1

Gained +10 Hits

Armor: 13 (Madness Surge +3)

Hits: 20/48 (Madness Surge +3)

Simon didn’t wait as he teleported to the ninety-eighth level.

The darkling stopped in the middle of the simple cavern. Madness crawled over his spirit with chaos and order beating his mind with spiked bats.

An alert filled his gaze as a weakness sank into his mind and spirit.

Madness Surge Drain

5/20 Will

“Time’s running out,” Simon lamented.

The very fabric of his body was tearing into bleeding madness. The darkling looked down at his hands, his fingers twisting in different directions. When he blinked, they returned to normal.

“One…last…push,” the darkling heaved, the long run nearly over.

Simon bent his knees, and flashed forward like a black comet. He entered the exit archway, and vanished from sight.

***

The mythics on the surface watched silently.

Roma smiled as she looked at her large, flatscreen TV with a glass of wine in her hand. Bridget and Tara sat on either side of her, drinks in their hands.

“I knew you would make it,” the witch smiled and held up her glass.

Tara and Bridget lifted their glasses.

The trio clinked their glasses in a toast, and drank in shared victory.


Chapter 40

Level 99    

Simon flashed down to the ninety-ninth level. Wild eyes searched for the last boss to defeat. When he saw a simple dungeon door in the middle of a stone wall, surprise filled his manic gaze.

The level itself was nothing more than a medium-sized chamber, made of smooth stone. It was immaculately designed, as if it was created yesterday.

Simon took a few steps forward, his body vibrating. Another wave of weakness pulled down on him, and he stumbled a step forward.

Madness Surge Drain

2/20 Will

This…can’t be the end?

The darkling took a shaky step forward. His broken shield was on his back, with only Shadowfang in his right hand. Wide eyes looked slightly in different directions, seeing nothing more than a simple chamber.

Reality rippled by the closed door.

Simon took a battle stance, ready to end the threat before it had a chance to speak. When a finely dressed man in a black tuxedo suit appeared, the darkling’s eyes widened in simple surprise.

“Welcome to Level Ninety-Nine,” Peter Dread said with a warm smile. “We’ve been expecting you.”

“I…don’t understand? Where is the final boss?” Simon said as his madness was reaching the tipping point.

Suddenly, Simon felt the Madness Surge drain away. He stopped vibrating, everything about him returning to normal.

“Simon, I stopped your Madness Surge before it consumed you,” Rita said in his mind.

The darkling remained at the ready, short sword in hand.

“There will be no need for that, Master Shade. The run is over, and you are the victor,” Peter Dread said with a kind tone.

Simon stared at the digital announcer in disbelief. His sword lowered a little, confusion filling his tired eyes.

Peter Dread took hold of the brass doorknob of the door, turned, and pulled it to him. He stood back as the door swung open. The edge of the door partially hid the announcer as he bowed his head slightly to the stunned darkling.

“Your rewards are through this door. All you have to do is walk in.”

Simon hesitated.

Peter Dread continued, “There are no more tricks, traps, or the like. It has been a hell of a run, and you did very well. Everyone who participated did an excellent job, but now, it is only you who must walk through the winning door.”

The darkling’s mind barely held together. The long journey had come to an end, and he could hardly believe it.

Simon stood straighter. He sheathed his sword. The darkling stared at the darkness within the simple stone archway.

“Go on,” Peter Dread smirked.

The darkling smiled as his eyes took on a crazed gleam.

Simon walked to the archway, and stepped through. When the last of his boot sank into the inky darkness, Peter Dread smiled.

The digital announcer closed the door. With a white-gloved hand, he gave it a pat.

“Welcome to a bigger world, Mr. Shade.”

***

Every being within Penumbra Springs watched with focused gazes. They drank in every word between Simon and Peter Dread.

Roma, Tara, and Bridget stared at their flatscreens with unblinking eyes.

Serenity was biting a blanket as the flatscreen in her home glowed against her features.

Captain Juul, and her crew, stopped laughing and drinking rum. They watched with unwavering gazes.

There was no sound as everyone watched Simon step into the darkness, and vanish from sight.

The image on screens, and within gazes, began to twitch and blink. Distorted lines appeared and disappeared. The image bent to the side as static blinked in an out.

Peter Dread appeared within the screen, his image also distorted.

“I’m(Bizzzp!) sorry. There seems(Bizzzp!) to be(Bizzzp!) some technical(Bizzzp!) difficulty. We will(Bizzzp!) be back(Bizzzp!) shortly!”

Every screen in Penumbra Springs went dark.

In the community center, heads turned in the night air. The demonic mouths that made up the entrance to the Dread Dungeon, began to sink down into the stone floor.

Bodies emerged from restaurants and shops. Every mythic in the community center watched in disbelief as the dungeon entrance that had stood since before the community’s inception began to sink into the ground.

When the horns above the demonic mouths vanished below the surface, flat stones spread out. They covered the whole area where the dungeon once stood, like it was never there.

***

Simon walked along a short stone corridor. He stared forward, seeing a light, and a furnished chamber just before him.

When the darkling stepped into the chamber, he was greeted by an older man in a robe.

“Welcome to my home, Simon,” the bearded man smiled.

Simon visually drank in the area around him. Lavish, medieval furniture filled the large, roundish chamber. Thick, white curtains covered many windows. A round, red and black rug was under foot. Small, thin pillars stood around the chamber, each one made of stone, and carved with strange runes.

The darkling glanced over his shoulder to the short corridor he walked in from, only to find it gone. It was replaced by more seating, and small tables.

Simon turned his gaze back to the man standing about fifteen feet away from him.

The man was older, with long white hair tied back. He had a long, straight beard. He wore a thick white robe. A darkness surrounded his eyes, as wrinkles gave his features a cracked porcelain appearance. The man’s eyes themselves were an icy blue, giving him a commanding presence, diffused by his charming smile.

“Toric Penumbra,” Simon said.

The older man nodded.

“I hadn’t heard that name in a long time, but yes, that is my name,” the man smiled. “Please, have a seat. There is much to discuss,” he said as he pointed at a comfortable couch.

Simon walked over to the couch, turned, and sat down.

Toric sat down in a comfortable chair across from Simon. The only thing between them was an oval coffee table.

“I know you have been through so much, but I would very much like to hear your thoughts about the experience,” Toric said warmly.

Simon looked at Toric with a mixture of curiosity and awe. It didn’t cloud his mind as he began speaking.

“The Dread Dungeon was a test. Mythics were the only ones who could access, and use it, since it was in the center of Penumbra Springs, I can only assume you created, not only the dungeon, but the community itself.”

“Very good. Continue,” Toric said, keeping his smile.

Simon continued, “It was also a means to train all those who entered. My guess is, in the beginning, mythics were very serious when they entered the Dread Dungeon, wanting to earn the mysterious prizes at the end. But since the dungeon was so difficult, over time, they treated it as a game, and didn’t take it as seriously as they once did.

“The hints and clues were all there, the entire time. The bosses each had their own speeches. The hubris, and fear, of taking Grendall’s offer to skip levels. The swarm events at certain runs to show the viewers hopeless situations to discourage those with weak convictions.”

Simon smiled. “The small hidden levels to aid in my training. It is safe to assume, there were similar private trainings with different mythics, those who had greater convictions.”

“Gregor had those convictions, but not so much his team,” Toric said plainly.

Simon nodded. “It wasn’t about a single runner. It was about a whole team. There needed to be teamwork to get through the harder encounters. There were tests of leadership, and sacrifice.”

“Tara is a very good leader, but her anger blinded her at times. She was inflexible, and difficult to bend with the situations,” Toric nodded.

“You wanted to test all of us. Who would rise to the occasion, and who would not.”

Simon bowed his head, remembering how he ignored his team, caught in the web of his own rage. How he needed to slay Serenity for what she did.

“But you realized what had happened, and returned to the moment of battle with Lady Vizyss, alongside your team. You put away your rage, and worked with your team to take on a dragon. There are few who would ever admit to themselves, or others, they made a mistake,” Toric said as if he was reading Simon’s mind.

The darkling nodded as he looked at Toric. “I saw Tara’s example, and knew we had to bend to each situation.”

“Yet, you respected her command, even when she didn’t take your suggestions,” Toric nodded. “When you told her to attack the dwarf necromancer, she ignored you, and listened to a story from her past. Others would have held a grudge, or a flame of anger, but you flowed with the tides. Yes, your team was victorious, but it would have been a quicker victory if she listened to her team.”

Simon gave a solemn nod. “In the end, I lost all of them.”

Toric let out an infectious laugh.

“Simon, it was a game. Do not be so hard on yourself. Your team is safe, and sound in Penumbra Springs.”

A sadness pulled at the darkling.

“Val, Gregor, and Tolith should be sharing this with me. I failed them.”

Toric tut-tutted. “You didn’t fail them, nor did they fail you. They understood the risks, just as you did. Even under the control of Koth, they didn’t beg for their lives, or expect you to free them. They knew they could not go on, and accepted their fates, even if it was at your hand.

“That is the markings of a true leader, and an experienced team. To the four of you, there was only the goal, and everyone understood what it meant. You making it to this level was a victory for everyone involved.”

Simon watched as Toric’s eyes took on a dark gleam.

“Simon, much has transpired since before you entered Penumbra Springs. Your goals led you here, and I don’t want to make any assumptions. I must hear your goals, and desires, before we proceed to your rewards, and what happens next.”

The darkling blinked.

“I thought the Dread Dungeon already knew our deepest, darkest secrets and desires?”

A darkness coiled into Toric’s joyous eyes.

“It does, but there should be no assumptions between us. I have much to discuss with you, after we speak upon why you fought so hard to get here. There is no reason for concern for who is watching. The cameras are off, and the dungeon entrance sealed. We are the only ones here now.”

A sensation filled the darkling that was strikingly familiar to the feeling he had with the other members of Team Odd Bog, honesty. He wasn’t sure why he felt with Toric, but it was there, between them.

“I have many goals. I want to find others like me. I want all the pages to the Nox Porta so I can travel between realms. I want to know why my dark gods left the Urth realm. I,” Simon hesitated.

“Go on,” Toric said with a kind smile.

Simon tilted his head, and stared at nothing.

“I want to know why I was abandoned? Was it because of some darkness that is coming to Urth, or because of something else? But…I,” Simon trailed off.

Toric looked at the darkling with intense eyes. “Go on, say the words. Say your true purpose.”

Simon stared at nothing as his lips parted.

“In…my heart, I don’t care about why the dark gods abandoned my people. It doesn’t matter in the scheme of things. I found my new family, and friends. I don’t need my gods to feel close to. I can break the cycle. I can be more.”

Toric stared at Simon with wide, knowing eyes. “Yes, speak the truth.”

Simon righted his head, and blinked. He looked into Toric’s eyes, deep truth filling his entire being.

“I want to be the dark god who shepherds, and protects Urth. I knew it for as long as I can remember. To wield power, and knowledge. To replace the very dark gods who cowardly ran is my destiny, my purpose.”

Toric stared at Simon as a divine truth was spoken out loud for the universe to hear.

The older man in the white robe stood up. “Simon, come with me.”

The darkling stood up. He made his way to Toric’s side. Both men walked over to a thick curtain. The older man stabbed his hand between the curtains, and swept it sideways.

To Simon’s astonishment, all the curtains in the large, roundish chamber opened to a glowing sunset.

The pair stepped out onto a stone balcony that wrapped around the whole chamber. Simon stepped to the half-wall of the balcony, and stared at a beautiful sunset, with puffy clouds floating across the dimming sky. Lush forests spread out in all directions. Just below them, lights of a large medieval town, almost a city, glowed to life.

Simon’s eyes flicked up again, his keen sight catching a glimpse of golden metal in the distance. At the very edge of his gaze, the darkling saw a gold and gray tower. It stood so high, the top vanished in the clouds.

Toric moved to Simon’s side, and stared out with him.

“Welcome to the world of Thuden. It is a young world, with a young civilization. They have little idea what is on the horizon.”

Simon stared out, as he listened intently.

Toric continued, “Every realm starts small. Once there are enough races, and minds, gods begin to appear, to guide them toward order, and chaos. What they don’t know is, for every realm, there is more of one side than the other.

“You see that tower, on the horizon?”

Simon nodded.

“That, my friend, is the Divine Tower. Every realm gains one when a pantheon forms in a new world. The divine tower you see is preparing for the gods that will watch over this realm, and influence it to become better, or destroy itself.”

Toric turned to Simon, an impish glow in his eyes.

“That is where you, and your team comes in,” he said with a wicked gleam in his eyes.


Chapter 41

A New Horizon    

The darkling stared out as thoughts churned in his mind. He absorbed Toric’s words, bringing everything together for a clearer picture.

“The dungeon was truly a test, and a means for training,” Simon said in a low tone.

Toric nodded. “I know what you’re thinking, more work, no reward, but that isn’t true. You conquered the dungeon, and you will get many rewards, and more.”

Toric put his arms behind his back as he paced back and forth, and said, “I have the remaining six pages of the Nox Porta for you, but that is a trivial reward. What would the darkling who defeated my dungeon want right now?”

“Knowledge, considerations, and a path,” Simon said with interested eyes.

Toric turned slightly to the darkling, and gave him a single nod.

“Of course. To reach godhood, one must be taught the divine path. But let’s speak plainly.

“The dark gods did leave your world, not out of fear, but out of understanding. They didn’t care about defending a realm, when there is a limitless buffet.

“You see, gods split, or divide themselves into many realms. One god can inhabit many, if they choose. Your gods let themselves fade away from Urth, tending to greener pastures.

“Urth is going to perish, and the pantheon that watches over it, knows it.”

Toric stopped pacing, and stood before Simon.

“I don’t know why your parents left. That is a mystery still left to be unsolved.

“As for why you didn’t ascend, is a question you can ask one of your dark gods approaching Thuden.”

Simon’s eyes widened a hair.

Toric nodded. “The Divine Tower, when it’s completed, will require divine champions. They must solve puzzles, and fight their way up to the very top. There, they will find the Scale of Balance. To whomever makes it to the very top of the One Hundred and Eleventh Level, will touch the scale, and tip it slightly to order, or chaos. They will also be granted the power of demi-godhood.

“Each divine being approaching Thuden, or already here, must send in their chosen champions to reach the top. If their team wins, they will hold just enough influence to tip the scale to them, but we can talk about that in depth at a later time.”

“You’re a god,” Simon said plainly.

Toric nodded. “You know me as Toric Penumbra, but I am known simply as the Lich God.”

Toric turned to the balcony edge, and put his hands on it, looking out at the world.

“On Thuden, a lich is a revered being of knowledge, and power. I don’t trample, or mislead those below me, or in my company. I helped create one of the first cities on Thuden, but there is still more work to be done.”

Toric turned to Simon. “I can assure you an audience with one of your dark gods. Ask him yourself why they left you. I can also help you on your path to become more than what you are. I can help train you to discover and use more of your eldritch abilities, and reach your full potential.”

Toric shrugged. “Or not. It depends if our fates are meant to be entwined. I will never force this on you. You have to decide if you want to be part of it, but once you make the decision, you cannot back out of it.”

“I understand,” Simon said as his thoughts glowed with possibilities. “I will need a team for the Divine Tower. I can choose anyone I want?”

Toric nodded.

Simon looked out as the sun set behind the horizon, and stars glowed brightly across the primeval dark sky.

I had vague insights, and odd sensations of these possibilities, but I never expected them to bear fruit to the opportunities laid at my feet. Instead of hopping from world to world, realm to realm, to find answers, they will arrive to me, an audience with the gods who left without a word.

After that business is settled, there is more than just answers. I can become more. I can become a guardian of Urth. I can make sure it flourishes, and reaches its true potential.

A memory seeped into his thoughts, painting a picture of those he held dear.

We can change everything. We can be more.

I have to ask them first. I must hear it from them, if they want to join me on this journey?

Simon woke from his thoughts, and turned to Toric with a knowing gleam.

“I will need to speak with them. I must know if they will join me on this divine quest.”

“Of course,” Toric smiled.

***

The night was quiet. Some trees moved in the breeze. A single street light glowed in a hamlet.

A figure appeared in the middle of the hamlet cul-de-sac.

“Odd Bog Forever!” Simon shouted.

It wasn’t long before front doors to houses opened. Val and Bridget stepped out of their homes. Tara stepped out of hers, sword in hand.

Simon faced Roma’s house as her front door opened. When he saw her, a sliver of knowledge touched his mind.

The witch was in a dark green robe when her eyes widened. She saw Simon’s calm smile, and charged down the front steps of her home. She ran to his arms, and threw herself at him.

“Simon!” the witch said with emotion, the couple embracing each other fiercely.

Val rolled her eyes as she approached the couple.

Bridget smiled with a tear in her eye.

Tara smiled warmly as she sheathed the sword at her hip, and approached the pair.

Simon pulled back, but Roma kept her grip on Simon’s arms.

“What happened? Did you get your prize? Your wish?” the witch asked.

“I did, in a way, but that’s not why I’m here,” the darkling said as he turned to the other women present.

Simon’s gaze fell on Tara, and he could not hide the shock in his eyes. He saw the undead wight was now living flesh. She was vibrant, and smiling. Her hair was wavy blonde locks, and her body glowed with living warmth.

“Tara,” Simon smiled.

“You, and the team, helped me find my happiness. I am forever grateful,” the warrior said with a nod.

Simon turned to Val and Bridget. He curled an arm around both, as they hugged him all at once.

“You better have come back with a lot of treasures and rewards,” Val said as she slipped from the embrace.

The darkling nodded. “And I came back with an offer.”

The four women glanced at each other with a questioning gleam in their eyes.

Simon continued, “Before I give you all the details, I want everyone here to know, you have all become very important to me. That is why, what I ask next, must be something you feel in your hearts you want to do. It’s okay if you say no.”

“Spit it out,” Val laughed.

Simon smiled as he looked at their beautiful faces.

***

Captain Juul looked at her crew lounging in the basement, Tolith sitting by her side. The other elves were lying about, and talking. She could feel their purpose stripped away by remaining within Penumbra Springs, and Urth.

Simon appeared in their basement. It was so sudden, every elf drew a blade, or mana pistol, and aimed it at the darkling.

Simon put his hands up to his shoulders.

“Sorry for the intrusion, but I have an offer for your captain, and everyone here,” he said as he slowly turned to the pirate captain.

Violet Juul was the only one who didn’t draw her weapons. She sat in her chair, eyeing the darkling, and saw the gleam in his dark eyes.

“We’re in,” she said as she stood up.

“You didn’t hear the offer yet,” Simon smiled.

“It doesn’t matter. Whatever it is, is better than the slow death in this strange land. Crew, get your things. We’re leaving,” Captain Juul ordered as she approached the darkling with a wicked smile.

***

Gregor sat in his chair, a glass of blood in his hand, and ruminations bleeding into his thoughts. He noted the sense of loss, among his fellow vampires, and his purpose. Unable to reach the bottom level of the dungeon, he lost his chance at changing the world by following his honor, and his pact with the darkling.

When Simon appeared in his private chambers, the master vampire was not surprised. He sipped from his glass before he looked at Simon’s gaze.

“You did it. You reached the bottom, and won the prize. I had thought you would have moved on to other horizons, not come here, to me.”

Simon looked upon the master vampire with a small smile.

“I have an offer for you. If you take it, you might be able to make that change you always wanted. There is also someone else we should extend the offer to, if we agree.”

Gregor stared at the darkling for a long moment, before he smirked.

“I’m listening,” the vampire said.

***

Toric smiled as he weaved mana with his mind. He felt the tether to Simon, and many others. Once the darkling gave it a pull, he mentally pulled back, snapping everyone back to Thuden, and filling his private chamber.

Simon stood in the center, Roma at his side, and Val on the other. Just behind them was Bridget, and Tara. The former wight looked around in awe.

To the right, stood Captain Violet Juul, and her crew. Grath towered over everyone, his webbed hand scratching at his head. Pyra looked around with a questioning gaze. Vessa stood with alert eyes, but Tolith stood proudly, with his chest out.

To the left, Gregor stood stoically. Next to him. Serenity looked around with a concerned gaze.

The vampire looked at Toric, and when she felt his divine dead power, she bowed her head to him.

Toric looked at everyone gathered, and then centered his gaze at Simon.

“You have gathered your team,” Toric said with a keen eye.

Simon nodded. “My Dread Runners are ready to take on the Divine Tower, and earn our way onto the divine path,” the darkling said with unwavering confidence.


Chapter 42

A Drop of Shadow    

Simon and Roma walked side by side on a dirt road. The pair stared ahead at a grand manor on the hill. The sky beyond was dimming to a new sunset, one day after arriving on Thuden.

Roma looked up at Simon as they walked, a gleam in her eyes. Simon curled his arm around the witch, and she leaned against him as they made their way up the road.

“A furnished manor next to the city is a nice added touch for beating the Dread Dungeon,” Roma smirked as she drank in his scent.

“I suppose Toric has to put us somewhere before we start training,” Simon said as he held the witch to him, basking in her warmth.

Roma looked up with a happy smile. “I hope it’s big enough for everyone. I doubt everyone will call you Lord Shade.”

“You know they don’t have to call me by my title. It’s just a big, castle-like house,” Simon said before his own smile grew a little bigger. “But we’re getting the master bedroom.”

Roma let out a giddy laugh.

The sun continued to set when the couple reached the front gate. A figure stood at the edge of the entrance gate with an amused smile, and a white horn stabbing out from his head.

Shock bled into their eyes as Grendall stood with a smarmy smile, and bright eyes. He spun a large keyring, filled with a few keys, along his outstretched finger.

“Welcome Lord Shade, and Lady Norwood to Dark-Star Manor. I came up with the name myself,” the slender ogre said as he approached the couple.

Simon and Roma approached the ogre, the three of them meeting in the middle. The darkling and witch could not stop staring at Grendall as his smile turned into a grin.

“The rumors of my death were greatly exaggerated,” the ogre chuckled.

Simon’s eyes melted from shock, into a subdued understanding.

“The dungeon wasn’t just a game for us, but for you too.”

Grendall nodded. “Yes, a delightful game. I must say, your plan did surprise me, Lord Shade. I will be on my toes a little more when we all train together.”

“Train together?” Simon and Roma said at the same time.

The ogre nodded.

“The Divine Tower will not be the same as the Dread Dungeon. From what I know, each level will be like a small world, with its own puzzles, dangers, monsters, and enemies. We will need a small army to reach the top, but that is a discussion for a later time.”

Grendall eyed Simon, his grin shifting into a knowing smirk.

“Lord Krazug and Lady Vizyss are still a little peeved that they were defeated within the dungeon, but they will get over it. Here are the keys to the manor,” the ogre handed them to Simon. “The place is all yours for the night. The rest of your team will arrive tomorrow.”

The ogre stepped to Simon’s side.

“I’m sure we can discuss my death at a later time, perhaps over drinks.”

Simon was silent as the ogre walked away, making his way down the road, humming a light tune to himself.

“He’s still mad,” Roma whispered.

“He’s still mad,” Simon repeated.

The couple laughed as the darkling inserted an iron key into the lock of the metal gate, and turned.

The pair made their way inside, and closed the gate behind them. They made their way to the manor entrance, taking in the majesty of it.

The manor appeared to be a converted castle. It had high stone towers, smooth stone walls, and slanted roofs in some places, while odd platforms blended in with them. The entire structure had a silent strength to it, one the darkling very much enjoyed.

When the couple reached the front doors, they opened. A pair of lizard folk opened it with a deep bow.

“Welcome home, Lord Shade,” the lizard-folk woman said politely.

“Thank you,” Simon said as they entered.

An hour slipped by as the servants showed the couple many portions of the manor. The place was so big, the pair didn’t even see the rest of it. When Simon and Roma told the servants they wanted to retire for the evening, the servants showed them to the master bedroom.

The couple looked around at the immense chamber as the servants closed the doors behind them. They drank in the immense size of it. There was a large hearth, a library, a lavish table with four chairs, and the biggest bed either of them had seen in their entire lives.

Roma walked to the bed, turned, and sat on it. Her eyes took on a come-hither gleam, as lanterns painted the chamber in a dim light.

Simon walked to the witch, entranced with her joyful, and wicked beauty. When he stood before her, she put her hands on his waist, and looked up with a warm gaze.

“Alone at last,” Simon said as he pressed the back of his fingers to her warm cheek.

“Alone at last,” Roma smiled as she squeezed the sides of his waist.

The darkling’s gaze dimmed a little.

Roma’s happy eyes shifted to light concern.

Simon stepped from her hold, and sat beside her.

“I know how to make you a darkling. The knowledge came to me when I saw you again in the Odd Bog Hamlet.”

“Oh,” Roma said with warm eyes.

The witch put her hand on his, and gave it a squeeze.

“I meant every word, or I would not have said it,” she said warmly.

Simon gave a single nod.

“It will mean you will change. Your awareness will spread farther. You will understand much more of the universe. Your affections will grow, and change.”

“Sounds exciting,” Roma smiled.

Simon looked at Roma, taking in her beauty. “It will also mean you can never be human again.”

Roma stared into Simon’s eyes, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Simon, I know I’m not old, but I have lived a full life on Urth. I have explored many mysteries, and relationships. I feel I have done everything I set out to do, and more. But now, here, with you, I’m ready for my next big adventure. Our next big adventure.”

Simon smiled. “It’s good to hear you say that. I can sense it in your heart, you speak the truth. It excites and terrifies you. That is how I always feel.”

The darkling turned his hand, and held Roma’s hand tight.

“You won’t lose your witch abilities, but they will grow stronger. And with time, maybe you can teach me how to weave magic?”

“Only if you teach me how to be a darkling,” Roma said with a seductive tone.

Simon nodded. “I would love to, very much.”

“Then we have an understanding,” Roma purred.

Simon smiled. “When the moment happens, bite down as hard as you can.”

“I will,” Roma whispered.

The moment bloomed into a feverish hunger. Hands grabbed at clothes and pulled. Playful, needful urges whipped at bodies and souls as the couple soon found each other naked.

The pair climbed into bed, naked and wanting. When they were barely all the way on the comfortable bedding, Simon grabbed Roma by the hip, and pulled her to him. The pair collapsed on their sides, holding, and pushing their bodies against each other. Roma gasped as Simon’s hands were all over her, fingers pressed against warm flesh.

Simon moaned to the witch’s throat, her warm hands touching his rock-hard member, and gently stroking it.

The darkling gently pulled Roma back as she stroked him, and closed his lips on her erect nipple. The witch cooed, and then moaned as Simon’s gentle licks and sucking, sent thick tendrils of pleasure along her body. Hips moved of their own accord, needing for a deeper connection.

“Simon…I need you to fuck me hard,” Roma said with a heated gasp.

The darkling said nothing, his lips and tongue remaining on her nipple.

Roma’s eyes fluttered as she gasped again. The urges only grew, as did her moans. When the young man’s finger touched her clit, a longer moan escaped her lips.

Roma cooed as Simon rubbed her pearl like he always knew it. His touch cut at her already bared soul, and shockwaves of pleasure slammed into tight nerves. An emptiness opened within, needing to be filled.

“Simon…please…I need you,” Roma begged with a sultry tone.

The darkling pulled his lips from her nipple. His hand grabbed at her soft flesh, his thumb rubbing her wet nipple. He let out a low moan, the tempo of her stroking growing. Even he could not deny the passion of the moment.

Bodies turned as moans sang. Roma was on her back, as Simon was over her. The witch smiled as he looked down on her with loving eyes. Those eyes melted into needs as hips moved.

“You belong to me,” Simon said with a demonic gleam in his eyes.

“You belong to me,” Roma whispered with weak, desire-filled eyes.

The match was lit between the couple. Simon pulled his hips back as he grabbed his cock with one hand. Roma stared at him as heat glowed along her body. The tip of Simon’s throbbing member touched her dripping wet slit. Roma let out a small moan. Simon gently pushed with his hips, his hand now grabbing her large breast.

Roma closed her eyes and let out a long, deep moan, as Simon’s cock gently invaded her inner world. Inner walls parted to his thick invasion. Wetness flowed as inches deepened their connection.

For Simon, it was like touching the very heavens.

For Roma, it was like the void within was filled with love.

When Simon was to the hilt, the couple embraced each other. Roma moaned for her life as Simon’s hips began a slow tempo. Thrusts grew, as did the song between them. The symphony of bodies and moans flowed higher, the couple lost in the dreamy moment.

Simon felt it as it happened. He could not explain how it happened, simply that it did. A piece of himself separated, and traveled up his spine.

Roma’s senses felt the change. She clutched at the strong man she loved. She bit his shoulder as the crescendo of their union was approaching. She moaned, feeling his power as she drank in his scent. It wrapped around her like a thick, velvet blanket.

Bodies tensed as the moment was approaching.

Simon felt it as it enveloped his senses. Roma let go of his shoulder, and moaned her approval.

Simon parted his lips. A black tongue snaked out, forming into a tentacle.

Roma parted her lips as the moment was close.

The black tentacle snaked into her mouth, and was greeted by her loving tongue.

Bodies continued with their sensual song.

Roma closed her eyes, feeling the tip of the black tentacle in her mouth. Her soul opened as she bit down hard on the tip.

The end broke off, and slipped down her throat. The tentacle sank back into Simon’s mouth, before the pair cried out in loving ecstasy.

Moans filled the air as arms and legs held the couple close. Simon’s cock thickened, much to Roma’s delight. She moaned as nerves exploded in magical fireworks. Her eyes rolled into her head as pleasure surged.

Simon grunted as thick ropes of seed flooded the witch’s inner world. The amount was obscene as the darkling continued to spurt his love into the witch. Roma squeezed him, milking his member as come dripped from their intimate union.

Spirals of bliss coiled around the couple, milking pleasure’s divine glow.

Thrusts slowed, as did the tempo. Nerves tingled. The couple held each other as they slowed to a stop, Simon’s manhood still hard within the witch’s inner world.

They looked into each other’s eyes, deep contentment glowing in their gazes.

“It…will…take time…for the…change,” Simon huffed.

“I hope…that…doesn’t…mean…we will have to…stop,” Roma huffed.

The couple smiled at each other.

They fell back into their intimate trysts with wondrous abandonment. But in the back of their minds, they knew this was just the tip of their new adventures. They clung to each other, ready to write their new destiny in the stars, and beyond.

~Fin~
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