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Information


Nicholas Phire was sentenced to life in prison without any possibility of parole. Because of the mercy of a lonely prison guard, a new world is presented to him. Nix finds himself in the Virtual World of Colonial with a hundred-year assignment as Lifestyle player in the Gladis Hub. Will Nix stay in the remote village located on the polar Ice Cap? Or does adventure await for the man whose life was supposed to be over?




Chapter 1: Inmate 777

The loud slam of the judge's gavel echoed in the courtroom. "Mr. Phire, you have been found guilty on seven counts of First Degree Murder, 53 counts of First Degree Arson, and 12 counts of tax evasion. For these crimes, I sentence you to life in prison without any possibility of parole."

The yellow-eyed man stared at the judge without expression. His four-month trial had witnessed countless testimonies of experts and witnesses. During this time, he hadn't uttered a single word.

His dark hair was shaved close to his head, a coldly handsome face that hadn't seen daylight in six months looked like it had been carved out of ice. Heavy shackles around his wrist, ankles, and waist didn't seem to impede his movement as he followed the Bailiff out of the courtroom.

He sat quietly in the room they had placed him in. His wrist shackles were attached to the heavy-duty table by a steel ring. A copy of today's New York Times sat on the table. July 14, 2125, he wasn't on the Headline for the first time in weeks. Instead, it was a Virtual Reality Company named Gladis that had purchased the employment contracts of tens of thousands of non-violent convicts from the U.S. Government.

A tall black woman wearing an all-black uniform opened the heavy metal door. She was someone he recognized; the guard brought him all his meals and sometimes told him jokes, even though he never spoke back.

"Hey, Nix." Glory had been a guard for more than ten years; she loved to give inmates nicknames. The media had dubbed him Phoenix Phire; it seemed to fit.

The man she had called Nix glanced at her; it was all he ever did. Today there was the smallest amount of sadness in her eyes. As someone who been there for months, he knew what was bothering her. "Don't listen to them Glory, that idiot doesn't deserve a fine woman like you."

Glory's face showed her surprise, her dark, full lips curved in a smile. "So, you do speak."

"I do."

"How come you didn't speak to your lawyer or during the trial?"

Nix shrugged, "the lawyer was a paid patsy; I was never getting off."

The guard smiled and raised an eyebrow, "so you didn't kill those seven people?"

"No. I've killed lots of people, but not those ones."

Glory grabbed a chair and moved it to the other side of the table. She opened her E-pad and sat down while scrolling through the screens. "Want to know where you are going?"

Nix shook his head, "not really. They'll have to silence me sooner or later anyway."

Instead of denying it, she nodded in agreement. "I'm going to quit my job here, but I still have enough pull to get you a nice meal."

"My last supper?" NIx shrugged, "fried chicken, I suppose. Maybe a cold beer to wash it down with."

Glory's laughter echoed in his ear as she opened the door. "A cold one? I'll see what I can do, Nix."

*******

Glory's thick but strong body grew blurry, causing Nix to shake his head suddenly. She was already picking up his tray. The room seemed to spin slightly, his head suddenly feeling heavy. Nix tried to rise up but fell back into the chair. "Drugged?" His last thoughts as he lost consciousness were of her. "Did Glory work for them? No matter, the beer was great."

*********

Vic pushed the stretcher next to the pod and read the information. "Inmate 943, 10 years, Lifestyle Player in Berentia."

"Check." Silas slid Inmate 943 into the life pod and activated the stasis field. "Cya in 10 years. Next"

Vic moved to the next one and stopped. "Why is this guy naked?"

Silas tried not to laugh; he had noticed that one of the prisoners wasn't wearing the orange jumpsuit. He grabbed one from the cart and walked toward the inmate. "Give me a hand, Vic."

A few minutes later, Vic read the information off. "Inmate 777, 100 years, Lifestyle Player in Colonial."

"100 years? He must have been a Stock Broker." Silas slid him in the pod and activated it. "He was the last one?"

Vic nodded and walked toward the elevator. Once they locked this level down, no one would be able to enter. Prisoner retrieval would be done on the first level. Bringing someone up before their time expired, was strictly against corporate policy."

*********

[System Processing... please stand by.]

Nix found himself in a white room; his body was completely transparent. "What the hell?"

[System Message: Employee 777, you have been hired to work for the Gladis Corporation as a Life Style player for the Colonial Virtual Online Game. Your term of employment is 100 years.]

"One hundred years? fuck off... Where the hell am I?"

[Character Generation Screen, please choose your looks and gender.]

Nix watched as thousands of different options for hair and skin color scrolled across the screen. "You not hearing me, jackass? Open this fucking thing up!"

[No Character data has been chosen, using players' physical characteristics as default.]

[Please choose the Life Skill which best suits you. The following options are currently available.]

[Blacksmith, Carpenter, Cook, Tailor, Alchemist.]

"Tailor." Nix started to focus on his last memories before passing out. Did Glory switch him with the non-violent felons that Gladis had purchased?

[Please name your character.]

"Nix."

[Character Generation Complete]

Nix

Strength 10

Endurance 10

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 66

Skills: Hunter/Leather Making/ Tailor [100/100/001]

[Are you satisfied with this character?]

"Yes."

[System Message: Welcome to the Gladis Hub in Colonial. You are bound here, and your workstation is 777. Please follow the yellow ball.]

A yellow ball of light appeared in front of Nix. It pulsed slightly. "Nix, follow me to your work station. I will answer any questions you may have."

Nix fingered the silver bracelet around his wrist. "What is this thing?"

"That is your all-purpose heads-up display. Tap it with your fingers to activate it."

Nix tapped it with one hand; a transparent menu popped up in front of his eyes. There were several categories; all of them were grayed out except local map. "Where am I?"

"You are on the Northern Polar Ice Cap on the Tunis Continent. The surrounding terrain is uninhabitable."

"What am I suppose to do here?"

"You will report to your workstation every day. You have 30 days to raise your Tailor skill to an intermediate level. After that, you will be given assignments and must meet your weekly quota."

"What if I don't want to?"

"Then you will not be fed. Do you wish to attempt escape at this time?"

"Um.. what?"

"The nearest city is 200 miles to the South. You may attempt to leave here now or at any time."

Nix gave the ball of light the finger. "Oh, I see. Take me to the exit then."

************

Three hours later, Nix recovered on the spawning platform. He was wearing the same generic orange jumpsuit he had been wearing a few hours earlier when he made a run for it.

The yellow ball of light appeared in front of him again. "Nix. Do you wish to attempt another escape?"

"No." He shivered slightly at the thought. The temperature outside was probably fifty below zero. Within minutes his body had shut down, and he could no longer move. He probably made it less than a mile.

"Follow me to your workstation, please."

His workstation consisted of needles of all shapes and sizes, and dozens of different materials. A beginner's manual sat on his desk.

"Do your best, Nix. Gladis Lifestyle players enjoy certain advantages over their Colonial counterparts. You may raise your stats easily by performing functions that use that statistic."

Nix picked up the manual and looked at the cover. "How can I find out about the Colonial game itself?"

"No information is available about the Colonial Game; I can answer any question regarding Tailoring."

Nix looked around the empty space his cubicle resided in. "Where are the other employees?"

"After you reach the intermediate level of Tailoring, your workspace will be added to the Lifestyle Village. In the village, you will be able to make friends and practice hobbies."

*****************

3 weeks later

*****************

"Employee 777, this is the fourth desk lamp that you have needed to replace."

Nix nodded, "right. I'm guessing this cubicle space is bugged. Will I get a new one when I get to the village?"

"Yes, you have been working hard. You only have 9 days to make intermediate level; at your current pace, you will make it in 5 days."

Nix watched the Light move away. The small square is where he spent his entire day. Meals would appear at his workstation three times a day. A small bed for sleeping would slide out of the wall and be available for eight hours every night. "Display stats."

Nix

Strength 18

Endurance 19

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Skills: Hunter/Leather Making/ Tailor [100/100/42]

"Looks like the push-ups and exercising is working." He pulled the freshly replaced lamp off the desk and began stripping it down. Each light had six feet of plastic-coated wire along with a small J-Cad battery located in the detachable remote. He fed the wire into the small gapped layer he had sewn into the pants. The outside was a light waterproof material, and the inside was a lycra composite cloth. Ideally, the outer layer would act as a windbreaker, while the inner lining would keep sweat from gathering on his skin. He glanced at the pull-over shirt with the built-in hood that he had already completed. The wires were looped into the clothing every two inches; they would be used as heating coils once they received power. He would keep the five batteries taped together in the breast pocket of his overcoat.

That evening Nix stood outside and did jumping jacks while watching the night sky. It was time-consuming, but he would stay outside until he couldn't take it. Putting up with bone-chilling pain was making his cold resistance stat grow steadily. "Three days to finish the pants, then I will make my attempt."

Three nights later, Nix stood at the door. Several last-minute doubts crept into his thoughts. The wind kept the snow from accumulating on the icy tundra, so he hadn't tried to make snowshoes. What if that changed after traveling a few hours? Was it a mistake to start at night? Originally he figured he'd want to be his strongest when it was night, but what about the second night?

"fuck it. I'm running out of time." He slid on the face mask, pants, and pull-over shirt, making sure to leave the wrapped batteries out. Then he pulled on the leather backpack that contained a blivet for water. Finally, he put on his knee-length coat. He secured the wrapped batteries in the pocket he had sewn into the coat; it had just enough slack so that the wires wouldn't affect his movement.

He left the batteries off to start and began a light jog. He ran for fifteen minutes and then walked for forty-five. Somehow Nix managed three hours without turning on the battery pack. Finally, he flipped the switch and activated it. It seemed like many long minutes before he felt the warmth from the heating coils seeping into his body again; breathing a sigh of relief, he started another fifteen-minute jog.

Once his body was sufficiently warm, he switched the battery pack off. He managed another three hours of travel before he had to turn them on again. It was here that he took his first drink.

Throughout the night, Nix traveled steadily. He would keep the three-hour battery shifts. Daylight was just breaking when the first battery went dead. "fuck... Did I keep it on too long?"

Twelve hours of moving southward had taken its toll. He had no way to gauge the distance he traveled. It could be anywhere between 35 and 55 miles. Probably somewhere in the middle of that. His fifteen-minute light jogs were shortened to ten minutes.

He stumbled as his limbs reminded him it was time to heat up. Climbing to his feet, he noticed that night had fallen. He walked slowly while letting the last juice of the second batter heat him up. "Two batteries down, three left." His voice sounded raspy in the night air. He sipped water through the straw that he had attached to the inside of his coat. It was red from his cracked and bleeding lips. He hadn't made gloves or mittens, but the sleeves were ten inches longer than his arms. He would bunch the end up with his hands, it wasn't perfect, but it worked.

The second dawn came, and Nix was no longer capable of running. He plodded south with a single-minded will. He would fall, then get back up. Each time he fell, he would dream of staying there and waking up in the warmth of his cubicle.

Sometime during the night, he was certain that he had died. He stumbled forward, forgetting to reheat his clothing. Somehow in the moments before death, he remembered to activate the battery. He collapsed in exhaustion, waiting to wake up.

The cold woke him; he had been dreaming of laying out in the sun, slowly he climbed to his feet and checked the third battery. He had run it dry. For the first time in over a day, he managed to break into a slow jog. "How long was I out? An hour? More?"

Dawn saw the last of his water being used up. Even though he had rationed it, there was only so much he could carry. His body would be dangerously dehydrated given how little he drank the past few days. He knew without looking that he had less than a day before he would freeze to death. Stubbornly he forced his legs to move; he stretched the battery time as far as he could. Death was coming, and it was moving much faster than him.

Night found him walking once again. He had switched on his last battery and could no longer run. During the night, he fell countless times. Each time certain, he would just lay there and die, but somehow, he would always rise up again.

He stumbled onward, the face of his dead sister hovered in front of him. He had burned his way to vengeance many times over. In the end, he had been captured and sentenced. He only felt happiness at the trial. They had paid; it was enough for him to have peace.

His sister's spirit talked to him close to morning. Her beautiful voice soothing his pain. "It's fine, Nick, you can keep going. Aren't you the strongest?"

"No," the words coming from his broken lips sounded garbled... "I am weak."

"No, brother. You've always been strong."

[You have entered the city limits of Cyphix. Do you wish to bind here?]

"Yes."

[You are now bound to Cyphix City.]

Nix collapsed forward onto the ground; his last battery had been long spent. He was exhausted to the point where he could no longer move. "And so it ends here."


Chapter 2: A bit of Warmth

Nix rolled over on the warm stone, slowly sitting up while he gathered his wits. He was on a spawning platform, similar to the one he had experienced at the Gladis Hub. He stood up and removed the outer coat. 

"I see you are awake. May I help you, sir?" A feminine voice spoke from behind him. She wore light blue robes. Her black hair hung down her back in a long braid. 

"I'm Nix, somehow I've lost my way. Could you tell me a bit about the area?" 

She bowed slightly. "Well met Nix. I am Cyan, the temple cleric here. This is the Temple of Shi, the Ice Spirit of Cyphix City. Here, let me download you the local shops and businesses." 

Nix felt his bracelet vibrate, he tapped it once, and the heads up display came up (hud). He cycled through the menus; this time, none of them were grayed out. He clicked on the map she had sent him, "I need to earn some money, so I can find a place to sleep. Any ideas?" 

"You have yellow eyes, like the sun." She ignored what he said and handed him a token from her pockets. "This is a welcome token, newcomers to the city receive one."

"Oh... thank you." He rolled it over in his hands and then glanced up at her. "What do I do with it?" 

Her laughter was light, like a summer breeze. "Give that to any Inn Keeper; it will pay for three days of food and lodging."

"Can you recommend one Inn over the others? I'd like some peace and quiet, along with some good food." 

"Try the Kindled Spirit Inn. Tell them that Cyan sent you." 

After thanking her, he left the temple. It was cold outside, but nothing like the deadly temperatures he had endured. He slipped on his overcoat and walked down the steps. 

He had assumed that Cyphix was small; however, that wasn't the case. The roads were made from a brown stone that gripped his shoes when he walked. The shops were made of red brick, and narrow alleyways separated most of them. As a former arsonist, he noted that Cyphix was unlikely to burn down to the ground. 

He passed several weapons and armor shops as he walked toward the Kindled Spirit. He didn't see anything signifying a Tailor business. Carefully, he made his plans. First, he would get a room and something to eat. Then he would access his hud and find out everything he could about Colonial. He hadn't followed Virtual Gaming while he was wreaking havoc in New York. In this instance, knowledge was everything. 

The Kindled Spirit was a wood building, the only one on its block. Its architecture seemed faintly European in design, lots of windows, and pointed roofs. He pushed open the heavy door and immediately felt comfort like he hadn't known in months. It was warm and smelled of barbecue and baked goods. A friendly-looking woman of middle age smiled at him when he walked in. 

"Greetings Sir! Welcome to the Kindled Spirit. I'm Hyai, the owner. What can I do for you today?" Hyai was a broad-shouldered woman with faded red hair and lots of freckles. Her impressive breasts seemed to defy gravity by sticking straight out. She wore an ankle-length blue skirt and a white buttoned shirt. The buttons protested by straining against the fabric. Small bits of white skin were visible next to each one. 

He handed her the token that Cyan had given him. "Cyan sent me. I would like a room and something to eat." 

She nodded and favored him with a smile, "We are serving lunch, we have bear stew or fried cod." 

"I'll take the stew, and whatever that comes with." 

"It comes with a pint, a loaf of bread, and a smile." 

He smiled at her words, probably the first time he had done so for a long time. "That seems like a great lunch. Thank you." 

He looked around the room. The table he had chosen was close to the fireplace, the warmth against his back, and the crackling of flames gave him comfort. There were no other customers in sight. 

He opened his hud and brought up the gaming menu. There was a brief introduction, which he read carefully. 

In Colonial, we take you on an adventure that spans seven different continents. We welcome back the days of pirates and seafaring. Not the pirate type? Then start your adventures as a powerful magic wielder capable of leveling entire cities. 

Cities are all connected by portals. There is a small fee that is charged for those who are level 20 or higher. Explore to your heart's content, knowing that you don't need to pick a faction class until level 10. 

There are two factions within Colonial, Sea Farers, and Terrans. In either of these factions, you can learn melee, ranged or magic skills. There are strengths and weaknesses in both, choose wisely. 

There are no adventure classes in Colonial. If you wish to be a swordsman, then you train the sword. Each faction may train, one primary weapon and one secondary weapon. Secondary skills will only do 60 percent of your current primary weapon skill. If you choose the path of magic, then your primary weapon is replaced with a Path of Study. 

Weapons in Colonial

Melee

Sword- [All Types]

Hammer

Whip

Halberd [Includes all Spears]

Dagger [If the dagger is both primary and secondary, there are no penalties.] 

Ranged

Rifle

Bow

Pistol [If the gun is both primary and secondary, there are no penalties.]

Javelin

[Paths of Magic]

Death Magic: This magic primarily deals with raising corpses from the dead and using them as companions. High-level Death Mages are very rare. This is a result of them being quite weak in the lower and mid-levels.

Water Magic: Water Mages can heal, buff, and use water-based attack spells. With the right support skills, Water Mages may also use ice-based attacks. Ice Magic isn't its own path but rather is a hybrid of Air and Water Magic. Fire creatures have a natural fear of water and incur several penalties while operating in their environment. [See Fire Magic]

Fire Magic: Fire Mages stand alone as the most significant damage dealers in Colonial. The strength of these Mages is directly relevant to the type of fire they can wield. All Mage fires can be used in water environments. Using Mage fire underwater results in the mana pool being used at a much higher rate and a damage reduction. Water creatures have a natural fear of fire and incur penalties when operating in a fire habitat. [See Water Magic] 

Healing Magic: The pure path of the healer is the strongest path of all. The cleric posses all the tools they need to keep individuals and groups alive in any environment. The best heals, the best buffs and a few crowd control spells make this class a necessity while raiding.

Wind Magic: There aren't may Wind Mages in Colonial. They are a great support class. They can substantially strengthen Fire, Water, and Range attacks. At the highest levels, Wind Mages are capable of short flights. They have no natural nemesis.

There are many support skills in Colonial. Everything from stealth abilities to first aide. You may learn up to three support skills; their total rating cannot exceed 10. 

For Example: Combat Medic=6, Stun=3, Swim=1.

Some Support skills are scarce and can be challenging to find. There are a few that are readily available. Support skills may be reset at any time.

Colonial is an Open World game that lets you choose every detail of your adventure. There is a Main faction quest, but keep in mind that once you start down that trail, there will be many cities that no longer welcome you. 

Some of our players choose to become LifeStyle players. At level 10, this is the alternative choice. Lifestyle players are not part of any faction and are considered non-combatants. 

"Reading up a bit? It's a good idea." Hyai came back with a tray and set it down in front of him. 

"Thank you.' He immediately grabbed the mug, which was way bigger than any pint he had ever seen. He took a drink and coughed a bit. It was sweet and fizzy, although not unpleasant. 

"Anything else, Mr. Nix?" 

"Some company if you don't mind. Traveling can be a bit lonely." Nix smiled at her and sampled the stew. It was well seasoned, and the meat seemed to melt in his mouth. He sighed contently and continued eating. 

Hyai nodded and took the chair across from him. She proved very easy to talk to. She was a widow with one daughter who had married and moved away. She had been running the Inn by herself for nearly a decade. She knew just a bit of fire magic, although by her admission was definitely not a mage. 

After talking about local events and business, Nix pushed his tray away. He liked her warmth; perhaps it was her fire magic since he had some experience with fire himself. 

She stood up and gathered his tray. "Anything else, Nix?" She had started calling him by his first name about halfway through his dinner.

A hot bath would be nice and perhaps some more company. He smiled so that she wouldn't misunderstand. 

Her face blushed slightly, and she looked down. "This isn't that sort of establishment, Nix." 

Nix laughed, "I do like a warm woman, but if you're against it, I'll just take a bath." 

She handed him a key with a large wooden tag that said 'bath' on it. "It's at the top of the stairs; there's a small closet next to it that has towels." 

"Okay, thank you, Hyai." 

Ten minutes later, he sunk up to his chin in steaming water. During the last few nights, he couldn't have imagined feeling so warm. The Bathroom was just big enough for the enormous porcelain tub. There was a full-length mirror on the back of the door. 

Fully content, he felt himself starting to drift off until a soft knock on the door caught his attention. Hyai opened the door, a towel folded in her hands. 

"I brought a towel." Her pretty face blushed slightly, making the scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose stand out more. "I'm flattered, Nix; it's been a while since a man looked at me."

Nix sat up straight in the tub, watching her place the towels down and exit quickly through the door. "Nonsense, you are a beautiful woman." 

A long while later Nix stood in front of the mirror, using the towel to dry off, he glanced at his image in the fog steamed mirror. "How did I end up here?"

"You seem very tired, Nix." 

The words greeted him when he exited the bathing room. Hyai, the Inn Keeper, was carrying a basket full of fresh linens. 

He laughed at her words, "just a bit. A warm bed seems like a distant dream." 

"Shall I wake you for dinner?" 

Nix shook his head, "I'll sleep instead. Tomorrow I need to get a better feel for Colonial." 

"The City Library might be a good place to start. Lots of maps and cultural information that you can upload to your hud." 

He watched her walk away. There was something very comforting about her manner. Nix climbed into the warm bed of his room a few minutes later. "I need to find some work, perhaps figure out this World's Geography and then make plans." 

He yawned and closed his eyes. "Thanks, Glory," he mumbled softly.


Chapter 3: Burning Aura

The flames from the warehouse climbed high into the night. The inferno only a few feet away was filled with screams of the dying and the acrid smell of burning flesh. Smoke, fire, and the screams of the agony, pleasant music to the ears of an arsonist who lived for revenge.

Nix sat upright in bed, the smell of smoke filling his nostrils. He should have been surprised to wake up in a bed of flames, but he wasn't. He quickly patted out the flames and got out of bed. The clothes he had gone to sleep in had been reduced to ashes.

He wrapped a charred blanket around himself and went off in search of Hyai (pronounced Hi-ya). Luckily she had mentioned where her room was.

A sleepy-looking Hyai opened the door at his second knock. "Is there a problem, Nix?"

"Is waking up on fire a problem?'

"It could be. Go back to your room, and I'll be right there."

A few minutes later, the Inn Keeper entered the room. Immediately she walked over to the window and opened it. She frowned at the burnt blankets. "What happened, Nix?"

"I was dreaming of fire, I think. The smell of smoke woke me up, and I found this." The sheets seemed unaffected; his clothes and the blanket were the only victims of the sudden night flames.

Hyai didn't seem angry with him; she was quite calm while she asked him a few questions. "Could you display your stats for me, Nix?"

He nodded and displayed them on his hud.

Nix

Level 1

Strength 35

Endurance 44

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 90

Fire Resistance 100

[Burning Aura]

Skills:

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 42

"You have a natural Fire Aura. That's really rare." She smiled when she said it, "people with strong ties to the elements sometimes have them. I've never heard of this one, but you'll have to pick up an aura limiter to prevent you from burning down buildings."

"Problematic, my funds are quite low at the moment."

"You have some useable skills. Perhaps you should head down to the Adventurer Guild and take on a few quests."

Nix nodded while he looked at his stats. His strength and stamina had jumped drastically. The lifestyle skills he possessed were now separate. Gladis Corp lifestyle players obviously enjoyed benefits that others did not. Then there was the biggest change of all; he now possessed a level.

"You must have come here directly from your starter city."

Nix nodded, "where can I train weapons?"

"The Weapon Master Guild." Hyai favored him with a smile, "not going to take the path of fire? You seem to have an affinity with it."

Nix shook his head, "I've already been down the path of fire; this time, I'll do something else."

"Were you perhaps considering a Lifestyle path?"

Nix kept his face expressionless. "What makes you ask that?"

"Your stats, only Lifestyle players have dexterity and perception. Normally those two would be replaced with agility and something else."

"I considered it briefly." Somehow he had the feeling that the character generation screen he had seen, was nothing like the ones normal players experienced. "I'll replace those blankets, Hyai."

The Inn Keeper waved it off. "We're friends; it's a small thing. Wait here for a moment."

A short while later, she came back with a box of clothes. "Not sure why I kept these, they should be close to your size."

Nix looked through the box; there were a few other items as well. "Hyai... Is it okay for you to give me these things?"

She nodded and pushed the box toward him. "I've clung to these out of sentiment."

"Thank you, Hyai."

*************

An hour later, Nix was walking down the boardwalk of the aptly named Guild Street. He was dressed in the brown leathers that Hyai had given him. Her husband had been a hunter in his adventuring days before settling down to run an Inn.

The Weapon Guild looked a lot like a warehouse he had once burned down. It was a large, ugly rectangle building with many large ground-level windows that let in the light. There were more than a dozen different booths. Initial weapon training was free of charge, which also came with a beginner kit.

He had never owned a gun in real life. However, he was drawn by the rifle's image on the sign above the old man's booth. The man's face was wrinkled and weathered by years spent outdoors. He wore his white hair in a long ponytail. Despite his age, he stood ramrod straight. His fierce eyes took in Nix when he stopped.

The old man bowed slightly. "Greetings, friend. I'm Salvo, a marksman of the Weapon's Guild."

Nix returned his bow. "I'm Nix. I am interested in learning the Rifle weapon skill."

Rifles and Pistols in Colonial did not require bullets. They fired a magic-based projectile that did physical damage. Guns came with a core that needed to be replaced after several thousand rounds had been fired.

The free weapon was an open site rifle with a sling.

Tucker Rifle: Basic

Description: An easy to use
rifle with decent accuracy.
Bind on Pick-up.

[Do you wish to place this item in your inventory?]

"Yes." His inventory automatically opened. He was sure that he didn't have access to an inventory back at the Gladis Hub. It was much bigger than he would have guessed, and surprisingly it was filled with a complete set of advanced Tailor equipment and a lot of different materials.

He decided on a whip as his secondary weapon. There was no real reasoning behind it. He liked the way it looked. Since both primary and secondary weapons could be reset for a small fee, he didn't worry about making a bad choice.

His last stop was the Adventurer Guild. Initially, he had wanted to spend the day in the library, but the need for credits caused him to delay those plans. The Adventurer Guild in Cyphix was a small brick building with a half dozen self-service kiosks in it. Registration was a simple eye scan, and immediately he had access to the Quest menu. They were listed by level and were limited to three quests at a time. The daily limit for quests was 15.

He picked up a wolf hunting quest to start and headed out. A small mini-map popped up on his hud when he walked out of the town gate. There were red dots scattered throughout the map. "Nice of them to show me where the quest mobs are."

Wolf infestation

Quest: Local farmers are overrun with wolves. Bring down as many of the creatures as you can. Time limit: 4 hours.

As he walked south, the temperature rose quickly. By the time he had walked half an hour, he was comfortably warm. Nix found a small meadow with an abundance of wolves; after setting up on a large boulder, he decided to get started.

As part of his skill training, he understood the basic mechanics of shooting. He aimed at a nearby wolf and pulled the trigger.

*Miss*

He took a deep breath, trying not to worry about the huge creature charging toward him. He fired twice more before the wolf tumbled to the ground.

[You have received 100 XP].

[You cannot process the Wolf meat without cans]

He looted the animal to receive 1 tooth.

[Do you wish to skin the Arctic Wolf?]

"Yes."

[Without a skinning knife in your inventory, you are limited to normal pelts.]

[One normal Wolf pelt has been added to your inventory.]

The next four hours was an exercise in patience. Nix quickly decided never to grab this sort of mind-numbing quest again. He managed to reach level four, and his rifle skill rose to 18.

With his inventory full of pelts, he started back toward town. The sound of fighting caused him to stop. Was there someone else hunting here? He was tempted to investigate, but the deafening sound of gunfire, followed by an explosion, made him decide not to. "I'm not strong enough to mess around yet."

An uneventful trip back to the turn-in Kiosk netted him enough experience to make it to level five. The added bonus of 3 thousand credits put some bounce in his step as he headed to the general store he had noticed.

He bought a fine skinning knife for 3 hundred credits. The Aura limiter that Hyai had mentioned was a ring that cost a thousand credits. Nix winced in pain when he bought it. The cans were only 1 credit each, so he purchased a hundred of them.

There were some tables set up in the shop's corner, so he took a seat and enjoyed a hot cup of complimentary coffee. "Since I have the ability, I should start doing trade skills." He examined the wolf pelts in his inventory. There were 83 of them; he had been planning to sell them but refrained when he saw they only sold for 3 credits each.

[Do you wish to process the Normal Wolf pelts?]

"Sure."

His hud popped up, and a progress bar could be seen moving slowly to the right. "That's going to take a while."

He brought up a world map and zoomed out so he could get a good overview of Colonia. There were seven continents. Three in the middle of the map seemed fairly close and could have probably been classified as archipelagos. Set into a triangle of sorts, they were Hispana, Wisteria, and Phelinomia. His current location was Tunis; there were three other large landmasses. Broyan to the south, Escavar to the east, and Jhabi to the west.

From what he could see, dozens of small kingdoms were loosely aligned with each faction. A few mid-sized territories had also formed, but no large empires. He had just finished reading when his progress bar dinged.

[115 Fine Leathers have been added to your inventory.]

He checked their price with the store clerk and decided to sell them for 25 credits each.

He decided to head out again; this time, he would skip the quests and harvest pelts while exploring. Although it was only mid-afternoon, there were dozens of people walking out of the gate. Groups of 4 or 5 hurried together while talking excitedly. Nix fell in step with one of the smaller groups.

"What's going on?" Nix smiled pleasantly, although being over-friendly wasn't his thing. The group consisted of three men, all relatively young. They had the same black hair that looked like it had been cut using a soup bowl.

"You haven't heard? A Salamander has been found! One of the big Guilds from Escavar found it. They are paying 5 thousand credits to each person who volunteers to help."

Nix nodded nonchalantly. "Hmm... Sounds like easy money."

The group parted from him a few minutes later. He didn't ask to join them, and they didn't offer. NIx had seen big corporations take advantage of the masses. This had that same sort of feel.

The meadow he had hunted in earlier was now filled with dozens of small tents. Instead of lingering in the area, he headed west, away from the crowd.

A herd of deer next to a small creek served as the next hunting camp for Nix. There were about twenty of them, all between levels 5 and 10.

He started on the outskirts of the herd. He had expected them to run when he fired, but they didn't. The one he hit lowered his head and charged him. It died five yards from him, having taken five shots.

[You have received 300 XP]

[Do you wish to process the Deer meat?]

"Yes."

[2 cans of fine venison have been added to your inventory.]

[Do you wish to skin the common deer?]

"Yes."

[1 fine deer pelt has been added to your inventory.]

Nix whittled the deer herd down to the last few before they took off running. He didn't bother to chase them; he had made it to level 7 and had his inventory packed with canned meat and pelts.

He washed his hands in the stream, taking a moment to splash a bit on his face. Although the work wasn't hard, it had turned unseasonably warm. Perhaps the presence of a Salamander had something to do with it.

Nix sat on the bank and pulled his boots off. They were a size too big, but he really couldn't complain since they had been free. He soaked his feet in the water and lay back on the bank of the river.

He didn't notice the bubbling of the water until it began to heat up. "The hell is that?"


Chapter 4: Salamander

Nix pulled his bare feet from the water and took a quick look around. He was quite far from where the Salamander camps were set up. A dim glowing could be seen in the depths of the river. Had the creature managed to escape?

He swam out to the middle of the river and took a deep breath. The water quickly grew uncomfortably hot. Nix dived straight down, wincing as the pain increased. It lay on the bottom of the riverbed, lodged under some deadfalls. It was like nothing he had ever seen. Inside the orange glow was a barely discernible human form. He kicked his feet and grabbed it by the arm with one hand. 

Nix coughed and swallowed a bit of the near-boiling river water. His hand had lost all feeling, but the burning agony quickly spread to his arms then torso as he surfaced and made his way toward shore. The Salamander was dead weight, he dropped the creature on the bank and collapsed to his knees in agony.

His hand and arm were charred black, resembling burnt chicken. The shirt he was wearing was still on fire despite being wet, so he tossed it on the ground.

"Now what?" Nix scouted the area again, eventually, people would come if they had the means to track it. They were at the river's edge since the banks were steep, they wouldn't easily be seen unless the person was close. 

It moved slightly and then woke up, instantly a bone vibrating screech caused Nix to fall back into the river. He covered his ears, although the noise still numbed his senses. "What are you doing? They'll find us if you don't shut up!" 

It stopped immediately, its orange glowing eyes watching him. Nix moved closer, the heat on his face making him blink several times. The lower part of its body was bound in some sort of glowing wire. It had barbs every few inches that dug into the creature's flesh. Each time it moved, the bindings seem to cause it pain as if they were tightening. 

"Those look bad." Nix gritted his teeth, "let's get this done." He grabbed the bindings with one hand, they felt cold to his touch, however, the Salamander screeched again in agony. 

It stared at him for a moment and then stopped. To Nix's surprise, it nodded at him to continue. 

Nix grabbed the bindings again, the creature jumped in agony but this time did not make a sound. Slowly he unraveled the tangled mess that bound it. The barbs pulled free of its flesh, tiny bits of liquid fire spilled on the ground. Although the bindings didn't hurt him, the flames from the Salamander did. By the time he was finished, both of his arms looked like charred smoldering masses of burnt meat. Blood ran down his chin from where he bit through his lip. He fell back on the ground panting when the last of the bindings were removed. 

Nix's yellow eyes stared at the Salamander as it rose over him. "Not going to lie, death my be my best option here." 

The creature looked at him and pointed at the ring he had purchased earlier. 

"My limiter ring?" Nix glanced down at it. The Salamander moved closer, its image becoming clearly that of a female. 

"Hide." The word came from her lips, it was clear and concise. 

Nix sat up slowly, a groan escaping his lips. "You want me to hide you?" 

The Salamander nodded. "Yes." 

"Why didn't you speak earlier? My damn hands are useless now." Nix struggled to his feet, "we should move away from the camps. 

The Salamander followed him as he moved away from the river. It hovered just off the ground, it was noticeably dimmer. They traveled for an hour before they entered the foothills. Nix kept to the low ground whenever possible, as someone who had been pursued by multiple agencies for nearly a year, he was good at hiding. 

Another half-hour passed, Nix spotted a small hollowed-out section at the base of a gully. "This should hide us until dark." He left it unsaid, after dark, there would be no way to hide her glow. 

She stood near the hollowed section, slowly the flames that constantly surrounded her began to grow. Nix was forced back a step as a wave of super-heated air washed over him. She walked into the hollowed section and kept going. The rock melting around her as she strolled through it like it was air. "Come." 

Nix entered the Salamander-made cavern. He could see the waves of heat coming off the freshly melted rock, it quickly absorbed back into her. 

She sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall, her breathing labored. "Remove the ring and take my Seed." 

Nix stared at her, "take your seed? That sounds an awful lot like pregnancy... pass." 

"Fire seed idiot. I must pass it on before I die." The Salamander motioned for him to come closer. 

He slipped off his ring and knelt beside her. "Die? Isn't there something we can do?" 

She shook her head and extended a glowing hand. A small finger touched his skin, instantly his entire body ignited in flames. 

Nix jumped back, his hands reflexively trying to smother the flames. He stopped after a moment, when he realized it didn't hurt. "Is this the fire seed?" 

The Salamander shook her head. "I ignited your burning aura. So beautiful." 

He frowned at the clothes he had been wearing, they were reduced once again to ashes. "That's going to become inconvenient." He waved his burning hands around, he could see that freshly healed skin was visible beneath the flames. 

She moved closer, her face hovering over him. Leaning forward she pressed her lips against his and opened her mouth. The Salamander grabbed his face to keep him in place, after a minute she let go and collapsed to the ground. 

"Holy shit. The fuck was that?" The flames around Nix burned hot and raged, his yellow eyes turned orange. "What did you do?" 

She lay on the ground unmoving. Her eyes still open and watching. Her appearance had been drastically altered. The Salamander looked like a young woman, long red hair flowed down her back, light brown eyes that shone with intelligence. "I gave you the seed. If I die, so does the seed." 

"Are you dieing now?"

She nodded, losing the seed has hastened the inevitable. She sighed contently, "my name is Shae."

"I don't want this seed Shae, take it back." 

"No..." 

Nix felt his temper flare up, the flames answered by soaring around him. Although Shae appeared human, the flames didn't bother her. He grabbed her face and kissed her, forcing her mouth open, he pushed his tongue inside.

She pushed against him, howling loudly in protest. "You can't give it back idiot!" 

"You didn't ask me when you gave it, now you get the same thing!" 

She struggled against him, pushing him away while they kissed. Somewhere during that time that they fought each other, her passion ignited. Her arms and legs wrapped around him and she pulled him closer. She screeched in sonics when the seed started to return, oddly enough, this time it didn't affect him. "Bastard." She moaned against his lips. 

Nix wasn't sure about the process, but he could feel the flames inside him rising up quickly. His clothes burned to ashes once again as he willed the fire seed back into her. The roaring of flames was an odd comfort as she screamed in pleasure, her teeth sinking into the flesh of his shoulder. 

You have been slain. 

He hovered over his corpse for a moment, Shae was seated a few feet away with her back toward his body. There were no signs of flame on her person, but Nix could sense that the seed had returned to the Salamander. 

She looked over her bare shoulder at his body, her eyes fierce. "Bastard... you ignited my inner seed." 

[Do you wish to recover your body at the nearest spawning point?]

"Yes." 

"I hate you!" Shae stomped her foot when his corpse vanished and then left the cave in a flash of flames. 

"Damn. That Salamander is a handful." Nix greeted Cyan once again, the Ice Priestess produced an acolyte robe when she was that he was naked. "We keep meeting like this."

Cyan smiled slightly. "Maybe you should leave some clothes here Nix, just in case."

He pulled the robes closer around his shoulders and started walking towards town. On a whim he decided to check his stats. 

Nix 

Level 17

Strength 40

Endurance 49

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 90

Fire Resistance 100 

[Burning Aura]

Weapon Skills:

Rifle 54

Whip 10

Support Skill:

Flame Strands 0

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 42

"Um... 17? I was level seven when I finished the deer." His thoughts went back to Shae when he noticed the support skill. "The hell is flame strand? It has no rating?" 

Nix walked near the camp area, there were still many people running about. "She's long gone," he muttered under his breath. A moment later his hud dinged. He opened it up to see a man wearing a black business suit staring at him. 

"Mr. Phire, by now you must have realized that a mistake was made." The blonde-haired man with blue eyes didn't bother to introduce himself. 

Nix shrugged. "Should I care?" 

"Gladia Corp paid for inmates to become lifestyle players under our banner. We also used our influence to gain stat bonuses not available to regular players." 

Nix wasn't in the mood to banter with words. "Wake me up then, and we'll talk about it." 

"How the fuck did an idiot like you escape the Hub?' 

Nix smiled at the insult. "Not saying. Is there a point to this conversation?"

The blonde man seemed to calm down, he nodded." Yes. We are absolving ourselves. We cannot release you back to federal custody, the publicity would cost us more than you are worth."

"Is that so?" Nix felt the sudden urge to light the blonde man's hair on fire. All that gel, it would go up like a Christmas tree. 

"Since you are no longer in the hub. We are making the situation disappear. From now on you are on your own." 

"So I'm stuck here?" Nix began to feel a bit of panic seeping in. 

"Just for a hundred years." 

"Very amusing shithead." Nix knew that he was getting a good deal, but didn't want to give the suit the satisfaction of seeing it. 

The businessman looked over his shoulder and then flipped Nix the bird before cutting the connection. 

Nix stared at the empty space. "Very mature."


Chapter 5: Fire Strands

Nix walked back toward town. Apparently, the Salamander hunters were utterly clueless about their prey escaping. He walked into the same general store he had visited earlier. The shopkeeper was a pale, skinny man with thinning hair. He had told Nix to bring back any pelts or meats, and he'd give him a reasonable price.

"Venison cans? I'll take everything you have, 150 credits each." The man's name was Brison; he also bought the fine deer pelts for 150 credits each. Nix pocketed the money and left with the promise that they'd do business again. 

Three blocks down from the general store, Nix found the armor and weapon shop that Hyai had recommended. As someone unfamiliar with virtual games or even gaming in general, he had borrowed one of the assistants to answer all his questions. 

"So I can equip myself with heavy, medium or light armor? Why doesn't every go with heavy then?"

"You can't use magic while using heavy armor; also, if you aren't strong enough, you won't be able to move." 

The assistant helping him was a petite younger woman with short brown hair and a natural smile. She patiently answered his questions, even though he had to repeat a few of them. 

"I'll take this set of medium leather armor; I'll also take the Finisher Rifle." 

"The Finisher Rifle is an excellent choice; it's made right here in town by our own gunsmith." 

Finisher Rifle: Fine Quality

Description: The Finisher is perfect
for the hunter on a budget. It features
good power at a low cost. 

"What's the gunsmith's name? Perhaps I'll visit her if I get the chance." 

The assistant smiled pleasantly, "her name is Kyla, tell her Jonie sent you."

"Right, thanks, Jonie" He paid nine hundred credits for the armor and rifle and left the shop. There were still a few hours of daylight, so he decided to take advantage of it. 

Keeping as far away from the hunter's as possible, Nix headed east, an area that his hud map had categorized as swampy. The trail he was on converged with another, three players were standing at the fork. 

The group watched him approach; they consisted of two women and a man. One of the women stepped in front of him when he neared them, a friendly smile on her face. 

"Hey there, want to group up with us?" 

Nix shook his head, "pass." 

"I'm a healer! You won't be able to find a group with solid heals." The woman persisted, her smile not slipping at all. She was confident in her looks, braided black hair, and blue eyes topped off a face that was made for modeling. It was hard for Nix to take her seriously. 

"A healer?" Nix stopped and faced them. 

"I'm Nezbit; this is Donri, our tank, and Sila is dps." 

"Hmm..." Nix studied the group. Donri was wearing heavy armor, so being a tank must mean he protected the others. "What is dps?" 

"Oh, shit..." The woman called Sila spoke, "he's a noob, Nez. Let's get going." 

Sila wore her brown hair cut short like a man. This didn't match at all with her voluptuous figure. 

Nez held up a hand, "just wait a bit. DPS means that their primary responsibility in group play is doing damage. With that rifle and medium armor, I assume you are dps also." 

Nix nodded, "I suppose so." 

"We need help bringing down one mob for a quest. The XP should be really good, and you can roll for loot." 

"No, thanks." Nix stepped around her and started walking again. 

"One thousand credits." The man they referred to as the tank finally spoke. "I'm Don. We don't have enough dps to kill the mob before our healer runs out of mana." 

Nix smiled at Don. "Two thousand." 

"You cheap bastard!" Sila's face grew red as she shook her fist at him. 

"Done." Nez made the final decision. "Follow us, please." 

Nix fell in behind Don, who was leading them off-trail. "What is mana?" 

Sila frowned at him, "we are so boned." 

"When I cast heals, it draws from my mana pool." Nez smiled patiently, "the creature we are trying to kill comes with three adds. Don can tank them all, but I basically have to spam heal to keep him alive." 

Nix nodded like he understood. "I see. So, what's an add?" 

"fuck me." Sila, who was walking behind them, couldn't contain herself any longer. She stomped passed them to walk next to Don. 

Nez sighed, "don't worry about her. We are getting frustrated. This is our fourth attempt." 

"That's a big bear." Nix had followed them to a cave a few miles from the trail. A huge black bear was napping peacefully at the cave entrance. The name in red over his head said Bulo, the Tyrant King. 

Nez smiled sweetly, "Nix meet Bulo." 

"Let's move this along. I want to get back to the Inn in time for dinner." Nix pulled his rifle and moved a bit further away. 

Don walked to the front of the group. "Fine, let's get going." He pulled a heavy-looking ax and charged in Bulo. The animal roared and swiped a massive paw at him. 

Nix started shooting, pumping round after round into the bear. He could hear Sila doing the same. The life bar on the bear was steadily dropping. In the background, he could hear the healing chants of Nez. 

Three smaller bears spawned in the cave entrance and started toward the group. 

"Damn, the adds are early." Sila gritted her teeth in frustration; Nix didn't have high dps. 

Nix caught the movement of the smaller bears. A small orange flame popped into his view, with an image of a hand. He imitated the action; a moment later, his hand erupted in flames sending a small strand of fire at the smaller bear. It wrapped around its feet, rooted him in place. Nix held on to his end, the strength of the bear nearly knocking him down.

"The hell is that?" Sila paused in her shooting, her eyes wide with surprise. 

The rifle Nix had been firing was automatically sent to his inventory; another flaming image hovered in front of one of the other small bears. He sent a strand of fire toward it, effectively stopping it. "Not my best idea." The two bears tugged in opposite directions, the smell of burning fur reaching the group as the bears roared in anger. 

Don had his back to the group but was easily tanking Bulo and one of the smaller bears. Sila had resumed her shooting while Nix struggled to keep his arms from being pulled off. Bulo fell after a few minutes, then Don and Sila killed the closest bear. 

Don spun for the other two bears, freezing in place. "You're CC? Hell yeah!" 

The fire strand held when someone else damaged the bear; however, it was already down to half its hit points. Two minutes later, the group was high-fiving each other, all the bears were down, and their quest was completed. 

Sila approached him and handed him 2 thousand credits. "You should have mentioned that you're CC, I'm sorry for speaking as I did."

Nix waved it off, "mind if I skin these bears?" 

Nez had walked up while he was being paid. "You're a hunter?"

Nix nodded. "Actually, a tailor." 

All three of his groupmates stopped and stared as he canned the bear meat and took all three pelts. The Bulo pelt had been given an epic rating. 

He noticed their stares. "Problem?" 

Nez shook her head, "did you say you are a tailor?" 

Nix nodded. 

Nez gave him a doubtful look. "To be a Tailor, you have to max out hunting and leather making." 

"Yep. I should be going. Want to raise my Tailor skill so I can make something with that pelt."

"Right, we'll walk with you." Nez motioned for the other two to follow and fell in beside Nix. "If you have any questions, please feel free to ask." 

"Oh, okay. What is CC?" 

Nez didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Her lovely face gave nothing away. "It's the ability to slow or hold people and mobs at bay. Those flame ropes of yours were CC." 

"Right, okay. They are called Flame Strands." 

"Damn Nix, what's the rating on that? Seven or Eight?" Sila spoke from behind them; CC support skills were always rated high.

Nix kept his face expressionless. "You're a really good guesser." 

"I'm sorry for being such a bitch earlier." Sila's voice was smooth like honey while she tried to make nice. 

"No worries, seems like that's your nature."

Don chose this time to have a coughing fit while Nez turned her head to hide a smile. 

Instead of getting angry, Sila laughed and slammed a hand on his back. "You just say whatever pops in your head." 

Nix nodded, "less confusion that way." 

An hour later, they entered the town. Nix left the group, intent on heading back to the Inn to eat dinner and do some crafting. A hand grabbed him, causing him to stop. 

Sila leaned close and lowered her voice. "I'm at the Burly Bear, stop in, and have a drink with me. I usually stay up pretty late." 

"See ya later then Sila." Nix shook Donri's hand and waved at Nez. "Thanks for the invite."


Chapter 6: Tailor made

Tailoring in Colonial didn't require much actual hand use. Your tailoring skills, dexterity, quality of materials and recipe, dictate what you can make and how well. Once those items are in place, it's a matter of activating the skill and waiting for the progress bar to finish. Gladis Corp had paid a substantial amount of money to give their crafters an advantage. One of these was the 'work-for-stat' ability. Whatever stat Nix focused his time and energy on, would start to rise. He also had the advantage of choosing a tier 3 skill right away. Becoming a tailor as a regular player required two subskills to be maxed out first, hunting and leather-making. 

Nix used another stack of white canvas. White canvas was a good material for pants, gloves, and jackets. It had the advantage of being a 50 level task, so it made his skill climb into the 60s rather quickly. It didn't hurt that he had dozens of stacks of 20 white canvas. The top row of his inventory served as his tailoring platform. The tool went in the second slot, base material in the third, thread or strings in the fourth and add-ons in the fifth. Nix didn't know what the first slot was for, it was grayed out. There were three additional slots for miscellaneous items. After these were in place, you could safely close your inventory. Your hud would give you a readout of four things. What you were making. The quantity you could currently make. Your odds of a normal completion and your chances of a special completion. Nix's hud read. [Item] Canvas Jacket, [Qty.] 25, [%] 49, [Special %] 12. 

He activated the task and left his room to get some dinner. The progress bar for 25 completions barely moved. 

Hyai smiled when he came down the stairs. "You going to have dinner?" 

The Inn was quite crowded, from the armbands that many customers wore, he gathered that these were the Salamander hunters. Nix nodded, "what's on the menu?" 

"Lamb chops or beef stew." 

"I'll take the lamb. Hey, what do these armbands mean?" 

Hyai lowered her voice and stepped closer. "It's their guild band. The SG band stands for Sea Gators. They are a huge guild in Escavar. There are a few other guilds, but they removed their bands in the interest of safety."

"SG would start trouble?"

Hyai nodded, "be careful if you run into them." 

"No worries." 

One of Hyai's employees delivered his food a while later. Nix assumed she was too busy cooking to mingle with customers. The lamb was spiced perfectly and he enjoyed every mouth-watering bite. He tipped the waitress when he finished and headed out the door. It was fairly brisk, the last few minutes of sunlight turned the sky pink. 

Nix walked aimlessly, enjoying the walk until he arrived at a familiar shop. The sign overhead read 'Kyla's Guns'. 

Kyla was a young woman barely out of her teens. She had red hair that she tied up in twin braids. Her freckled face seemed plain, but when she greeted Nix with a smile, he decided she was pretty. "Welcome to my shop! I'm Kyla." 

"Hi, Jonie recommended you. I brought a rifle today, it just doesn't fit me well." 

Kyla gave him a warm smile. "Jonie's name is worth a ten percent discount." 

"Jonie, Jonie, Jonie, Jonie." 

Kyla's laugh made her beautiful. "Forty percent? Can I take my words back?" 

Nix nodded, she reminded him of his sister. "Sure, fifty percent and I'll forget everything." 

"That's a tough bargain." Kyla held out her hand. "Let me see your rifle." 

She clucked her tongue in approval when Nix brought it out. "Finisher is a good choice. I can customize it for you. Let's say for three hundred credits." 

"That will work." 

[Kyla has requested to add you to her friend's list. Do you accept?]

Nix grinned at her. "Yes. Becoming friends already? Am I that friendly?"

"You are actually. You need to be on my friend list so I can customize your rifle." 

Nix moved toward the weapon rack while he waited. Customizing required friends. He opened his inventory, the canvas jackets were all finished. His skill had risen to 72. The first square that had once been grayed out now had a question mark over it. Clicking it showed him an image of Kyla. 

Kyla looked up from her workbench. "Sorry, customizing takes a long time with guns." 

"No worries." Nix took a seat next to the window and opened his inventory. He clicked on the first slot and added Kyla. In the second slot, he added a 'fine silver needle'. The third slot was 'fine red silk.' The fourth was 'red nylon thread.'

[Customer] Kyla, [Item] Red Silk Dress, [Qty.] 1, [%] 19, [Special %] 4. 

Nix activated the task and watched as the taskbar slowly wound down. It took four attempts before he was successful. 

"All done Nix." Kyla was holding the rifle in both hands. "Please check it out." 

Finisher Rifle: Unique

Description: This rifle has been
customized for Nix. Accuracy and
power have been increased. 

Crafted by Kyla.

Nix aimed at the wall, the feeling of awkwardness was completely gone. "Woah... this is really nice." 

Kyla winked at him, "then I will triple my price." 

"Would you take a barter?"

Kyla nodded, "It depends on what it is. I could use some raw materials, rare woods, things like that." 

"Oh... How about this?" 

Red Silk Dress: Unique

Description: This beautiful
red dress has been custom 
made for Kyla. It's knee-length,
pleated and backless. 

Crafted by Nix.

Kyla stared at the dress, her pale skin blushing. "I... let me wash my hands!" 

She walked over to her sink and washed her hands carefully before rinsing them off and drying them with a new towel. "Okay, let me see it." 

Nix watched her hold it up, her hands caressing the cloth. She nodded to herself a few times before finally looking up at him. 

"Two thousand credits Nix, not a credit more." 

Nix shook his head, "That's way too much. The dress for the rifle."

"What? That's crazy Nix! This is beautiful... And it's custom made for me." Kyla shook her head, "I'm robbing you at two thousand credits, but it's all I can afford." 

Nix put the rifle in his inventory. "Sorry, I insist and you can't make me take it back." 

She made a face at him, "now you're being a stinker." 

"Maybe so. Thanks for the rifle." Nix walked out the door, leaving a speechless Kyla holding the dress. Stinker... that's what his little sister Lisa would call him. The memory warmed him as he pulled up his hud and found the location of the Burly Bear.

The Burly Bear was designed similarly to the Kindled Spirit. The decor was a bit more rustic and the Inn Keeper was a fat bald man named Hooper. "I'm afraid we don't have any rooms stranger. I can feed you though."

"He's with me, Hoop!" Sila was sitting by herself at the bar nursing a pint. She smiled when she saw Nix. "So you made it, have a seat." Sila patted the barstool next to hers. 

He glanced at Hooper, "a pint for me please." 

Hooper nodded, "coming up." 

"I was afraid the noob would get lost on the way here." Sila leaned closer, the sweet smell of alcohol told him that she had been drinking for a while. 

Nix wasn't bothered by the teasing, by any accounts, he was a complete noob. "Help me out a bit then." 

"First questions first, you a Dub or Stasis?" 

Nix shrugged, "explain those terms." 

"Do you log-off at night? Or are you in a stasis pod where you can play for extended periods?" 

"Oh, Stasis. Hey, how do I add friends?"

"Use your hud and key the person's name."

Nix brought up his hud and activated the small keyboard. He slowly typed in Sila and then Hyai. 

[Sila has agreed to be your friend.]

[Hyai has agreed to be your friend.]

"See that? Easy." Sila tipped back her mug and drained it. 

Nix watched her and took a drink of his. 

"Sila!" A voice from behind them called out. 

Sila grimaced when she looked at the speaker. A strikingly attractive blonde with blue eyes. "Oh.. Hello bitch." 

Nix coughed several times and tried to in vain to hide his amusement by taking another drink. 

The blonde approached them, she ignored the woman and placed a hand on his shoulder. "What's your name handsome?" 

"I'm Noob, nice to meet you Bitch." 

Sila spat half of her drink onto the bar. Her face turning red while she alternately coughed and laughed. Hooper who had been standing behind the bar quickly turned away from them, but by the way his body was shaking, it was clear he was laughing. 

The blond woman's face showed no expression, but her eyes hinted at rage. "Why are you with a man Sila? Everyone knows you like women." 

Sila threw an arm around Nix's shoulders. "Correction. I like women and some men."

Uninvited, the blond sat on the other side of Nix. "I'm Trista." 

"Pretty name, I'm Nix." Since she wasn't being hostile, he had no issue with being polite. 

"Where you been Nix?" Sila still had her arm around his shoulders, "I thought you'd be ready for some drinking after fighting Bulo." 

Nix shrugged. "Are you good at appraising?"

Sila nodded, "I'm very good at appraising." 

"Okay, give me a minute." 

He loaded up his last task, but switched Sila's name into it and replaced the Red Dress with Red Lingerie. 

[Customer] Sila, [Item] Red Silk Lingerie, [Qty.] 1, [%] 14, [Special %] 2.

Nix activated the task and waited. It took seven tries before it was successful. Nix pulled the lingerie out of his inventory and held it up. 

Sexy Red Lingerie: Unique

Description: This sexy nightwear
as been custom made for Sila. It's
low cut and very short. 

Crafted by Nix.

Sila stared at the lingerie, her mouth opening and shutting without any words coming out. 

Trista was staring at him, "I'll give you 5 thousand credits for one just like that. I'll double it if you can make matching underwear." 

"What? You can make women's underwear?" Sila grabbed his arm and dragged him up the stairs, she pushed him into her room and slammed it behind them. 

Nix grinned at her. "That was rather aggressive." 

"My appraisal for the lingerie is around five thousand credits." 

Nix tried to keep the greed out of his eyes. "That much?" 

"Yes." Sila starting undressing, stopping after she removed her shirt and pants. She had an impressive body that anyone would stare at. "These are the only underwear you can buy in Colonial. They are as uncomfortable as hell. Always riding up and chaffing tender areas." She paused for a moment and caressed the silk with one hand. "I've 20k, you can have it for 2 sets of underwear and the lingerie." 

Nix started setting up his queue to make custom underwear for Sila. He clicked on four pair, she was a friend after all. "I don't want to take all your credits since we are friends, 4 pairs for a 10k and we are good." 

She nodded and slipped her clothes back on. "Let's go back down and drink some more. We'll see how it goes."

"Sure."


Chapter 7: Consignment

Nix stretched sleepily, the warm sheets not wanting to release him. Slowly he rolled out of bed and dressed in the low light of dawn. He'd always been an early riser. He headed back to his own room and got to work. He was planning on doing a bit of exploring and more hunting. Sila had mentioned the capitol city of Jenzi in Escavar. According to her, he could make a lot of money as a Tailor. After much prodding, she gave him enough information to form a plan. 

Starting your own shop in Jenzi required millions of credits. If you aimed a bit lower than your own boutique, you could rent a cart and sell it from the market square. He took a seat on his bed and got to work. First, he made three sets of work clothes for Hyai. Soft fabric that let the body breathe. He had to guess what sort of patterns she would like. He finished it off by making a half dozen sets of underwear. She had been generous with him, so he didn't stop there. Some cold-weather coats, socks, gloves, and hats were also added to the list. He put them all in a box and walked downstairs. 

No one was up yet, So Nix sat the box in the kitchen and left a note on it. He found the town portal and brought up the menu options. Since he was below level 20, there was no cost. He chose Jenzi on the continent of Escavar. The menu said there was a four hour time difference, so it would be 10:00 hrs there. 

Jenzi was a coastal town right off the Sea of Hope. A pleasant ocean breeze cooled his face when he stepped off the platform in the market square. There were several market kiosks off to one side, so Nix keyed the menu on one. The day cart passes were listed as sold out. 

"I didn't realize the time difference." Nix felt like cussing until he saw the young girl. She had curly brown hair and bright blue eyes. 

The little girl walked up to him, her arms crossed in front of her. "I bet you are looking for a day shop, right?" 

Nix nodded. "How did you know that?" 

The little girl gave him a serious look. "I'm a tailor, so I can pick out other tailors easy." 

Nix glanced around, not sure if she was serious. "I see. What do you want?"

"You can put your items on consignment in my shop. I'll keep thirty percent."

Nix pretended to consider it. "Thirty percent is robbery. Why don't you just steal all my money?" 

"I'm a reputable person! I'm Shana from Shana's Boutique."

"Nice to meet you, Shana, I'm Nix." 

"Good name." Shana started walking away; she turned she realized he wasn't following. "You coming?" 

"You aren't luring me away to get mugged and robbed, are you?" 

Shana shook her head, "You obviously don't have anything worth taking." 

Nix followed her, smiling at the back of her head while she sped away. 

There several shops that sold, armors, weapons, and clothes, but there were only two tailors on Main Street. One was a beaten-down old shop on the corner lot. The other was a two-story building next to a restaurant. The two-story building and the restaurant both had fancy signs with the same name on them, so Nix assumed that one person owned them both. 

The young girl made a face at the La'Mon Boutique sign and walked passed it to the corner lot.

The door creaked when it was opened. An elderly lady and a young woman were sitting behind the counter. Walking in, he noticed that most of the shelves and hangers were empty. The shop had definitely seen better days. 

"I'm back!" Shana announced her arrival and joined the two women at the counter.

The younger woman narrowed her eyes at the girl. Nix had the feeling that Shana would have been in trouble had he not been there.

"Greetings Sir, Welcome to Shana's Boutique." The older woman stood up and walked around the counter to greet him. She wore a pretty white dress with blue floral patterns on it. 

"Thank you." Nix glanced around the empty shop. "I'm Nix. Are you out of business or something?"

"Of course, we aren't out of business. Just waiting for new stock." Shana had her hands on her hips. "Show them what you got, Nix!" 

"Um..." Nix looked at the two women and then at the young girl. He struggled to keep a serious look on his face.

"I'm very sorry, sir. My daughter can be a bit much at times." Without a doubt, the woman was Shana's mother. She had the same curly brown hair and bright blue eyes. "I'm Lela, the sales clerk here. This is my mother, Maye." 

"It's fine mom." Shana patted the counter. "Show em the goods, Nix!" 

"That's enough, Shana. Go in the back room and wait for me." Lela turned back toward Nix. "I'm so sorry, sir." 

Nix couldn't bear the look of dejection on the little girl's face as she started walking away with her head down. "Wait, please, Shana, and I agreed for consignment at thirty percent." He pulled a box out of his inventory and sat them on the counter. "I made these. I hope you will honor our agreement." 

The older woman looked from Nix to the box on the counter. "You are actually a tailor?"

Shana's face lit up, she quickly jumped up on a chair behind the counter and stared at the box like it was a birthday cake. "I told you he was Gram. Open the box!"

The older woman glanced at her daughter, who seemed to be frozen in shock. "Let's take a look then." She opened the box and looked inside. Her old hands picked up the first piece of lingerie. "Oh my... these are quite nice." There were also a few sets of undergarments in the box, which she also took out and placed on the counter. 

If Nix felt kindness for anyone, it was the elderly and the very young. He watched while she went through his work. "What do you think, Maye?" 

"I can price general lingerie at 10k, sets of underwear at 10-15k, depending on the color." Maye's blue eyes studied him. "Custom items would sell higher, but that would require you to be here."

Nix nodded in agreement, that was basically what Sila had told him. "I just need space to work for a few hours, and we'll be good."

"Shana, show Mr. Nix to the back shop." Lela pulled a sign stand from behind the counter and wrote the words "Women's Undergarments for sale!" She dragged it outside and set it in front of her shop. 

Nix started out using cotton fabric and made several dozen pairs of underwear in blue, white, and red. He laughed at himself, "I'm making ladies underwear. Lisa would have found that hilarious." 

*********

Lela poked her head in the back shop two hours later. Nix was still working. "Can you bring some of the product out? There's a line that goes around the corner." 

Nix looked up when she spoke. "One hundred sets of cotton underwear, assorted colors. Fifty sets of silk underwear, all red. Thirty pieces of lingerie, also red." 

"So many?" Lela watched as box after box was placed on the floor. 

"Yep. I'll come back tomorrow morning around 08:00." 

"Mr. Nix. Don't you want to wait for your money?" 

"Just Nix is fine." He walked toward the back exit. "I'll pick it up tomorrow when I drop off more product." 

It was nearly 13:00 by the time Nix returned to the Market Square, he bought a box lunch for 15 credits from one of the vendors and ate it while he walked toward the front gate. 

Outside the gate, there were dozens of groups looking to add one or two more members. Nix had asked Sila a lot of questions while they lay in bed. She told him always to find a group with a healer.

In the end, he found a 20 level archer that wanted to hunt turtles. She insisted that no healer was needed because of their lack of speed. 

[You've been invited to a group by Ronnie. Do you accept?]

"Yes." 

Ronnie was a dark woman with jet black hair and chocolate brown eyes. She was dressed in brown leather armor and wore her long hair in a ponytail. 

"Nix, right? Follow me to the cove, and we'll get started." Ronnie trotted westward from the city, towards the sound of crashing waves. 

When they arrived, Nix discovered dozens of 20 level black sea turtles. There were no other hunters around. "Hey, how come no one else is hunting these?" 

Ronnie looked at the ground, a flicker of guilt on her face. "They have really high HP and Armor." 

Nix felt like he had been conned. "Isn't that a problem?" 

Ronnie nodded. "Normally, yes, but I have a new bow that increases my armor-piercing shots. I think it will speed things along." 

"Let's try a few." Nix moved to one side, not bothering to take his rifle out. 

Ronnie drew her bow back and let it fly towards the nearest turtle. The turtle turned and slowly made its way toward them. Ronnie was shooting arrow after arrow. "Come on, Nix!"

Nix extended his hand and sent a Fire strand at it. Immediately it stopped and started taking fire damage.

"Holy shit! You're a CC class?" Ronnie kept shooting, her damage increasing steadily. 

It died much easier than either of them would have thought.

Ronnie looted the turtle. She had mentioned that she was doing this for the shells. "Your CC is fire-based? Turtles are water-creatures, so that makes them weak against fire attacks."

Nix noticed his skinning option was highlighted on his hud.

[Do you wish to skin a Black Sea Turtle?]

"Yes."

[A Black Sea Turtle pelt has been added to your inventory.]

Ronnie looked surprised. "Turtles can be skinned?" 

Nix shrugged. "Guess so, let's keep going." 

They worked hard throughout the afternoon. Nix had leveled up four times while Ronnie leveled up twice. 

"That CC of yours is badass." They had cleaned out the entire cove by themselves. 

Nix checked his hud. "Let's call it a day." 

"Okay." 

[Ronnie has requested to add you to her friend's list. Do you accept?]

"Yes." 

"Want to try more turtles tomorrow? I know where some higher-level ones are. No one ever tries them." 

Nix nodded at her. "Okay, 10:00 hrs at the front gate."

Ronnie flashed her white teeth at him. "Cya, then!"


Chapter 8: Turtle Under Armor

Nix found a big rock next to the front gate and took a seat. With the time difference, he still had a few hours until it was dinner time at the Kindled Spirit. The first thing was to make enough undergarments for Shana's Boutique. He spent half an hour doing that and then took out the turtle pelts. 

He studied the turtle pelts for a few minutes before deciding to make leather out of them. 

[77 Pristine Turtle Leathers have been added to your inventory.]

His Tailoring skill had maxed out at one hundred during his previous bout of making underwear at Shana's boutique. He was now given the option of making recipes. It was basically trial and error. 

He started out with a basic undershirt design. Instead of using the recommended lycra, he chose the turtle leathers. To punch through the material, he opted for a curved bone needle. He used refined aluminum thread to keep the seams from pulling apart. When he was done, he checked his handiwork. 

Nix stared at the combine icon. Attempting to make a new recipe cost 100 credits. He decided to chance it and tapped it a half dozen times. Just like that, he was 600 credits lighter. "That's crazy." 

He was tempted to stop and try something else but instead decided to chance it. "Ten more attempts, then I'll stop." He started spamming the icon again, on the 7th time he met with success.

[You have created a recipe for the Turtle Under Armor-Shirt] 

Nix grinned at the message. "Let's do the pants too then." 

It took 22 attempts before he received the notification he was looking for. 

[You have created a recipe for the Turtle Under Armor-Pants]

The success rate for the actual clothing was only 32 percent. Out of 77 leathers, he was able to make 15 shirts and 12 pairs of pants.

Under Armor Shirt: Black Turtle

Description: This lightweight
shirt is meant to be worn 
under your existing armor.

+ 10 to Armor Class 

Crafted by Nix.

Under Armor Pants: Black Turtle

Description: This lightweight
pants are meant to be worn 
under your existing armor.

+ 10 to Armor Class 

Crafted by Nix.

"Can't pretend I don't like those. Better keep a set for me." 

It was nearly 21:00 when Nix made his way back to the portal platform in Jenzi. Since he had leveled up, the trip back to Cyphix cost 100 credits. 

The sign for the Kindled Spirit brought a smile to his face as he walked through the front door. With the time difference, it was 17:00 in Cyphix, just in time for dinner. 

He didn't see Hyai around so he took a seat at an empty table. There were only a half dozen customers since dinner was just getting started. 

Hyai walked out of the kitchen a few minutes later. She was wearing the uniform that Nix had made and was smiling while she worked. She stopped in her tracks when she spotted him. 

He waved her over. "Hyai! I guessed on the color, it really suits you." 

She stopped next to his table, a smile on her face. "Thank you Nix, I can't remember the last time I was this comfortable working all day." 

"What's on the menu today? I'm super hungry." 

"Hmm... What do you feel like?" 

"I could eat a big venison steak, but I'll choose from the menu." 

"The menu is bear stew and salmon." 

"Salmon is tempting, but the bear stew was so good yesterday. I"ll have that again." 

"Give me a few minutes, we are a bit short-handed tonight." 

"No hurry, could I start on a pint?" 

"Coming up Nix." 

He leaned back in his chair and took a long drink. The sun and sea air had felt good, but it had tired him out a bit. He was resting his eyes when a plate was set in front of him. 

"Sorry for the wait Nix." 

"Smells great!" He picked up his fork and then stopped. There was a large steak on his plate, complete with fresh green beans and onions. "Woah... thank you!" 

She placed a fresh pint in front of him. "Going to have a bath after dinner?" 

Nix nodded while enjoying the fresh vegetables. "Want to join me?"

She stared at him for a moment, the smile not leaving her face. "Still not that kind of establishment Nix." 

******

Nix relaxed in the heat and comfort of the bath, staying until he was in danger of falling asleep. He was already dressing when he heard a soft knock on the door. Without a doubt he knew it was the Inn Keeper, she was someone who made sure others were okay. "Almost finished."

She was waiting in the hall, a bottle and two glasses in her hand. "Interested in a nightcap?"

Nix covered a yawn and nodded. "I may fall asleep on you."

Hyai laughed and led him to her room. "You're a very straight forward man Nix."

Nix took a seat on a comfortable looking couch. Hyai's room appeared to be a suite, a small desk and couch occupied the entrance area, there were two doors leading to other rooms. "I like things that way."

"Me too, you're spoiling an old woman Nix." The scent of cinnamon lingered in the air while she poured him a glass of wine. 

Nix laughed at her words. "You're my first friend here, so I'm going to spoil you a little bit. Just put up with it." 

Tentatively she leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. "That's it for now. Let's talk a bit." 

Nix nodded and drained half of the glass. It was a bit sweet for his tastes, but the company was good. "I could use some tips. You use to be an adventurer?" 

***********

Nix drifted off sometime during their conversation, he woke when she placed a hand on his shoulder. "Got me drunk and didn't even bother to take advantage of me..."

"You have one glass of wine." Hyai ruffled his hair slightly. "Going to Jenzi again tomorrow?"

"Yep, I teamed up with an archer. We are hunting turtles again." 

"Make sure you be careful." She leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss before she escorted him to the door. She closed the door behind him, leaning against it for a moment, her full lips curved in a smile.

********

Nix made sure to get up before dawn, a glance at his hud told him it was 04:00, early even for him. He quickly got dressed and made his way to the town portal. Sighing heavily, he paid the 100 credits necessary to travel to Jenzi. "Too spendy." 

A few minutes later, he was walking down the side alley to Shana's boutique. The back room was dimly lit and completely empty, but he could hear voices from the front.

Maye was sitting behind the counter, while Lela was cleaning the display windows. The older woman looked up when he walked in. "Mr. Nix!" 

"Just Nix is fine Maye, how'd we do yesterday?" He started taking out the product he had made for the day. 

"Please open your hud so I can transfer your credits directly." She pushed over a handwritten ledger. "You can check my numbers over." 

Nix opened his hud, keeping his face expressionless when just over three hundred thousand credits were transferred. "So... we did good?" He pushed the ledger back toward her, "everything sold?" 

Maye nodded, "everything was gone within an hour. I expect it will be really crowded again today."

Nix smiled and looked around, "Where's Shana?" 

Lela walked passed him, stowing the cleaning supplies under the counter. "Sleeping, way too early for her to be up." 

Maye nodded, "She only got up early yesterday because she was bound and determined to bring back the 'best tailor in Jenzi,' "

Nix laughed at the words, "instead, you got me." 

Maye's old face smiled politely. "Your work is excellent. Speaking of that, we should change the consignment contract. Ten percent is pretty standard with these things."

Nix shook his head, "I will keep the current agreement I made with Shana. I find it convenient. Hey, can I ask a question?" 

Maye sighed, "why don't I do the tailoring anymore? Two years ago, my bones started aching, my fingers barely work for normal things, and crafting is impossible." 

Nix didn't say anything. It explained the current state of things. "Can you do me a favor?" 

Maye seemed relieved that he had decided to stay with them. "Of course Nix. What do you need?" 

"I want to use a mannequin to display some work that I've done. Not sure if it will gain anyone's interest." He brought out the under armor he had made the day before. 

Under Armor Shirt: Black Turtle

Description: This lightweight
shirt is meant to be worn 
under your existing armor.

+ 10 to Armor Class 

Crafted by Nix.

Under Armor Pants: Black Turtle

Description: This lightweight
pants are meant to be worn 
under your existing armor.

+ 10 to Armor Class 

Crafted by Nix.

Lela grabbed a mannequin and carried it over, she quickly slipped them on, while Maye examined the work. 

"This is your own design?" Maye's face seemed pale as she slipped on her glasses. "Underclothes with stats? I have no idea how to price this either, but we'll put it out front and see what kind of interest we get." 

"Okay, don't sell that one though. I'm keeping it for myself." 

By the time Nix returned to Market Square the vendors had finished opening their shops and the first customers were starting to wander through. Nix bought another box lunch and stowed it in his inventory for later. 

A Day Shop opened right when he was buying his lunch, they happened to be selling a large shipment of a heavy black cloth. Nix bought the entire supply and then headed toward the front gate. It was still a bit early for his meeting with Ronnie. 

His rock outside the gate was still available, so Nix assumed his seat and started working on product for Shana's Boutique.

"Been waiting long?" Ronnie flashed him a smile and waited while he finished up what he was doing. 

"I had business earlier, but I'm all set." 

Nix followed her as she jogged out of town. They passed the cove they had hunted in the day before and continued to run. After an hour Ronnie finally stopped. 

"Sorry Nix, we have to do a bit of climbing." Ronnie began to descend into the large cove, she glanced up to make sure he was following. 

"This cove is usually underwater?" Nix began to retrace her steps, making sure to go slow. It took five minutes before he stepped onto the wet sand. "I don't see any turtles." 

Ronnie pointed to a small cave in the rock wall. It was ten or twelve feet wide, but barely three feet high. "Through there, it's a hidden cavern when the turtles lay their eggs." 

Nix tried not to frown. "Okay, after you."


Chapter 9: Aquarions

Nix followed the archer into the dark cave, he had to stoop at the entrance, but it widened into a large cavern almost immediately. His companion brought out three glowing lamps and sat them in a ten-meter triangle.

"Holy crap." As soon as the lights were in place, the turtles were visible. There were at least a hundred of them, and they were double the size of the ones that had previously hunted. "You sure we can kill these?" 

Ronnie nodded, "these are elites, so the xp will be much higher."

Nix moved away from her and backed up to the cavern wall. "Okay, let's give it a try." 

Ronnie put an arrow in the nearest one, it bounced off harmlessly. "Shit." The turtle charged her, it moved much faster than the non-elite ones. 

Nix extended his hand and shot a flame strand at it. His feet dug into the sand of the cavern floor as the creature tried to drag him away. He used his other hand to shoot another strand, the strain on his body immediately decreased, and the turtle stopped moving. 

"Nice job!" Ronnie started shooting again. The double flame strands weakening the turtle to the point where her arrows were doing damage. After a few minutes, it died. 

Nix started skinning the turtle while Ronnie looted the shell. On a whim, Nix decided to can some of the turtle meat. 

**********

"Time to stop Nix." Ronnie called out that she had enough. More than half the turtles in the cavern were dead. 

Nix looked at his stats, he had made it to level 26. "It's 18:00? Where'd the day go?" 

Ronnie smiled at her newfound friend, a bit of guilt seeping in. He was doing most of the killing. "We were busy, it's time to go." 

"What about the eggs?" Nix was stepping around the nests, there were at least twenty eggs sitting in the unattended nests.

"Leave em. They are too far along to eat." 

Nix shook his head and started putting them in his inventory. "I want em." 

The climb back up the rocks seemed easier than the descent as the duo headed toward town at a trot. They stopped running just outside the city gates. 

"I have to raid with my guild tomorrow. Want to join me?" 

Nix glanced at his companion. She didn't talk much, he liked that. "I'm going to do a bit of exploring tomorrow." 

She nodded and walked beside him as they moved toward the market square. They had just arrived when a loud klaxon alarm started sounding off. 

Nix covered his ears and looked at his friend. "What is that?" It reminded him of the old Air Raid alarms. 

"Get under cover!" Ronnie grabbed his hand and pulled him under a nearby Day Cart. They lay on the cobblestones, while the market emptied very quickly. 

Three creatures descended from the clouds and circled the Market. One of them hovered in place while the other two headed toward a different part of the city. A blue-skinned figure riding on a giant Manta scanned the market with pale blue eyes. 

Nix stared at the woman, "what is she?" She had what looked like fins attached at her calves and elbows, seashell-shaped ears were visible beneath her long white hair.

Ronnie held a finger to her lips, "Aquarion," she whispered. 

A movement in the market square caught the woman's alien eyes. A small girl with curly brown hair darted from under a pile of crates and ran toward Main street. Instantly the Aquarian gave chase.

Nix felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, a sign that he was angry. He rolled from under the cart and ran towards them. "HEY! You ugly Water Bitch! Leave her alone!" He shouted at her to get her attention, but she swooped down and grabbed Shana by the arm before circling around to face him. 

She hovered ten feet off the ground. A frantic Shana was squirming in her arms. Alien eyes watched him, there was contempt hidden in those pale pools. 

"Normally I talk these things out." Nix walked toward them, his face expressionless, yellow eyes glowing with anger. "Who am I kidding? I never talk these things out." He extended both hands, two flame strands attached to the Manta causing it to veer and nearly crash into the ground. The woman lost her grip on Shana, Nix pulled back against the creature who screeched at him in an ear-piercing tone. 

"Human!" The Aquarian looked enraged when it noticed that its prey had disappeared. She drew a sword from nowhere and cut through one of the strands. Suddenly Nix was being dragged across the square. 

Ronnie was watching the events from under the cart. "It's a water sword Nix!" 

Nix nodded and extended his arm again, a second flame strand wrapped around the Aquarian's forearm, the sword dissolved into water and she collapsed onto her mount with a scream. 

The beast circled for a few times, dragging him through every cart in the market. Finally, it started to gain altitude, causing his feet to leave the ground. 

"Oh shit." Nix was just about to drop the flame strands when a pair of arms wrapped around his waist and pulled him back. The Manta was still managing to rise when another pair of arms joined the resistance and then another. 

Shots started to ring out from nearby, followed by the sound of hooves running on the cobblestone street. The two Aquarians returned just as the Manta the market square died. Nix could no longer hold the strands, he watched helplessly as they rescued their companion and left. 

No one stopped him when he skinned the beast and canned some of the meat. Ronnie was smiling at him when he returned. 

He knew that she had been the first one to grab him, "thanks, Ronnie." 

Her dark face watched him, "you faced an Aquarian by yourself. They are immune to just about everything." 

"Except flame." A man's deep voice spoke from behind them. He was sitting on a huge warhorse, he wore heavy black armor and the ax he had slung over one shoulder was on fire. He had a shaved head and a square jaw, definitely not someone to trifle with. 

"That was crazy Ronnie!" A dark man picked himself up from the ground. He was one of the ones that had grabbed onto them. 

"Very crazy little sister." A woman was dusting herself off, she smiled at Nix. "You must be the CC that Ronnie has been telling us about."

Nix glanced at Ronnie and then back at the woman. "I guess." 

"I'm Sharl, the Guild Leader of the Daybreakers." She woman held out her hand. She had a friendly face and bore a strong resemblance to Ronnie. 

He shook the offered hand, "thank you for the anchor, Sharl. I'm Nix." 

"Thank you for your assistance here." The huge man on the warhorse looked down at them. He nodded politely and then spun his mount and galloped away without saying anything else. 

"What are you even doing here Sharl?" Ronnie smiled at her guild leader, "you should still be in Hispana." 

"You've been hunting all day so you don't know. Someone is selling under armor gear that has stats." 

Nix bit his lip to keep for laughing. "I made those." 

Ronnie looked at him sideways. "You're a tailor? That's why you skin everything!" 

"Crap, I need to check on Shana." Nix broke into a trot, leaving the Daybreakers by themselves. After a moment they followed him. 

The boutique seemed quite when Nix threw open the door. Both women were holding the crying Shana in their arms. He gave her a stern look. "Next time stay hidden when danger is around!"

Shana nodded, her lip sticking out like she might start crying again. "You shot flame from your hands and made her put me down!" 

Nix nodded at the description. "Do those things visit often? What do they want?" 

"No one is even sure." Sharl and her guildmates had entered the store. "You make the under armor?" 

"Yes," he glanced at Maye. "Any interest today?" 

"Two hundred thousand a set." Maye had been fending off guild leaders all day. They all wanted them. "That's the best price we can get." 

"I'll match that." Sharl was listening to everything, she had very nearly been too late.

"At least it isn't underwear." Nix placed a large box on the counter. "This is ten sets, talk to Maye for a price. She owns this boutique." 

Ronnie stepped in front of her sister. "Wait... you make underwear? Is it good?" 

Nix shrugged, "come in the back. I'll make you a few sets." 

In the end, Maye sold 10 sets of Turtle Under Armor to Daybreakers for two hundred thousand credits each. By the time Nix and Ronnie returned from the back room, the transaction had been completed. 

"Good luck on your raid tomorrow." They had invited him to join them, but Nix was itching to do some exploring. He gave Maye the next day's product and said his goodbyes. 

He was still smiling a few minutes later when he stepped into Cyphix. He had made Maye accept their 30 percent, but with the sales of underwear and the under armor, he had made almost 2 million credits. 

Nix was surprised a few minutes later when he stepped into the Kindled Spirit. Sila and Hyai were sitting together at one of the tables. They both smiled at him when he entered. 

Hyai smiled at him. "Hey, Nix." 

Sila was trying not to laugh, "at least pretend to be awkward Nix."

Nix shook his head. "Hey." 

Hyai got up from her chair and looked over at him. "Pheasant or Rabbit stew tonight?" 

"Pheasant I guess." Nix watched her walk away. 

Sila was staring at him, her eyes full of humor. "Imagine my surprise to find out one of my old friends and one of my new ones, are actually good friends."

"Good friends? Did Hyai say that?"

Hyai came back with a pint and slid it in front of him. "I said something like that," she admitted.


Chapter 10: Espana

"You should go to and hang out with your friends Nicky." The pale girl leaned back against her pillows, her loud breathing seemed weak and raspy. 

"As your older brother, I demand an explanation." Nick Phire pointed to the flowers on the nightstand. "Did you pick up a suitor?"

The young woman laughed, her gaunt and pale face turning beautiful for an instant. "Didn't you see the line outside?" Her words turned into a coughing fit, her older brother left his chair to pour her some water. "Don't bother Nicky." 

The last words were only a whisper, barely heard over the clinking of ice water being poured. "Why not?" 

"I'm already dead." 

Nix's eyes opened slowly, the dream didn't bother him. Even though the reality had been brutally harsh, he was content that she was still present in his dreams. 

********

He got dressed quickly and left the room. On Hyai's recommendation, he had decided to take a look around Espana. It was a continent in the central part of Colonial that was bordered by Wisteria and Phelinomia. It was comprised of dozens of island chains and archipelagos of different sizes. 

The price to take the portal to Espana was 75 credits, Nix paid with a grimace. The time difference was only two hours, so it was midmorning when he stepped off the platform. On Hyai's advice, he had picked up more cans. She told him of a spot on a small Espana island called Vesu. There were large fish called Malu that would come to the surface to feed. This was a great place to raise your marksmanship skill. Hyai had offered him 3 thousand credits to bring back a hundred cans of the Malu fish. He didn't need the credits, but Hyai relied on hunters to continually change the Inn menu. He had already sold her 50 cans of turtle meat. 

The Espana platform was literally out in the middle of nowhere. There were a few palm trees and nothing else. Travel to the nearest city would require you to island-hop for half a day. Before mid-day, you could walk from island to island if you didn't mind getting your feet wet. After that, you could hire a skiff that would transport you for a few credits. 

He found Vesu easily enough, and the small rock outcropping overlooking the shallows was exactly as Hyai had described. 

Nix found a comfortable position on the rocks and took a moment to enjoy the white sands and aquamarine color of the ocean. "Lovely... time to kill shit." 

The Malu head's looked like blue basketballs from his position, they lay peacefully in the morning sun, gorging themselves. 

Nix fired three times before he hit one, they were one-shot kills that gave almost no XP. They made great targets and supposedly they tasted great. 

He spent the morning shooting the giant fish. Like turtles, the fish could be skinned. After every ten deaths, he would gather them up. He checked his stats and was pleasantly surprised to see that his rifle skill had increased. His strength and stamina had also gone up, more than likely it was a result of constantly playing tug-of-war with his flame strands. 

He sat back on the rocks, taking a break and eating the lunch that Hyai had left for him. The warm sun and gentle ocean breeze made napping a real temptation. Instead of giving in he resumed his shooting position and took aim at the water. "What the..." 

There was no longer a single fish in sight, Nix stood and shielded his eyes against the reflection, a moment later something slammed into his side, the coppery taste of blood in his mouth told him that he had been injured. He hunched over in the shallows, holding his ribs. 

The creature stared at him through pale alien eyes. Its short white hair stood straight up over seashell-shaped ears, an Aquarian. It carried a huge blue hammer in both hands, short fangs made it look more animal than humanoid. 

Nix raised both his hands and two flame strands shot out. One landed around an arm and the other around its neck. The creature gave out a silent scream and fell backward into the water. Nix braced himself but was still dragged forward. The pain in his ribs took his breath as he struggled to hold onto the strands. The Aquarian was in even worse shape, it had dropped its weapon and was trying to pry loose the flame strand from his neck. 

It clutched desperately at its neck, a moment later both he and Nix vanished from Vesu. 

Both flame strands broke when they ported, having dropped his rifle in the ocean, Nix shot another flame strand at the creature, capturing it around one leg. With his free hand, he pulled his whip and lashed it at the Aquarian. He already knew that damage from his flame strands made water creatures susceptible to other damage. However, it was a low-quality whip and didn't do much. 

The Aquarian struggled in vain while Nix held it with one hand and whipped it with the other. This part of the fight took several minutes but finally, the Aquarian fell, Nix immediately went up a level. 

He collapsed to his knees, gasping for breath. Wounds and health would gradually recover over time if you didn't carry potions in Colonial. Nix quickly checked his stats.

Nix [Serious Wound-4 hour recovery]

Level 27

Strength 44

Endurance 50

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 90

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Weapon Skills:

Rifle 82

Whip 32

Support Skill:

Flame Strands 0

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

"Damn..." Nix swore in the dim light, just realizing that he was in a cave of some sort. Looking around it appeared to be a few hundred meters in diameter. It was mostly filled with water, but there was a large sandy beach with a small hut on it. There were at least a dozen lanterns eerily hanging in the air. The pale blue light they gave off reminded Nix of their alien eyes. 

He walked around the perimeter of the cave but didn't find an obvious exit. "Am I going to have to kill myself to leave this place?" 

A second trip around yielded the same result. He walked toward the hut, deciding to at least check its contents. Bitter disappointment showed on his face, it was completely empty except for a comfortable looking bed and a small fireplace.

"Has to be an underwater exit." He dived into the water, right away he surfaced. "fuck!" Nix took a deep breath and dived again. The cold water was a surprise, but more than that, it was fresh water. He searched for an underground exit through a waterway, but he could find none. It appeared to be a lake with no means of escape. 

"Wait a sec... that bastard ported us here." He looked around and spotted the Aquarian corpse floating near the beach. He grabbed it by the wrist and pulled it out of the water. A quick search found two items, a ring, and a bracelet. 

Water Mage

Ring: Heroic

All Water-based

abilities are greatly

enhanced.

"Okay, that's useless for me." 

Deep Blue

Bracelet: Heroic

Description: This bracelet 
acts as a portal key. You 
may store up to four locations
for instant travel.

Slot: Lake Cavern 

Slot: Binding point

Slot: City of Mermaids

Slot: Empty

Nix slipped on the bracelet. 

[Lake Cavern may not be changed]

[Copying your binding point to Deep Blue.]

[Do you wish to erase City of Mermaids?]

"Hmm... No, not yet." Nix decided to research the City of Mermaids before getting rid of it. At any rate, the binding point port would save him the credits he paid to return home. 

Looking around, he tried to figure out why an Aquarion would bind here. "Was he an outlaw? Perhaps on the run from someone?" 

Nix walked down the beach toward the hut. Smiling to himself, he removed all the turtle eggs from his inventory and sat them on the sand. "Don't think you've escaped me, I might come back to eat you once you've hatched." 

Laughing to himself he entered the hut and took a seat on the bed. He looked at the ring still clutched in his hand. It was a plain silver ring with a blue stone. He slipped it on and laid down on the bed. "Once I recover, I'll head to Jenzi to check on the boutique." 

He fell asleep almost immediately, perhaps because of his lack of sleep from the night before coupled with his injury. When he finally awoke, his hud notified him he had been sleeping for six hours. He rolled out of the bed and stretched. 

"Good as new." His hud now had a personal portal icon, he activated it and chose his binding point.


Chapter 11: Malu Aquatic

Nix stepped onto the Cyphix platform and immediately paid for the trip to Jenzi. Once there, he activated Deep Blue and saved Jenzi as the slot four locations. Shana was sweeping the walk in front of the boutique when he turned onto Main street. By the looks of things, the shop was just closing. 

"Nix!" Apparently, she had been waiting for him. Shana ran at him and hugged him tightly around his waist.

"How'd we do today?"

Shana smiled sweetly at him, "we did great!" She grabbed his hand and pulled him inside. 

Lela was cleaning up the shop while Maye was finishing the books. The older woman smiled when she saw him. "Have a seat Nix, we'll settle the accounts." 

Nix brought up his hud without being asked, and smiled when the credits were transferred to him. "Mind if I use the back shop for a bit?"

Nix took a seat at the back table and turned up the light as he cycled through his available recipes. Thanks to Gladis Corp, his library of recipes was extensive. First things first, he quickly set up the queue for the boutique's product line. 

Once that was working he took out the Malu skins and placed them in a queue to fashion them into a workable leather. With that cooking slowly, he examined the Turtle Under Armor recipe. "A one-piece bodysuit would work better with the Malu skins." He started editing the under armor recipe, he replaced the bone needle with an ultra-thin quill. The aluminum thread was changed to fine grade fishing line. Instead of a shirt and pants, he would try a bodysuit with a ceramic zipper down the back. 

Nix shook his head, it looked dubious, even to him. He attempted to make the recipe, finally stopping after forty attempts. "Damn... there goes 4k. Throwing caution to the wind, he continued to click the 'attempt recipe' icon. Fifty attempts, eighty attempts, one hundred attempts. Finally, on the two hundredth and eleventh attempt, he was notified of his success. 

He had his head down on the table wishing he could get the credits back, all those credits, gone like the wind. He slammed his hand on the table and opened the recipe, "Let's check out this bitch!" 

Wetsuit: Malu Aquatic

Description: Waterproof gear may 
be worn under armor or as outerwear.

+ 10 to Speed while underwater, Underwater

breathing. Crafted by Nix.

Nix placed the boutique product line off to one side and placed the Malu skins in his production slots. He had more than eighty of the skins, but at 19 percent success rate, it was likely that he would only end up with 10. He was just about to start it when he noticed the first miscellaneous block was blinking. He activated it. 

[Do you wish to place the Water Mage Ring in the enhancement slot?]

The Water Mage ring was said to increase water-based abilities. Did that include making aquatic gear? "Yes." 

He queued the process and then walked into the store when he heard familiar voices. Ronnie and Sharl had just come in. Sharl gave him a sweet smile when he entered, exactly like you would when you wanted something. 

Ronnie smiled at him, "heya Nix, don't listen to Sharl. She's super jealous." 

Sharl made a face at her, "I can't stand it! Prancing around the guildhall in your custom underwear!" 

Nix grinned at the picture it painted in his head. "I will make you some Sharl, but I need some information in exchange." 

Sharl's face turned serious. As long as its something I can share, I will gladly tell you. 

"You are the Guild Leader of Daybreakers?

"Yes, Daybreakers Mid: Division."

"What does that mean?"

"I'm level 50, I have my XP on one hundred percent bank so that I don't level up any further. Mid: Division is levels 30-50. There is a Guild Leader for the Lower and Advanced Divisions."

"Bank? What happens when you remove the XP" 

"Currently, I have enough XP to move directly to level 75."

"So as 50 level players go, someone like you would be a powerhouse?" 

Sharl nodded without any hint of conceit. "Definitely."

"What can you tell me about Mermaid City?" 

Sharl sighed heavily. "It's a Mid: Division Raid that no one has been able to win. There are a dozen floors and a different number of stages on each of them. most strong guilds can make it through the third floor."

"How far has Daybreakers gone?"

"Clean run through the second floor, we wipe sometime before the middle of the third floor."

"How far have the other guilds gone?" 

Sharl made a sour face as if she'd bit into something bitter. "The Salamander Guild has finished the third floor." 

"I see. Would you take me into the Raid as a guest player?"

"Nix?" Ronnie looked surprised by the request. 

Sharl shook her head. "No, we would wipe again."

"What if I were to provide an advantage?" 

Sharl's eyes showed more than a little interest. "Show me what you have Nix." 

"How many people do you bring on a raid?"

"Depends on the raid. Mermaid City is limited to 60, broken into teams 3 teams of 20." 

"What if we equipped everyone with these?" 

Wetsuit: Malu Aquatic

Description: Waterproof gear may 
be worn under armor or as outerwear.

+ 10 to Speed while underwater, Underwater

breathing. Crafted by Nix. 

"Holy Shit Nix!" Ronnie couldn't help herself, "you made that?" 

Sharl examined the recipe. "It's not like we don't have underwater gear. However, they are cumbersome and they cut down visibility and speed quite a bit." 

Nix didn't say anything, it was obvious that Sharl was still considering it. 

"With this gear, I'm confident that we could finally clear the third floor."

Ronnie clapped her hands, her dark face lit up with excitement. "Finish the third floor and you are at the new starting point!" 

Nix gave her a confused look. "What's that mean?"

"Wipe any time before the fourth floor and your guild restarts the raid from the beginning." Ronnie couldn't keep the smile off her face. "Finish the third floor and from then on, all Daybreaker raids to Mermaid City start on the fourth floor."

"Excuse me Nix." Sharl walked off to one side and opened her hud. 

Ronnie nudged him with an elbow. "She is talking to the Daybreakers, Advanced: Division Guild Leader."

"I see." Nix checked his queue, he had produced 62 Wetsuits, the ring had nearly tripled his success rate. That would be enough for the entire raid. He hid a smile and slipped the Water Mage ring back on his finger. 

Sharl closed her hud and walked back to the group. Lela was still cleaning the shop, Maye was stocking tomorrow's product. "I can bring you on the raid, but there are three requirements."

Nix gave her a deadpan look. "They are?" 

"Sell us the recipe for the Turtle Under Armor, name a fair price." 

Nix glanced at Maye, "price Maye?"

Maye pursed her lips, "Two million, firm." 

Sharl seemed to think about it, she was told not to exceed three million credits. "Deal. Requirement two, we will need at least 15 of the wetsuits to do the raid." 

Nix shrugged, "I have 60." 

"Holy Crap Nix!" Ronnie felt her sister's eye bore into her, "oh... sorry sis. Keep going." 

Sharl continued, "that's enough for the entire raid, our chances will be good. Finally, you need to raise your level to 40, your current level is too low." 

"I can do that." He noticed Maye watching him. "I miss anything, Maye?" 

Maye smiled pleasantly. "The wetsuits will be on loan only, make sure they return them or pay a fair price." 

Nix nodded, "right. Loan only." 

Ronnie covered her smile with a hand. Her sister was trying to pull a fast one. "Looks like we have to raise our levels up!" 

Sharl stared at him for a long moment, before a smile peaked out. "We have an agreement Nix."

Half an hour later Nix and Ronnie were walking down Main Street since he had dropped his rifle in the ocean, Nix needed to replace it. "How much is a mid-tier rifle going to cost me?"

Ronnie considered it carefully, "2-3k if you only want Fine Quality."

"Isn't it crazy that underwear cost more than a rifle?" 

"As a stasis player, I'd pay any amount for comfort. Now that I have them, it makes all the difference. No more riding up and having to constantly adjust."

"I should just move to Jenzi and become the lingerie/underwear King."

"Yep. That's what I'd do."

************

A few hours later, he was seated close to the Inn fireplace, finishing off the pint that came with his dinner. Hyai was wiping down tables. 

She looked up from her task. "What did you think of the Turtle Stew?"

"Loved it, making it spicy was a good idea."

The Innkeeper nodded in agreement, "Hey Nix, let's move your room to the luxury suite, it's always empty and I can rent out your old room."

Nix made a face at her, "trying to squeeze me for more credits now that my token has expired?"

Hyai shook her head, "I have a few hundred thousand credits worth of clothes that you made me, so your money is no good here"

*********

Later that night, Nix sat on the bed trying on the Malu wetsuit. One size fits all wasn't ideal in this instance. 

"Maybe I can customize it the same way Kylie does rifles."

He quickly took it off and placed it in the tailoring queue. He clicked the first square and cycled through his short list of friends, at the bottom of the list was the [Self] option. This brought up an entirely new Customize option that wasn't available before. He started the process and lay back on the bed.

"Before I get all ramped up for a raid, I need to take a look at Mermaid City." He smiled to himself and closed his eyes. "Tomorrow, just a quick peek."


Chapter 12: Mermaid City

"That's better." Nix slipped on the Aquatic suit, he left the rest of his gear in his inventory. Customizing the suit had increased the speed to +15. He had repeated the process in the morning with the Mage Water ring and had further raised that to +18. "I better let Sharl know that next time I see her." 

The dark blue aquatic suit felt like a second skin. When examined close you could see the faint outline of fish scales. He activated Deep Blue and chose Lake Cavern. The first thing he noticed was there were a few dozen baby turtles on the beach. They didn't run away when he approached them, so he knelt down next to a group of three that were crawling over each other. 

Their shells were still soft and gray, according to Ronnie, they would harden and turn black when they reached adulthood. They were already the size of a dinner plate. He touched the surface of one of the small shells causing the turtle to immediately scurry away. "Damn... don't be such a baby."

He tried it to another one, but instead of retreating, this one moved closer to him. Nix chuckled to himself. "You must be a female." He repeated the action with his other hand, sighing to himself when it crawled away. "Guess it's not my charm after all." He looked at his hands holding them out in front of him. "Is it the ring?" 

He walked to the lake's edge and placed his hand in the water. Immediately the turtles made a bee-line toward him. "Let's go swimming then." 

He dove into the water, immediately a bubble of air formed around his face enabling him to breathe and speak. He swam a few strokes and then headed toward the bottom. Although he had liked to swim when he was younger, nothing prepared him for how fast he moved with the aquatic suit on. 

He used his arms to stroke hard, his feet kicking as he banked and made circles faster than a human should be able to swim. He felt the tiny brushes of flippers against him whenever he would turn suddenly, every turtle in the cavern was following him. 

He swam for a long time, until he was completely worn out, both his strength and endurance had improved during the swim. The turtles followed him onshore and when he sat down they crowded in around him. He recognized the first one who had come to him, its shell was a few shades lighter than the rest of them. It didn't panic when he picked it up. "I should give you a name. How about Soup?" 

He sat Soup back on the sand and stood up. "Time to go." He activated Deep Blue and chose Mermaid City." 

He found himself hovering over a seashell-shaped portal platform. "Of course, I'm already underwater." The platform was at the end of a dead-end hallway. There was a high ceiling that glowed like fluorescent stones. He swam easily down the hall, it came to 'T' after about a hundred meters. 

The sound of fighting came from the left side, while the right side was eerily quite. He went left and kept close to the floor. The hallway ended in a steel gate, there was no obvious way to open it. There were bodies floating on the other side, five remaining humans were standing off against a dozen Aquarians. 

Two Aquarians in back were obviously casters, the space around their bodies glowed with a pale blue light. 

"Keep the tanks alive! How's your mana Mica?" A slender woman with black hair and pale skin fired off shots from her rifle while trying to flank the Aquarions. 

"Twenty percent!" A red-haired man with wide shoulders and big belly yelled out. "Pull back Jun Li!"

The slender woman shook her head, "it's too late. The other two groups have already wiped."

Not sure what possessed him, but Nix pushed both hands through the gate and hit each caster with a fire strand, one landed around the neck and the other hit the arm. He braced himself with a foot against the gate and pulled. 

Both groups were surprised by the sudden interference. They reacted vastly different. The humans pushed forward to force the fight while the casters were distracted. The Aquarians went into full retreat mode, leaving their casters to die. 

The two casters were quickly slain by humans. Nix backed quickly away from the gate when they died. 

"Quick, open the gate!" It was the woman they called Jun Li who spoke. 

Nix shook his head, "no idea how to do that." He looked down the hall he had come from earlier, a group of Aquarians could be seen racing toward him. "Sorry, gotta go." 

Jun Li grabbed the gate from the other side, shaking it in frustration. "Shit!!" 

He activated Deep Blue and chose Lake Cavern.

The woman's dark eyes stared, "what's your name?" 

Nix shrugged, "you first." 

"I'm Jun Li from the Salamander Guild!" The man disappeared in mid-sentence leaving her staring down the hall at the Aquarians. 

Mica moved next to her, frowning at the approaching Aquarians. "What the hell were those fire ropes and how is he on that side of the gates Commander?" 

Jun Li shook her head. "Both good questions." 

***********

Nix appeared next to the hut on the beach, the turtles immediately scuttled toward him. "Now we're friends?" He picked up Soup and stroked her smooth shell, "still gonna eat you, but not just yet." 

He slipped armor on over his aquatic suit, while he considered his next actions. "I should have explored further, and not given myself away." Nix kicked the sand in frustration and sat Soup down. He activated Deep Blue and chose Jenzi. 

Ronnie had mentioned that they would be doing a bit of shopping before heading out to grind levels. The sister duo stood out among the vendors of the market square. 

Nix purchased a box lunch and then walked in their direction. Ronnie spotted him almost right away. 

"Nix!" She had her hair down for once, both hands were loaded with bags. 

Sharl watched him without saying anything, "do you have room for the swimming ability in your support skills?"

"Maybe, how much does it cost?" Nix was aware that you could only spend 10 points on support skills, he also knew that they could be reset.

Ronnie leaned closer and handed him a bag. "How much do those Flame things cost?" 

Nix kept his face expressionless, "they aren't too bad." 

"Quit pestering him Ronnie, swimming cost two points, the skill book is super cheap, so I picked one up for you." Sharl handed him a copper-covered book. 

Nix grabbed the book with his free hand. "Suppose that will add to our movement speed underwater?" 

Sharl nodded. "With swimming maxed and the boost from the Aquatic suits, we'll be super fast." 

"Follow me back to the boutique, I've got good news and bad news." 

There were still a half dozen shoppers in the boutique when the trio entered. The underwear product line had been selling out in the first two hours every day. Lela was helping a customer when they walked in. 

"Welcome to Shana's Boutique." She said it before she looked up, a quick smile formed and she glanced toward the shop door. "Mom is in the back." 

Maye smiled at them when they entered. "A bit early to see you Nix, but welcome anyway."

"Tell me the news already!" Sharl's dark face showed her impatience, "I'll take the good news first."

"Sure, that's the way to go." Nix took a seat at the workbench. "I can improve the Aquatic suits to +18."

Sharl smiled, "I'd call that fantastic news, every little bit makes a difference. What's the bad news?" 

"I'll have to customize them to each person on the raid." 

"Oh, I see... I wouldn't say that is bad news. I can figure out the raid list early." 

Nix glanced at Maye, she had understood immediately. 

Maye smiled at Sharl. "Of course, that will mean you will need to purchase them." 

Sharl tried not to grimace, Maye only looked like a sweet old lady. "What kind of price are we looking at?" 

Maye patted her on the arm, "I'll give you a special discount, of course, let me do some figuring and we'll talk numbers tomorrow." 

A few minutes later Nix was walking Sharl and Ronnie back to the portal platform. "Hey Sharl, do you know a person named Jun Li?" 

Sharl frowned at the name. "She's the Guild Leader of Salamander." 

"I heard some people mention her name and the Mermaid City." Nix stopped before the platform, "I have a portal stone. How do I figure out how many people I can bring when I travel?" 

Ronnie's dark eyes flashed at him, "I saw one for sale at the market, a return to Bind stone costs 20 million credits. Don't tell me you bought one!" 

Nix shook his head, "one dropped off of a kill I made." 

Sharl considered his words, "you have good luck. How many you can take depends on the quality. Most carry only the holder." 

"Want to help me see?" He held out both his hands.

The two sisters smiled at each other, Ronnie grabbed his hand first. "You aren't trying to whisk us away are you?" 

Nix nodded, "I just said I was." 

Sharl grabbed his extended hand and he activated Deep Blue and chose his Binding point. A moment later, the three of them appeared in Cyphix. 

"Damn it Nix." Ronnie cursed him and huddled against her sister. Neither was dressed for the cold weather of Cyphix. 

"Sorry." He grabbed their hands and activated Deep Blue again, this time he chose Lake Cavern.

The turtles seemed scared of the two women and kept their distance. Sharl and Ronnie were stunned into silence. 

"You have an origin stone," Sharl said it in a whisper. 

Nix had decided that hiding it from Sharl would be too difficult. She would know the best way to utilize it to their advantage. He linked them the bracelet. "This dropped off of an Aquarion that ambushed me." 

Deep Blue

Bracelet: Heroic

Description: This bracelet 
acts as a portal key. You 
may store up to four locations
for instant travel.

Slot: Lake Cavern 

Slot: Binding point

Slot: City of Mermaids

Slot: Jenzi

Ronnie whistled softly. "City of Mermaids was already on it?" 

"Yes, the Lake Cavern cannot be removed, I added Jenza for ease of traveling to the boutique." 

Sharl's dark eyes stared at him. "There's no telling where in Mermaid City you would end up, it's too dangerous to try. What if you died and lost the bracelet?" 

Nix grinned, "yeah... I already tried it out." He told them everything that had happened with the excursion, including the meeting with Jun Li. 

"Damn Nix." Ronnie was alternating between frowning and smiling. "You got lucky. What if it had been a throne room?" 

Sharl nodded in agreement. "There's no telling where you ended up, but we may be able to figure it out. Can you drop me off at the Jenzi platform? I want to gather everything we have on Mermaid City." 

"Yep." He grabbed their hands and then activated Deep Blue. "I'll take you back now."


Chapter 13: Lake Cavern

"An amazing place Nix." Pon was sitting next to the campfire that he had started, the sounds of a dozen people swimming nearly drowned out his words. 

The Lake Cavern hadn't changed much in the four days since he had brought Ronnie and Sharl here. A long table sat on the beach, along with a bunch of chairs. The lamps that were suspended in the air, now put out much more light thanks to Pon the Fire Mage. The twenty-person team worked on their swimming every day, went over the possible scenarios of the raid and would spend the remainder of the day grinding levels in Espana. 

There were two things that none of the Daybreakers could figure out. Why Nix was a faster swimmer than everyone else and why the turtles flocked to him like he was the pied piper. 

"Hmm... once this raid is done, you Daybreaker interlopers are gonna get kicked out!" Nix waded into the shallows, Soup followed him in, staying close when he dived towards the bottom. 

The turtles had been growing at a phenomenal rate, Nix wasn't sure what the mature time was for Virtual Turtles, but he guessed it was much faster than real life. Soup was nearly three feet in diameter. 

Nix latched on to Soups shell and he shot past the other swimmers. 

"I want to ride one too!" Ronnie had tried many times to get one to accommodate her, but they fled whenever she came close. 

He let go of Soup and dived toward the bottom where Sharl was harvesting. Almost immediately after her first swim, the Daybreakers Guild Leader found the Water Spry. It looked like regular grain, but when dried and harvested, it tasted exactly like rice. The entire bottom of the lake was covered in it. "Helping yourself to my crop? I should get Maye in here to quote you a price." 

Sharl looked up, grimacing at the mention of the old woman's name. "Why are you still working with that old shark?"

Nix laughed at the comment. Maye had hired some workers to do some much-needed repairs in the shop, it actually looked like a boutique again. "I'm sweet on Lela. Didn't you know?" 

"Liar." Sharl glanced up at Nix, "you've been laying low right?" 

Seemingly overnight, posters with Nix's image on them were plastered in every major city. The Salamander Guild was looking hard for him, even though he had been careful, it was already known that the trail led to Jenzi and Cyphix. 

"They should stop bothering my friends." Nix frowned when he thought of Salamander, they had stopped by the Kindled Spirit Inn and asked a lot of questions, Hyai had quickly shown them the door. Jun Li herself sent him dozens of friend requests until Ronnie had shown him how to block her. 

"Once we get to the fourth floor, they will stop bothering you." Sharl had tried on multiple occasions to bring him into the guild, each time he politely declined. 

Nix spotted Soup swimming close by, he beckoned her by clucking his tongue. He pulled himself up on her shell and relaxed while she swam in circles around Sharl. "Hope so." 

"You know that's an Elite Black Sea Turtle you are riding around." 

"Yep, one of us is going to eat the other one day." He reached a hand and rubbed the turtles smooth head, "there's a reason I named her Soup." 

An hour later all twenty of the Lake Cavern occupants were sitting at the table. It was the maximum amount that Nix could port, a number that had astounded everyone. 

Sharl had her hud up and was going over the plan again. "Our best guess is that the location where Nix spotted Salamander is the first part of the fourth floor. Two other teams are required to operate levers simultaneously to open the gate that Jun Li's group was behind. That group must then proceed down the corridor, after that, we are flying blind. We must finish this stage to lock Daybreakers into the fourth floor." 

"Which is cheating... right?" Nix said it with a smirk, it would also be a huge slap in the face to Salamander. 

Sharl looked at her old Fire Mage, "how's he look, Pon?"

Pon glanced at Nix, "he's level 40, well equipped and his weapon skills are decent. We've improved his Fire Strands to the point where he can hold three at once." Pon didn't have to pretend to be impressed, the Fire Strands worked as a dot (damage over time) on anything it held. It absolutely tore through water creatures. Nix wouldn't say where he got the strands from, but Pon guessed it must be a Lord Class Fire Creature of some sort. "Still a noob, so he'll have to stick with CC." 

Sharl nodded, she understood the last part was for Nix's benefit. "We will go in the morning, so everyone gets some rest." 

A few minutes later they all stood in a circle holding hands. Nix had slipped on a cloak with a Daybreakers insignia for the port back to Jenzi. He brought everyone to the Portal platform and then immediately chose to return to the Lake Cavern. He would pick them up at 08:00 the next morning. 

Nix returned to the beach hut, with the Daybreakers gone, the turtles were much more friendly. As an experiment he had once left the ring off when he approached the turtles, it no longer made any difference in their interaction with him. It did however substantially improve his swimming speed, so he kept it on. With all the swimming they had been doing the past few days, his strength and stamina had steadily increased. The other surprise came when he started working with Pon, his Fire Strand skill had started to improve. 

Nix 

Level 40

Strength 54

Endurance 59

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 90

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Weapon Skills:

Rifle 90

Whip 77

Support Skill:

Flame Strands 0 [13]

Swimming 2 [100] 

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

He entered the hut and undressed before laying down on the bed. There was the smallest hint of perfume on his pillows, he had caught Ronnie napping on the bed a few times. 

"Thanks, Glory." He smiled at the ceiling and hoped that the guard who had helped him was doing well. A bumping noise at his door made his smile widen. "Really?" 

He walked to the door and let Soup in, she waddled slowly to the foot of the bed where a small carpet had been placed. "You're such a baby." 

*********

"Report." Jun Li sat behind her desk at Salamander HQ, the nightly scout report was late once again. She couldn't know that the reason they were late was that they dreaded giving her the same news every day. 

"Scout Forsha Reporting!" The dark-haired scout saluted crisply. 

Jun Li scowled at her, she knew it was protocol, but everything seemed to make her mad nowadays. She returned the salute and gestured for the scout to continue. 

"There's been no sign of the Fire Wielder," that's what Salamander had started calling him since no one knew his name.

Junli slammed a hand down on her desk. "Is he a damn ghost?" She picked up a cup and threw it at the scout, it missed her head by only a few inches. "What about the tailor who made the Under Armor?" 

"All we know is that the Tailor's name is Nix." Forsha gave a quick glance at the desktop for anything else the guild leader might throw, she gulped when she was the knife-shaped letter opener. 

"Nix? How the fuck did we miss out when the Under Armor was displayed all day on a damn mannequin?" She had heard the rumors regarding the tailor-made gear, but by the time they had investigated, a mid-tier guild had purchased all the stock. "This tailor works in Jenzi, how is it you know nothing else?" 

"Nix specializes in women's lingerie and underwear and is most likely a Day Shop owner that sells the product to Shana's Boutique. We also believe that Nix is female." 

"A female... did someone see her? What makes you say that?" 

The scout hesitated, "well, Nix specializes in women's underwear, so..." 

Jun Li picked up the letter opener and flung it at her scout, fortunately, it missed. "Get out!" 

The guild leader leaned back in her chair, taking a deep breath to try and calm down. Even though she was the guild leader, she was still required to report to the Board. Soon they would find out that the Salamander Guild had actually lost their Salamander. She picked up the poster of the Fire Wielder that sat on her desk. It didn't do him justice. She had stood a few feet away from him, short black hair with a serious but handsome face. His eyes had captured her attention, they looked like twin suns. 

She propped the poster up on her desk and stared at it. "How did you get behind that gate? Salamander is leading the other guilds in Mermaid City." Mermaid City was her personal mission. She had locked her level at 50 so she could continue to oversee Salamander's advancement. "Sooner or later I'll see you again." 

A knock on the door got her attention. It was Semmi Dow, her childhood friend, and the only person who she wouldn't show her temper too. "Time to call it a night Junie, we're trying Mermaid again in the morning."

Jun Li smiled at her friend. The petite blond would start yelling at her if she dared get mad. "Okay, thanks Sem."


Chapter 14: Fourth Floor

Nix yawned into his pillow, every night spent in the hut's bed was an amazing experience. It was by far the most comfortable bed he had ever slept in. He sat up and slipped on his Turtle Under Armor. He had customized it and managed to improve the stats to +20 AC. He slipped the Aquatic suit over the top of it. His raid gear was super sleek and very light. "He nudged the sleeping turtle with his foot. "Wake up Soup."

He walked out the door, leaving it open so the turtle could leave. The rest of the turtles moved toward him. "You guys are on your own today, try and stay out of trouble." 

He activated Deep Blue and chose Jenzi, the Daybreakers were already in place, two of them grabbed his hands and they quickly returned to the Lake Cavern. 

Although they were already prepped, they stood in a circle going over a few last-minute items. Nix and Ronnie had the least amount of experience, so Sharl made sure they both knew their assignments. Ronnie would provide range dps in support of the Main Tank. Nix would attempt to hold their tanks in check so the group could quickly eliminate the casters.

"You nervous Nix?" Ronnie was still standing by him, she looked very good in the aquatic suit. She was the only other one in the raid who didn't have armor over the top of it.

"Not really." He had once lain under a parking lot grate for two days so that he could burn the building down Monday morning during their board meeting. Everyone but the board members had been able to evacuate. Later, he had washed off the stench of the gutter, a smile on his face while he listened to the news report on TV. 

"Bull shit... my knees are knockin!" Ronnie checked her bow for the fourth time and looked at her sister who was talking to Pon. 

"Go take a nap on my bed, am sure you know the way." 

Ronnie shook her head, "maybe later. I'm too nervous now."

Nix smiled slightly, his golden eyes full of mirth. "I'll probably be using it later." 

Ronnie's dark eyes flashed at him. "Me or Sis?" 

Nix didn't say that he would probably bring Hyai. "know what I think when I see two pretty sisters?"

Ronnie grinned at her older sister who had returned in time to catch the last few sentences. "That younger is always better?" 

"Nope. Why not both?" 

"..." Ronnie.

"..." Sharl. 

Nix laughed at their faces and walked toward the rest of the Daybreakers that were forming around Pon. 

A few minutes they all joined hands. Sharl was on Nix's left and Pon was on the right. The Guild leader squeezed his hand tightly. She leaned toward him and lowered her voice. "It would take an incredible amount of alcohol to make something like that happen."

"Well... I am the Underwear King." Nix activated Deep Blue and chose Mermaid City.

They ported onto the same platform that Nix had seen a few days earlier. He started swimming toward the 'T'. "To the left is the locked gate where I ran into Salamander, to the right is the hall that I didn't explore." 

The entire group swam close to the floor. Nix was in the front next to the scout so that he could provide immediate CC (Crowd Control) if needed. Directly behind them were the two Tanks, Sharl, and Banza. 

The hall they followed led to a huge room, the sound of voices made them stop. 

Sharl hefted her spear, the end of it was on fire despite being in the water. "Scout it out Wind!"

Wind was a slight man of average height. He wore his brown hair in a long mullet that ended halfway down his back. He was the only stealth user in the group, and the twin daggers that he wielded gave him the best dps in the raid. Wind nodded at Sharl and immediately disappeared. 

A few minutes later the scout returned. His cold black eyes were calm. "Sixteen Aquarions total, 5 casters, 3 tanks and 8 melee dps."

Sharl's face was grim, in equal or near-equal numbers, Aquarions overmatched their human counterparts. "Positioning?" 

"We're in luck, the tanks are near the casters."

Sharl nodded, "it's a good break. Nix you're on the tanks. Me, Banz and Pon will distract the melee while the rest of you burn down the casters. Ronnie is the main assist, everyone attack her target. When the casters are down, I become the main assist, everyone attacks my target. Do your best on the tanks Nix, even if you can't hold them, keep them busy." 

Wind disappeared again, his voice coming from nowhere. "My sneak attack on the first caster will be the signal to start." 

Nix moved to one side to give the others room to get by him. Wind attacked the nearest caster, scoring a critical hit, he managed a stun. Instantly Nix flashed toward the tanks, he pulled up halfway and three fire strands wrapped out the arms of the tanks. They screeched loudly, their weapons instantly disappearing. Pon had taught him how to target, for tanks the sword arm was best. They would lose their weapon and take on a penalty when they summoned another. 

Nix felts the pull of three tanks but he braced himself on the floor and managed to hold them. The tank's arms had burst into flames, their screams nearly drowning out the rest of the raid. Off to his right, he saw the flash of flames and heard the deafening sound of explosions as the Fire Mage attacked. 

The casters went down in quick succession.

Sharl shouted from the other side of the room. "I'm the main assist now, everyone attack my target!"

One of the tanks died. Nix immediately put a second strand on the nearest tank, he died almost immediately. The last tank only lived seconds under the inferno of three fire strands.

Half of the melee were already dead, so he picked three that were trying to attack their clerics. He raised his hand and once again three strands shot out, completely immobilizing them. 

"Tanks are down?" It was Ronnie who asked in between shots.

"Tanks are down," Nix affirmed. 

The fight was over less than a minute later. 

Sharl sent Ronnie to loot the corpses. "Anyone down?" 

A cleric named Gypsy-Rose shook her head. "No casualties." 

The room had been cleared, there was a raised platform with a lever behind it. The entire raid was thinking the same thing. 

It was Ronnie who said it. "It can't be that easy right?" 

Sharl shrugged and walked up to the platform, she pulled the lever down and then stepped back. A blue chest rose up out of the floor. 

Colonial Message System: Congratulations to the Daybreakers for being the first guild to clear the first stage of the fourth floor in Mermaid City. All members of the raid will receive the Badge of Aquarius. 

Badge of Aquarius

Amulet: Unique

Description: The effectiveness
of all water-based skills and
abilities have been doubled. 

Sharl opened the chest and linked the four items that had dropped. Since Nix wasn't a member of the guild, he didn't ask for anything. There was nothing he would have wanted. A cool looking spear-gun dropped, somehow Colonial classified that as a bow equivalent, so the only archer in the raid received it. Ronnie was smiling from ear to ear when she equipped it. A necklace meant for healers went to Gypsy-Rose. A tank oriented spear went to Sharl and a flame gauntlet went to Banzi. 

Wind made a face at the loot table. "Two tanker items? I feel sick." 

Banzi smiled and waved the gauntlet at him. "About time tankers receive a bit of love brother!" 

Wind gave him the finger. "When I'm fat and ugly, then you can call me brother." 

Nix laughed at their interaction. 

A smiling Ronnie joined him, "don't let them fool you. They are best friends." 

"I could tell." Nix held out his hand, "let me see it?" 

Barracuda

Speargun: Heroic

Description: Weapon
discharges three spears 
at a time. +10 Damage to

water creatures. 

Nix handed it back, "Guess I won't have to carry you anymore." 

"What? No more free rides?" 

A door opened up behind the chest after Sharl removed the coins from it, 200k was automatically given to each person in the raid. She waved Nix over and handed him a few hundred water crystals. "They are for crafting." 

"Oh, then thank you." 

Sharl smiled at her raiding party. "This is our door. Follow me please." 

The raiding party walked through the door and down a hallway to a large staging area. They cheered each other when they arrived. They stopped abruptly when they noticed another group approaching them. 

[You may now choose Mermaid City, Fourth Floor from any Colonial Portal.]

"Congratulations on clearing the first stage of the fourth floor. I hadn't even realized another guild was on the fourth floor." Jun Li had seen the message along with the rest of Colonial, but she didn't offer any hostility. "I'm Jun Li, Guild Leader of Salamander." 

Sharl took the hand she offered. "Sharl, Guild Leader of Daybreakers." 

A woman dressed in black noticed him first, she didn't say anything but rather approached him with a smile and offered her a handshake. "I'm Semmi. Please accept my apologies on behalf of Salamander for plastering your likeness all over Colonial."

Nix shook the petite blonde's hand. "I'm Nix. You a Scout Semmi?" 

Semmi nodded while she chuckled at his words. "Goodness, your Nix." She turned back toward her Guild Leader who seemed to be frozen in place. 

"You're a member of Daybreakers?" Jun Li had finally found her voice. 

"I'm a guest player." He smiled at Sharl who suddenly looked alarmed. 

"A guest?" Jun Li hid the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth. "Well, good job today Daybreakers. It was nice to finally meet you Mr. Nix." 

Nix nodded but didn't say anything. 

[You have received a friend request for Semmi Dow. Do you accept?]

"Yes." 

Twenty minutes later the raid dispersed and said their goodbyes at the Jenzi portal. 

Sharl and Ronnie were the last two. 

"Hey Sharl, I'm going to hang out with Nix for a bit." 

Sharl shook her head. "Sorry sis, guild business. I need to talk to him." 

"It's pointless to argue. I'm hungry and thirsty." Nix activated Deep Blue and chose Lake Cavern. 

Ronnie waved to her sister and quickly put her hand on his shoulder. "Next time sis." 

Sharl grabbed his hand and stepped closer. "Can't wait." 

A moment later all three figures disappeared from the platform.


Chapter 15: Manta

All three of them flipped cards over at the same time, Nix shook his head at the younger sister. "That seems like a lot of credits."

Sharl nodded in agreement, "A hundred million credits for a binding stone? What kind of loon would pay that?" 

Ronnie stuck her tongue out at her sister. "We could go in halfsies." 

Sharl laughed and flipped over another card. "You just answered my question." 

Ronnie watched Nix scoop up all three cards again. "How come the only card game you know is War? That's a kids game!" 

"Makes sense since I learned it as a kid." Nix turned at the slapping noise. Soup had taken to using a flipper on the floor to get his attention. "Stop with the racket already." 

"I'll let her out." Ronnie walked to the door and opened it, Soup scuttled quickly outside. "Love my new jammies by the way." 

After drinking all of his wine and chatting for a few hours, the charming sisters had talked Nix into making pajamas. Sharl, who was always cold, went with red flannel top and bottoms. Ronnie opted for the smooth comfort of black silk ones. 

Ronnie lay back on the bed and stretched slowly. "It's a crime to keep such a comfortable bed to yourself." 

"Which is why the two of you are here." He scooped up the last of the cards and proclaimed the obvious. "I win." 

Sharl was sitting cross-legged on the bed, her dark eyes watching him. "What's next for you Nix?" 

"Going to investigate the Aquarions a bit." 

Ronnie yawned sleepily. "Investigate what?" 

Nix remembered back to the Jenzi market. Although the Aquarion had been hostile, it had been very careful not to injure Shana. "They do small raids on cities all across Colonial. Why?"

Ronnie's voice was muffled through the pillow. "My theory is that they eat us."

Sharl made a face, "please stop talking now sis." She glanced back at Nix, "do you have a theory?"

"Not really. Just a lot of questions. Given the risk they run, it must be very important to them."

Sharl considered the idea, "try the Provost Marshal Office in Jenzi. You might find more information with them." 

"Good tip. Know where I can hut Mantas?" 

"Sure, there's an entire colony of them in Philly." Sharl smiled at his confused look. "Phelinomia. Be careful Nix, they are high-level elites."

"Another good clue. Thank you, Sharl." 

************

He dropped both sisters off at the Jenzi gate a few hours later. They immediately left for Wisteria while he decided to stay and make some purchases in the Jenzi market. The vendors in the fabric section all knew him by sight, right away they rushed to the front of their carts and started listing their current stock. Usually, he bought a lot. 

After picking up more fabric he headed toward the boutique. Lela was standing in front of the shop, talking with Sosa, a young Tailor they had hired. Maye had decided that they needed to become self-sufficient and had hired the young man after giving him a few tests. She had also dropped the consignment on Nix's goods down to ten percent. He waved at the two of them and entered the shop. 

"Morning Nix." Maye smiled at him. The young man had come out of nowhere and had saved their boutique. He was now considered part of their family. Not only had they made a lot of money, but it helped reestablish their reputation that had plummeted when Maye could no longer make clothes. 

Nix sat the days' product line on the counter, then pulled out an additional box. "Thought I would try some new items, want to take a look?"

Maye nodded, her eyes showing excitement. "Let's take a look." 

Nix took out two separate items and placed them on the counter.

Swimsuit: Malu Aquatic

Description: One Piece Swimsuit
that features underwater breathing.
Non-combat only. Female only.

Swimsuit: Malu Aquatic

Description: Bikini swimsuit that features underwater breathing.

Non-combat only. Female only.

Maye carefully examined each one. "Very nice quality Nix. I'll put them on mannequins in the store window and see what kind of interest there is." 

"Sounds good Maye." Two small arms wrapped around his waist from behind. He grinned and helped her up on the counter. 

"This our new product line Nix?" Shana gave him a sweet smile. "I like it." 

"Thanks, Shana." Nix patted her head. "Hey, would you mind talking to me about the Aquarions?" 

She made a sour face but nodded anyway. "I don't mind." 

"Did you hear them speak or say anything?"

Shana nodded. "The one who grabbed me said to calm down and that she wouldn't hurt me."

"Oh, I see. Hear anything else?"

"She called me an odd name, Caisong or something like that." 

"Very helpful. Thank you." 

************

An hour later Nix took the portal to Phelinomia. Like Espana, Phelinomia was a continent made up of a large cluster of archipelagos. The Manta colony that Sharl mentioned was located on one of the bigger center islands call Lapu. 

The portal platform was located outside of the city walls, and although Nix was curious to see what the Phelinomia capitol looked like, he decided to hunt instead. After a thirty-minute jog, he was wading into the knee-deep water that surrounded Lapu. 

The center of the island was dominated by a large volcanic crater. According to Sharl, it was filled with water and the Mantas guarded it fiercely. 

As soon as he stepped into the water, a huge black Manta surged out of the shallows and started flapping toward him. Manta's in Colonial were equally at home in the water or the air. 

When it was in range, Nix sent a fire strand at it. The creature turned suddenly, howling in a pitch that hurt his ears, it fled rapidly while towing him behind.

A coughing Nix sent a second flame strand at it, slowing its progress to a slow walk. This gave time for him to get to his feet. The third strand he sent a moment later froze it in place. A few minutes after that, it crashed to the ground. 

It dropped a single black pearl. Nix skinned it and canned the meat. He looked down at the corpse and wiped the salt water from his stinging eyes. "So... two strands right away." 

Nix spent the next three hours slowly making his way to the crater. There were three kinds of Manta. The Black ones were the largest and definitely the most aggressive. The blue ones were faster, they were like the ones ridden by the Aquarian and then there were the white ones. He had only run into one of them, but that had been enough. Even with three strands on it, Nix had been dragged around for fifteen minutes. In the end, he had broken through with a fourth strand and completely bound it down. 

[Your Flame Strands skill has improved to 14]

The sun was high in the sky by the time Nix grabbed the lip of the crater and peeked over. The clear blue water was within a few feet of the top and perfectly reflected the clouds on its calm surface. 

He pulled off his armor and stowed it away, then he slipped on the Aquatic suit. He hadn't tried his speed out since he had earned the 'Badge of Aquarius,' but if that stacked with his Water Mage Ring, he'd be difficult to catch. 

He slipped quietly into the water, keeping his hand brushing the rock wall, he slowly descended. The first two hundred feet was clear blue water after that small tendrils of plants and seaweed of all shapes and sizes strained upward towards the surface. His blue aquatic suit blended easily with the surrounding plants making him nearly invisible. 

Near the bottom, he spotted his goal. He had hoped that the crater was a nesting ground and his hunch had been right. Clusters of nests were being guarded by pairs of Manta. He heart thudded in his chest, there was no way he'd be able to even take one without a full group. 

He swam close to the bottom and gave the nesting area a wide berth. There was another small clearing so he was moving toward it when he saw a movement. Two Aquarions were speaking in the area he had targeted. Nix let himself drift closer with small movements of his hands, his body hidden in the weedy floor. 

They were both females, to Nix's untrained eye one seemed much older than the other. He was just close enough to overhear their words.

"All four should hatch in the next few days, with the Seas blessing, one of them should be an Aviante."

"I will let you know when it begins." The younger one bowed and waited while the other shot toward the surface.

Nix followed the second Aquarion when it started swimming a few moments later. She swam fast for a few minutes until arriving at the crater wall, surprising she descended into the weeds and disappeared from sight. 

He moved forward cautiously to the spot where the Aquarion had disappeared. There he found the entrance to a cave, it was nearly invisible with the weeds covering it. Swimming downward he kept one hand on the wall to keep his bearing as the light quickly dimmed. After a few hundred feet the tunnel ended in a round room. In the middle of the room was a nest with four eggs. The Aquarion he had followed was circling it leisurely.

Without stopped to think, Nix immediately sent out three strands. One hit each arm while the third wrapped around her waist. She shrieked in pain, but couldn't manage to move. 

He watched as the Aquarion grew weaker, her life force slowly dwindling. Without reason, he dropped the strands, causing her to collapse onto the floor. She was too weak to do anything as he snatched the eggs one at a time. Her eyes were wide in horror when he grabbed the palest egg.

"Is this the Aviante? I'll leave it if you answer a few questions." 

Her pale blue eyes stared at him, with an effort she managed to prop herself up with one arm. 

"Ask your questions human." 

"Why do you try and take our people? What is the Caisong?"

"How do you know that word?" She raised her hand causing it to glow brightly, immediately Nix dodged to one side and shot out a fire strand. An object she had been holding in her hand dropped to the floor, Nix moved closer and picked it up. 

"Is this a weapon?" He shook his head at her and dropped the strand again. "So much for mercy." He picked up the egg and placed it in his inventory. 

She laughed at him, blood in the corner of her mouth. "It's too late, I called them." 

Nix activated Deep Blue and chose Lake Cavern. He smiled at the laughing Aquarion and at the half dozen Mantas that swam into the cave. "Cya..."

A moment later the human disappeared, leaving the Aquarion howling in anger and grief.


Chapter 16: Sea-Beast Master

Nix appeared on the beach outside of his hut. The turtles started moving toward him with Soup leading the way. He walked toward the side of the building and smoothed out a small area, then created a foot high sand barrier before carefully putting the manta eggs down. 

Soup was the only one who seemed interested in the eggs but she didn't move beyond the sand wall. 

"You better not eat my eggs Soup." He left them in place and walked to the edge of the water and knelt down. Each of the mantas he had killed dropped a pearl specific to their color. He had 25 blue ones, 16 black ones and a single white one. He dropped them all in the sand and started washing them off. The moment they hit the water, all of the turtles surged toward him, clamoring while trying to get to the pearls. Immediately he picked them back up. 

Soup was leaning against his legs, gazing up with sea-blue eyes. He carefully held out the white pearl. "If you bite me..." The pearl was slightly smaller than his fist, Soup eagerly took it in her mouth and then flapped away in the water.

"Not going to chase her?" Nix gave each of them one of his blue pearls, they completely separated themselves and enjoyed their meal in various parts of the lake. 

He took out the item he had taken from the Aquarion in the crater. Turning it over, he tried to remember how she wore it. It started out looking like a bracelet, but then it looped about three inches, two rings were attached to the loop. "It's a damn puzzle?" 

After trying a few different ways to fit, he slipped his hand through the bigger circle and his middle finger through the two rings. The item glowed slightly in his hand and a menu popped up on his hud. 

[Defining New User... Please wait....]

Nix 

Level 43

Strength 58

Endurance 61

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 90

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Weapon Skills:

Rifle 90

Whip 77

Support Skill:

Flame Strands 0 [14]

Swimming 2 [100] 

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

[Support Skill: Sea-Beast Master:8 Has been added to your Character]

[Level 1 Stable has 0/20 Beasts]

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes."

[Scanning, Stand By...]

[20 Sea Beasts and 4 Embryos have been located.]

[Type 1: Elite Black Sea Turtle: 19]

[Type 2: Spirit Animal: 1]

[Type 3: Manta Embryos: 4]

[Do you wish to Train the Available Sea-Beasts?]

"Yes." 

[20 Sea-Beasts have been added to the Taming Queue.]

[Do you wish to place the Sea-Beasts in your Stable when Training is Complete?]

"No, leave them here."

Nix activated Deep Blue and selected Jenzi. The Provost Marshal Office was on the other side of the city, it was an enormous stone structure with gray granite steps leading up to large steel doors. He walked in to the fragrant smell of fresh flowers, the last scent he expected to encounter. A familiar-looking bald man was patiently trimming a pot of flowers on his desk. He looked up when Nix walked in. 

"Oh, it's you. Great job keeping that Aquarion at bay, impressive piece of work. I'm Sergeant Ton." 

"Nice to meet you Sergeant. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions." 

The large man looked at his flowers and then back at Nix. With a heavy sigh, he slid them to one side. "Of course. What may I help you with?" 

"I'm looking into the Aquarion attacks. Would you mind if I asked you some questions?" 

"Open your hud, Mr. Nix." Sergeant Ton opened his own hud and sent him a file.

[You have received all the pertinent data regarding the Aquarions]

[You have been offered a quest. Do you accept?]

Aquarion Attacks: Hidden Faction

Description: You inquired into a 
mystery that no one else seems to
want to solve. Will you be able to?

"Yes." 

[Aquarion Attacks has been added to your Quest log.]

The big man moved the flowers back to the center of his desk and resumed his work. Nix couldn't think of anything else to ask so he left quietly. A voice called to him as soon as he stepped onto the street. 

"Nix!" 

He turned to see a small blonde-haired woman walking toward him. He recognized her from the Salamander guild. "Hi, Semmi." 

She smiled, "you remembered my name. Thank goodness, it's so awkward when that happens." 

"Were you looking for me? Or is this happenstance?" He started walking toward the market square, she fell in beside him. 

"Both... I was walking around, hoping I might run into you." 

"I'm not going to join Salamander nor help them as a guest player." Sometimes it was better to get the hard stuff out of the way. 

The small woman didn't seem surprised. "Could we purchase raid merchandise from you? I hear that you are really good at improvising new recipes." 

"I won't make any aquatic gear for Salamander. Unfortunately, you are competing against my friends." 

"Dammit. You're a tough nut!" 

Nix shook his head, "I'm not trying to be." 

They arrived at the Jenzi gate, she looked disappointed. "Okay. Let's grind some levels some time. What level are you?" 

"Forty-three. Sure we can do that." He stepped onto the gate, but activated Deep Blue instead and chose Cyphix. 

His good mood at being back instantly vanished in the screams of pain and wails of despair. Multiple buildings throughout the town were on fire. Smoke hung thick in the air, Nix broke into a run and headed toward the Kindled Spirit. 

As he moved away from the gate, the damage from fire lessened but was replaced with entire buildings encased in blocks of ice. "The fuck is going on here?" 

The Kindled Spirit appeared undamaged, but there were three scorched bodies. The first two people he saw when he opened the Inn door were Sila and Hyai. The innkeeper was calmly bandaging her friend. Sila looked at him when he walked in. 

"Nix!" She seemed relieved to see him, "they took Nez!" 

The inn was empty except for the two women. Nix lay a hand on each of their shoulders. "Sorry, but I'm getting you two out of here." He activated Deep Blue and chose Lake Cavern.

Hyai didn't seem as surprised as Sila, "an origin stone?" 

"You are safe here. Tell me everything." He brought them to the table that the Daybreakers had left behind and had them sit down. 

Hyai took a deep breath. "Raiders came through the gate, dozens of them, all at once." 

He sat a bottle of wine on the table. "What were they after?" 

Sila took a drink, her hands were shaking slightly. 

Hyai shook her head. "At first they were just burning and killing, but then Aquarions descended from the clouds, more than I've ever seen at one time." 

"A bit of a coincidence." 

Hyai waited until Sila sat the bottle down, then she took a long drink herself. "They were working together. They were taking people. Cyan, Nez, Kyla and a dozen other women." 

Nix leaned back in his chair. "Where did they go?" 

"The Aquarions escaped into the clouds. They brought all the women and the raiders away with them." Hyai stared at him, "the raiders were part of Burning Sea." 

Sila frowned at the name, "that explains why they were so talented with fire magic. They had me too Nix, until Hyai..." 

He had seen the bodies in front of the Inn. It wasn't the work of someone who knew a little bit of fire magic. "I won't judge Hyai." 

"I use to run with Burning Sea, years ago before I got married. Even my husband didn't know." Hyai looked down at her hands, refusing to meet his gaze. "I was a bad person Nix, someone who did horrible things." 

Sila looked at her in surprise, she only knew Hyai the Inn Keeper. "You saved my life. Thank you Hyai." 

**********

Two hours later, Sila and Hyai had fallen asleep on the bed. Nix was sitting on the floor studying his hud. The Provost Marshal had given him exact details of every attack, interviews with the victims, even the notes of the investigators. 

They always took females. Until today their ages tended to be between 6 and 13. This also the first known instance of Aquarions working with humans. 

Nix activated the Sea Beast Bracelet. The menu options appeared on his hud. 

[All Available Sea-Beasts in the Area have been Tamed.]

He chose the add to Stable option. 

[Level 1 Stable has 19/20 Occupants]

"Why only 19?"

A movement next to his feet brought a smile to his face. "You don't like Stables Soup?" 

He bent closer and lay a hand on its smooth head. 

[Bind this Spirit animal to you?] 

"Yes." Despite the circumstances, he chuckled, "you my spirit animal Soup?"

[Spirit Animal has been bound.]

"Display my stats." 

Nix 

Level 43

Strength 58

Endurance 61

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 90

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Weapon Skills:

Rifle 90

Whip 77

Support Skill:

Flame Strands 0 [14]

Swimming 2 [100] 

Sea-Beast Master 8 [Lvl 1]

[Level 1 Stable has 19/20 Beasts]

[Spirit Animal 1/4]

1: Soup [Elite Black Sea Turtle]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

"Let's see what you're made of Soup." 

Soup: Spirit Animal

Elite Black Sea Turtle

Description: If your spirit
beast dies, it cannot be summoned
again for 3 days. 

[Atttack Rating Medium]

[Defense Rating High]

[Special Attack: Sonic Boom]

He cycled through the menu, familiarizing himself with the commands. There were Four basic Commands: Attack, Defend, Hide and Retreat. 

He looked at the Sea Beast Bracelet. "No wonder the Aquarions are constantly kicking our ass."

"What are you going to do Nix?" Hyai had her head propped up with one hand. 

"Suppose I'll gather some allies and go find our people." Nix shook his head before she could speak. "You can't come with me." 

"I'm an old woman, but still pretty strong." 

Nix smiled at her words, "strong yes, old... not so much." 

A few hours later, he dropped them both off at the Kindled Inn. All the fires had already been put out and the ice had been removed. 

Sila looked a lot better after some rest. "Be careful Nix." 

"I will. Both of you stay close to the Inn." 

Hyai nodded, "what will you do Nix?"

He activated Deep Blue. "Gather some strong allies."


Chapter 17: Allied Command

"Once again, not our best effort." Jun Li stood in front of her raid group, three groups of twenty were required to advance to the 2nd stage of the fourth floor. Two of those groups had to fight through to the lever rooms while the last group went through the gate that those levers opened. Once the gate was open you only had a few seconds to get through. 

"We aren't there yet Junie, we need to build a bit more strength." Semmi thought back to the Daybreakers. With the exception of their Guild Leader and Pon, they were not that strong. Was the CC guest making the difference?

June Li nodded, "After seeing the Daybreakers finish the stage, I was pumped to come in here and put it behind us." She sighed heavily, "but we are going to have to wait a bit longer." 

"Let's make a deal, Guild Leader Jun Li."

Jun Li turned at the sound of the voice. "Nix... What sort of deal?" 

He stood their calmly, his sun-colored eyes staring. "I'll get a group of you on the other side of that gate, right now." 

The Salamander Guild stared at him, everyone in the guild felt that they were much stronger than the Daybreakers. They had to have had some sort of workaround. 

June Li tried to keep her voice calm. The first stage of the fourth floor would halt their progress for at least a few weeks longer. If they could finish it off now..."What are your terms?" 

"Cyphix was raided by members of the Burning Sea, they were aiding the Aquarions." Nix paused, the smiling face of Kyla the gunsmith entering his thoughts, "They took some of our friends, and I want to get them back." 

Jun Li hid the excitement she felt, finishing the first stage of the fourth floor would put her ahead of schedule. "I need a few minutes to discuss it with my guild." 

Nix waited calmly, the Salamander Guild had been discussing his proposal for a few minutes. In exchange for getting them through the last gate, they would give him two days of their time, starting immediately. 

"It's a no-brainer, Junie." Semmi kept glancing back at Nix, he seemed calm on the surface. "We'd spend the next few weeks wiping here anyway. If a few deaths chasing Aquarions is the price, then we'd be foolish not to pay." 

Saintess nodded in agreement. The red-haired cleric was Salamander's primary healer and a big part of their success. "It's a chance to make some friends." 

Jun Li nodded, "let's do it then." 

Semmi removed one of the dps from their 20 person group and added Nix. "Show us what you got." 

Nix moved closer and grabbed Saintess's hand, "Join hands please." 

A dark-haired scout frowned and grabbed his free hand. "Fine, but if we start singing... I'm out." 

He waited until they had all joined hands, then he activated Deep Blue and Chose Mermaid City. A moment later, nineteen members of the Salamander guild arrived at the portal behind the gate.

"Follow." Nix flashed down the hallway and took a right, he waited for them at the entrance to the next room. 

********

"You think this is on the level?" Saryn kept checking to see if they had returned. He was the second group's tank, as the weakest group they had been held responsible for holding the rest of the guild back. If they could get past this, then maybe Jun Li would get off their back.

Binder shrugged, "I'm just glad I don't have to run that damn east-side gauntlet today. We should have a few minutes before they..."

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to the Salamander Guild for clearing the first stage on the fourth floor in Mermaid City. 

The twenty man group entered the staging area a moment later. The normally serious Jun Li was smiling widely. "Semmi you go with Nix, everyone else pack your gear for a two-day mission and meet in Cyphix in one hour." 

Semmi and Nix took the Mermaid City Portal back to Cyphix. Repairs were already underway as carpenters and masons worked side-by-side in an attempt to erase the visual evidence of the attack. Nix didn't like the look in the people's eyes, they looked scared and tentative, not like the hardy pioneers that they were the day before. 

"I need something that belongs to one of the women who were taken." Semmi activated an item and a small white creature appeared next to her feet. It immediately hid behind her legs when it saw Nix. 

"Is that thing a pet? Kinda big for a rat." Nix tried to keep a straight face, he desperately wanted to ask her more about pets. 

"What?" She stooped down and picked up the furry creature. "She's a fox! Don't listen to the bad man Tilde." 

"Follow me, we'll go to Kyla's shop." Nix led the way to the Gunsmith shop, the door wasn't locked. He walked in and took a left up the stairs. Kyla had a small apartment above her shop. 

He felt a bit odd going into someone else's home uninvited, but he pushed the door open. 

"Clothes will work best, something she was attached to." Semmi walked in behind Nix and searched for the bedroom. She smiled at the decor, they had very similar tastes. 

"I made her a dress a while back, she told me she loved it." Nix glanced around the apartment, it was more feminine than he would have guessed. He let Semmi search the bedroom while he stayed in the common area. Kyla wouldn't like some guy going through her bedroom. 

"Nix?" Semmi came out of the bedroom holding a red silk dress. "You made this?" 

He nodded, "yep, traded it for my rifle." 

"I have an entire closet of guns you can have! Make me one!" 

"Focus, please... If your fox-rat can track down my friends, "I'll make you anything you want, at cost of course." 

"Deal! And don't take it back." Semmi stowed the dress away and waited for him to lead the way out. 

Nix closed the Shop door when they left and headed back toward the Kindled Spirit.

"Seems like a crowd has arrived." As Nix approached the Inn, he could make out members of Daybreaker, Salamander and an entire group of armed riders. Hyai was standing in front of the Inn talking to the riders. 

Semmi jumped in with both feet. "Salamander Guild, camp outside the gate and await further instructions." 

Sharl spotted them and waved. "Nix!" She hugged him and then quickly stepped back, she could sense that the raid had really bothered him. He had already told her his plans to bring Salamander onboard. "Hey, at least we were number one for a while!" 

Nix liked Semmi's idea, "could you have your people camp outside the gate also?" 

Sharl nodded and gave her people directions, both she and Ronnie stayed. 

"You big armored Bull! Have your people camp outside the gate. Then come in and I'll make you something to eat!" Hyai was scolding a large bald man, when he obediently turned toward his men, Nix recognized him as Sergeant Ton.

Ton scowled at him as he walked past, the look on his face made Nix laugh. 

"Jun Li is inside," Hyai said quietly. "Come in and I'll fix you something to eat." 

Fifteen minutes later, the group was sitting down together planning their next move. 

Semmi leaned back in her chair, casually watching the other people sitting at the table. "I've already released Tilde, she's looking for the trail. Once she finds it, she'll track them down and stay close.

"Finding them is important, but so is catching them. The reason they get away every time is those flying mounts!" Ton's booming voice echoed in the Inn.

"Don't yell at everyone Bane." Hyai wagged her finger at the Provost Sergeant. 

Ton looked down at his plate and pushed his food around with a fork. "Yes Mum." 

The sight of a three hundred pound man being scolded like a child made Nix smile shamelessly. Hyai had told him that her daughter had married and moved away, she hadn't mentioned that her son-in-law was Sergeant Ton from the Jenzi Provost Office. 

Jun Li nodded in agreement, "they are a strong and elusive race." 

"The going price for a flying mount is 500 thousand credits, no exceptions. This is only for people taking part in this exercise." When Nix spoke, the entire table stared in silence. 

Sharl was the first to recover. She had seen his turtles, had he found a way to train Mantas? "I'll take forty for the Daybreakers." 

Jun Li stood up, her hands on either side of her plate. "Are you serious?" 

Nix nodded, "Yes. Wait for me at the camps outside the gate." 

**********

He had stopped at the Lake Cavern to empty out his Stable before heading to out. He temporarily erased the Jenzi Slot and saved the Phelinomia portal. An hour later Nix was wading in the knee-deep water bordering Lapu. He activated the Sea Beast bracelet. 

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes." 

[Scanning, Stand By...] 

[140 Sea Beasts have been located.] 

[Type 1: Manta: 136]

[Type 2: Green Sea Turtle: 4]

[Mount type beasts have been detected. Train mounts for stables?]

"Yes." 

[Qeued: 40 Manta Mounts]

Nix watched the progress bar, he had played a hunch. Why would the Aquarions have flying mounts if no one else could? That was the real purpose of the bracelet. Even if he took it off, he would have access to his stables since he now had the Sea-Beast Master skill. The bracelet was for training new beasts. 

He had talked to Hyai before he left, she was setting up the payments from Salamander, Daybreakers and the Provost Office. He had asked her to set up a roped off area outside of the makeshift camps. Training mounts must be fairly quick since it finished substantially faster than his turtles had. 

He activated the summon mount option from his bracelet. A blue manta appeared in front of him, a small leather saddle and bridle already attached. He had noticed that the Aquarions stood on them, so he hopped on and reached down for the bridle. 

It rode exactly like a horse. He arrived at the Phelinomia gate a few minutes later, then stowed the mount and activated Deep Blue. He took a deep breath and chose Cyphix.

He appeared at the Cyphix gate and immediately summoned the mount. He jumped on quickly and headed for camp. 

Hyai had been waiting patiently. Forty members of the Daybreakers were standing outside of the roped-off area. They had paid her Twenty million credits. A noise from the camp caught her attention, it rose in volume and continued as more people looked skyward. She nearly cried when she saw him, he was flying a few hundred feet off the ground and moving fast. He circled once and landed next to the Inn Keeper. 

"I'm back." 

He jumped off the mount and motioned for Sharl to move forward. The transfer process was straight forward and part of the Sea-Beast bracelet menu. 

[Do you wish to transfer ownership of Manta: Mount Type to Sharl?]

"Yes." 

*************

Semmi ducked through the roped area after he transferred the fortieth Manta. "Tilde has found the trail, it won't be long now." 

"Thanks, Semmi. Gotta run, more mounts to get." 

He activated Deep Blue and chose Phelinomia. It was going to be a long afternoon.


Chapter 18: Rescue the Prisoners (one)

The last trip to Lapu only required him to pick up 15 Manta. He brought them quickly back to Cyphix then made one last trip to the Lake Cavern to grab his turtles. 

"Display Stable content."

[19 Elite Black Sea Turtle, 1 Aviante Manta: Mount Type)

He had found only one white manta all day, of course, he kept that one. Soup didn't need to be stored in the stable to be summoned. 

************

"Why did you need our Aquatic Gear?" Ronnie was flying next to him. He decided to stick close to the Daybreaker Guild, even though Jun Li had invited him to stay with Salamander. 

Nix checked the queue on the upgrades, still a bit left before it finished. "The Aquarion Badge we received for first clear, enabled me to increase our speed from +18 to +36. It doesn't sound like much, but any advantage we can get at this point."

"That's fast, " Sharl was on the other side of Ronnie and was listening in on the conversation. 

They traveled due east for nearly four hours before Semmi gave the signal to stop. At this time Nix gave everyone back their Aquatic gear and then moved beneath the water. 

The rest of the force had older, less evolved aquatics for underwater travel and definitely noticed that the Daybreakers had some advanced gear. The moment they submerged, Nix summoned Soup and got rid of the Manta. He sat comfortably on her shell while she easily kept up with the Manta mounts. 

They dived nearly straight down for about a half-hour before leveling off. It was here that the group stopped and sent out scouts. The seaweed from the ocean floor was thick, enabling the force to hide quickly, Sharl and Nix were joined by Semmi, Ton and Jun Li. 

"Tilde says we are very close, the scouts should have no problem finding them." Semmi was staring hard at the Sea Turtle that Nix was sitting on. As a pet owner, she knew another spirit animal when she saw one. 

June Li finally asked the question on everyone's mind. "How did you tame the Mantas?" 

Nix didn't want it to seem like too big of a mystery so he came up with a plausible story. "I stole an artifact from the Aquarions at the Lapu Crater."

Jun Li's dark eyes locked on him, "getting into that colony is not easy."

Nix nodded in agreement, "took me half the day to kill my way in. Things got a bit scary when I entered their nesting grounds." 

Sharl smiled to herself, she knew exactly where the next Daybreaker raid would be. "The Lapu Crater is a nesting ground?"

"Yes, one of their Mount Tamers spotted me and chased me into a water cave. I got the artifact from her." 

Ton scowled at the idea of Aquarion Mount Tamers. "That's how they get the mounts? I had assumed that it was some natural ability they had as Water Creatures." 

Nix shook his head, "nope, it's just a device. Not sure how many they have or how they get them." 

Semmi moved closer to him and placed a hand on his pets shell. "Did you take this turtle from them too?" 

"Yes... Her name is Soup." 

The pretty blonde didn't hide her smile when he said the name, "she's beautiful, don't you dare eat her." 

Wind and a Salamander scout name Rival returned to the commanders together. Rival gave his report first. "They have established a camp a few minutes east of our position. The camp has about 30 guards, most of them are melee, but I counted a dozen casters." 

Jun Li considered her scout's words carefully. "So we outnumber them three to one, that's good enough odds for us." 

Wind shook his head, "there's more. There's a second group west of them, eight in all. Four Casters and four melees." 

Sharl cursed softly, "we'll have to divide our forces." 

Juni Li glanced at her second in command, "how many would we need to divert to handle eight Aquarions?"

Semmi frowned at the question, "At least sixteen, but if you want to win that fight, then more like twenty-five." 

"Shit!" Ton's mailed fist slammed into his palm. "We have a hundred people, that sounds like a lot but it isn't when you consider that one Aquarion has no problem handling two of us."

"Why fight the smaller group?" 

Everyone looked at Nix when he asked the question. Only Sharl knew that he was a complete noob, but he was also quite smart. "They will most certainly join the fight if we leave them alone."

Nix nodded, "Of course, I'm not saying we should ignore them." He patted Soup's shell. "She's faster than anything in the sea." 

"Distract them?" Semmi considered the idea, "it might work for a while, but they'd turn around sooner or later." 

June Li hid her smile behind a hand. He had guts, "even a few minutes allows us to trim the main group down." 

Wind continued his report, "the prisoners are being kept in a stasis pen at the center, they are being guarded by six humans." 

"Me, Wind and Rival can take down the guards and free the captives," Semmi spoke casually, those in Salamander knew that she was formidable. 

Nix had seen Nez fight and assumed that Kyla could handle a weapon. "Cyan, Kyla and Nez are all experienced, if you bring them weapons you'll gain two clerics and a dps right away." 

Semmi nodded, "that would help." She smiled at her friend and patted her on the shoulder. "You have to do the heavy lifting Junie." 

Jun Li pointed to Nix. "You let the smaller group see you and then lead them off. I'll bring Salamander directly in on the main group, while the Daybreakers and Provost team come in from the other side." Jun Li glanced at her second, "thoughts?"

Semmi shook her head, "Us scouts will already be in place, the three of us will take out the human guards and then free the prisoners. We'll make sure that whoever is in shape to fight will have a weapon to do so." 

Jun Li looked around at the rest of the command group. "Anything else?" 

Ton's eyes were bright with excitement. "If we do this, it will be the first time that the Aquarions have been run down and punished for their raids. It will show everyone that they aren't untouchable." 

Sharl looked at Nix and then motioned back at her guild. "I'll brief my people and be ready in five minutes." 

Nix followed Sharl back to the Daybreakers, she kept stealing glances at him. 

"Nix... don't let them catch you." She lowered her voice and leaned closer, "use your bracelet if it appears that you are going to be captured." 

"I will. Be careful yourself." 

She stopped and glanced over her shoulder. "You should lose the Mount Artifact Nix." 

He nodded, "I understand." With only one mount artifact, unless humans found more, everyone would want it. Holding onto something like that in the long term would paint a target on him. 

**********

Nix headed west in a large circle, the stopped a few miles from his target where the plant life was the thickest. 

He activated the Sea-Beast Menu and summoned the turtles. 

[Command: Hide]

Nineteen Elite Black Sea Turtles faded into the thick weeds. From a few feet away Nix couldn't see any of them.

*******

Sharl led the Daybreakers and the Provost team to a position just north of the main group. She rode her Manta next to her sister, occasionally their eyes would meet. 

Ronnie pursed her lips, "think Nix will lead them away?" 

Sharl nodded, "you've seen how fast his turtles are."

"Right... Did you tell him our thought regarding the Mount Artifact?" 

"Yes." Sharl knew that he understood. Let everyone think it's gone, and hide it back at the Lake Cavern.

**********

Jun Li checked her people and made sure they were in position. As the leader of the Main Assault force, she would carry most of the burden in the rescue attempt. Something like this would get out quickly if they were successful, with the exception of Mermaid City, Aquarions had always been given a wide berth. "No more free passes." 

***********

All three scouts stealthed and were moving into the Aquarion camp. Semmi felt her heart pounding in her chest, she had never attempted anything like this before. She was following Wind as he moved easily. As a scout, she could stealth and see through stealth. Normally she wouldn't have followed behind, but the Daybreaker scout gave off a fierce sense of danger. What other tigers hid in that small mid-tier guild? She frowned at the sleek aquatics Wind wore, she'd make Nix craft one for her after they rescued his friends. 

They moved into position and then waited. When Nix made his move, there would definitely be a ripple effect at the main camp. The operation would start then. 

***********

Nix lay prone on the turtle's shell, holding himself in place with both hands. She swam easily toward the Aquarion camp, while he kept an eye out for them. "Come on Soup, let's go get us some Aquarions."


Chapter 19: Rescue the Prisoners (two)

Kyla sat next to Nez while they both stared at the Aquarion camp. The raid on Cyphix had happened so quickly, she hadn't even grabbed a weapon. The gunsmith had run out into the street when she heard a scream and immediately was struck down by a blow to the head. When she woke, the cleric next to her was treating her injury. The hopelessness of the situation was starting to seep in. The pretty redhead wiped her tears. She thought about the man who had come to her shop a few weeks ago and had made her a dress. She'd only been able to wear it once. She bit her lip to keep from crying, once the Aquarions took you...

Nix and Soup headed straight toward the smaller Aquarion camp. He didn't flee when they first spotted him, instead, he pretended to panic and gave them ample opportunity to respond to his presence. Then he had soup bank to one side and head in the opposite direction. All eight Aquarions from the camp gave chase. 

At the main camp, near the prisoners, all three scouts struck at the same time, according to their own style. Semmi and Rival cut the throat of their targets, while Wind stabbed his dagger into the base of the skull.

The Aquarion Main camp responded to the Nix sighting by turning their attention outward just long enough for the scouts to kill all the human guards.

"It's a distraction! They're after the prisoners!" An Aquarion Matriarch stepped toward the center of the camp, both of her hands bathed in blue light. 

At this time the Aquarion camp was struck on two sides in a pincer attack, for a moment it was complete pandemonium.

Sharl and Pon sighted the Matriarch at the same time. The dark woman flashed toward the target, her flaming spear drawn.

"Pon, soften that bitch up!" 

The old fire mage saw that the Matriarch was about to cast, and quickly cast wall of flames, making her take a step backward. Ronnie who was following Ton while he pushed toward the captives, spared a glance back and sent a three-shot burst into the Matriarch's back with her speargun. The Aquarion leader twisted in surprise exposing herself just long enough for Sharl's spear to find her throat. The Daybreaker guild leader stabbed through her and pinned her to the ground. Fire roared from Pon's hands as he baptized the water creature in flames. 

The camp's only Matriarch had been taken down, seconds into the fight. The camp's center had become a bloody mess, human's from Burning Sea were slaughtered by the assault teams. Wind and Rival defended Semmi while she disabled the Stasis Pen. With the magic dampening field of the Stasis Pen turned off, both Cyan and Nez instantly bathed in yellow light. 

Semmi spotted the target that Tilde had been tracking. She tossed the gunsmith a rifle and then defended an attack from a sword-wielding Aquarion. Kyla grabbed the weapon and along with Cyan and Nez joined the fight. 

**************

"Phaedra! The main camp is under attack!"

The young Aquarion woman scowled at her underling. "Matriarch Selune is there. What could possibly happen?" Normally she would have returned right away, but she had recognized the human. It was the same one who had snatched the Manta eggs and stolen her Ricoli Bracer. The Matriarch had given her another, but the humiliation of being bested by a human had been hard to take. Had it not been for her family's rank, she would have most likely been punished severely. 

"You ready Soup?" The pair sped past the ambush spot, they had let their lead slowly dwindle over the last few minutes. 

[Command: Attack]

The Black Sea Turtles surged upward from the thickly weeded floor and slammed into the Aquarion pursuit from underneath. 

Soup banked hard and charged into them while Nix kicked free of its shell and flashed toward the target. Nix had three flame strands on her before he recognized her as the woman from the Manta nests. This time, there would be no mercy. 

The seven remaining Aquarions were no match for the sea turtles. Although Nix had killed many sea turtles himself, that had always been on land. In the water, it was a completely different story. The Aquarions were instantly torn apart and then consumed. 

Phaedra howled in anger while her squad was eliminated. She collapsed to her knees begging for her life. "Cai-song... Spare me and I will tell you!" 

Nix dropped the flame strands. He spotted another Sea-Beast bracelet on her wrist, he promptly tore it off and stowed it away. "Trying to trick me again? Tell me something that I'll believe." 

"The Cai-Song is an Aquarion artifact that changes male babies into female babies."

Nix stared at the Aquarion, not sure if she was speaking the truth. "Sorry, I don't believe you." He raised a hand that suddenly was glowing orange.

"Wait! It's true, all Aquarion babies are inherently male." Phaedra's face was a picture of misery, forced to give away their races secret to protect her life. 

Nix considered the idea, what did this have to do with them grabbing human females? "Keep talking."

"In order for the artifact to work, a pregnant Aquarion is placed on the artifacts altar." 

"I have a feeling that you are skirting around the issue. I'll let you go if you tell me everything. Or else you'll be turtle food." 

"There's a second altar. A female human of a certain age must be placed on it." 

"You use our females to change the gender of Aquarion babies before they are born? What happens then?" 

"Nothing happens then, the Aquarion returns home and has her baby naturally." 

"Why take the women from Cyphix? None of them fit the age requirements of your previous abductions." 

"It's getting more difficult to successfully reach our quotas of human females..." She trailed off without finishing.

Nix felt a thud in his stomach, he swallowed the bitter taste to keep from retching. "You were planning to breed them, like cattle?" 

Phaedra didn't dare answer, she knew her life hung in the balance. 

"And the men from the Burning Sea? Volunteers to do the mating, I suppose?" 

She nodded. 

"Leave now, my word is good I won't harm y..." 

Soup flashed toward her, her beak latched onto her throat and with a quick twist, her head separated from her body. Her limbs were spasming as her body slowly fell. 

"...." Nix.

Colonial System Message: The Aquarion race has been capturing human females for nefarious purposes. To read the official announcement, please open your hud now.

[Quest Completion: Aquarion Attacks]

[You have raised your Hidden Faction level to Ally]

[For Exposing the Aquarion Abductions to the World you have received the title of Knight of Colonia]

[You have been Awarded the World Seed.]

************

Jun Li and Semmi watched as Sharl distributed their share of the loot. The wounded had been healed and morale was high. By any standard, the raid had been an amazing success. 

Semmi stole a glance at Wind, the Daybreakers scout was cleaning his weapon on the far side of the camp. "We underestimated how strong the Daybreakers are." 

Jun Li nodded in agreement. "Sharl held down an Aquarion Matriarch by herself, while their fire mage slow-roasted her." 

A movement from the edge of the camp caught Semmi's attention. A man riding a sea turtle entered and was heading towards the center. "He made it back." 

"Looks like he's uninjured," Junie glanced sideways at her friend. "Sure would like to pull him into the Salamanders" 

Both Ronnie and Sharl had their backs to him when he entered camp, he was nearly on top of them before they noticed. 

"Nix!" Ronnie flung herself at him and hugged him. "You made it back!" 

"Sure. It was cake." He accepted a hug from Sharl and then waited while the rest of the leaders made their way toward them. "The group that was chasing me broke off the pursuit when the camp fell. Not sure where they went."

"Great Job Nix!" Ton's boom voice resumed its previous loudness, he shook Nix's hand while pounding him on the back. 

Jun Li and Semmi were all smiles. It the end they had gained quite a bit from the raid, including advancement to the second floor of stage four. Jun Li shook his hand, "I hope we can continue to cooperate Nix." 

Semmi smiled sweetly, "I'll put in my clothes order when we get back."

Nix returned her smile but didn't say anything. He held out the Mount Bracelet and placed it in Ton's hands. "I'm giving this to the Provost Office, the Daybreakers, and the Salamander Guild."

The three commanders stared at him in shock. Sharl seemed the least surprise but her face showed her curiosity.

"You three led your people here and risked the most. I've already profited from it, so I've decided your three organizations should share it equally." Nix shrugged at their expressions, "I'll leave the details to you." 

"Nix..." Jun Li wasn't surprised by people very often.

He smiled and left them all staring at each other while he walked toward the center of camp. The survivors were all sitting a circle, they looked tired but very happy. 

Kyla had heard everyone talking. It had been Nix who brought the others together in an effort to save them. "Thank you, Nix"

"Your welcome. Did you get your dress back?" 

"Yes... Did you go through my clothes?" Kyla covered her blushing face with both hands. "Now you know that's my only dress!" 

Nix laughed at her expression. "I expect my forty percent discount now." 

Kyla made a face at him, "twenty percent stinker..."

**********

The ride back to Cyphix was peaceful. The captives doubled up with their rescuers. Cyan was standing next to Nix while they rode his White Manta.

"I want to thank you personally also Nix. Now that I know what they were planning." She shuddered when she thought of it. 

"Time to heal and put that behind you." Nix grabbed her hand and squeezed it.

Cyan stared at the City as they approached. "It's much brighter from the air." 

Many cheers came from the street when the entire group circled once and then landed outside the gates. Friends and family of the prisoners rushed out to embrace them. Nix stowed his manta in the Sea-Beast stable and bid goodbye to Cyan. 

He walked toward the town gates, many people were patting him on the back and offering congratulations while he walked. He spotted Sila crying loudly while she hugged Nez close. Nix smiled and sighed contently. He hadn't done many good things in his life, this had a nice feeling.

Hyai was waiting for him when he entered the Inn. "Upstairs you go. There's a hot meal and a bath waiting for you." 

"Sounds good." He let her pull him up the stairs to the Luxury Suite. It had a sizable bed and a fireplace that was burning. The warmth of the room made him instantly sleepy. 

"Do you like it? From now on, this is your room." Hyai pulled out a chair for him at the small table and poured him some wine. "There's a private bath through that door, I'll help you after you eat." 

Nix looked down at the large steak and fresh vegetables. "Spoiling me Hyai?" 

Hyai sat down across from him and pour herself some wine. "Haven't even started to yet."


Chapter 20: Unexpected Company

Nix smiled at the rather impressive view. Hyai was sitting at the foot of his bed dressing while humming softly to herself. There was something incredible about the way she put on her bra. Gently holding her soft breast in one hand while lifting it and placing it neatly in its silky pocket. He sighed contently, it's great to be the Underwear King.

Two weeks had passed since the Allied Raid on the Aquarions. The Provost Office in Jenza built a Manta Stable right inside the city. They oversaw the operation and sales in exchange for a slightly bigger piece of the pie. A pie that they shared with the Salamander Guild and the Daybreakers. 

The Sea Beast bracelet he had given the Alliance was only capable of taming Mounts. It didn't have a stable or any other options. Because of this, Manta hunting had become big business. Originally Manta mounts were going for 1 or 2 million credits. These prices dropped to around 5 or 6 hundred thousand as more people began hunting Manta and selling them to the Provost Stable. Nix was one of these hunters, he would get one million per animal. Unlike other hunters, his mantas were never damaged, and he'd sell them in groups of twenty. The rest of the hunters would turn in slightly injured beasts and in quantities less than five. 

Hyai looked over her shoulder at him. "What are you planning for the day?" 

Things had changed between them over the past two weeks, the easy bond between them had strengthened. "I'll drop off some product at Shana's, then I'm going to meet up with the Daybreakers and resume the search." 

With humans suddenly possessing flying mounts, the Aquarions were being constantly hunted. The predator had become the prey. The Burning Sea guild had colluded with the enemy, once the word had been spread, they were forced to hide. Nix had taken up a quest to root out the Burning Sea once and for all. 

Hyai bent down and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. "Be very careful Nix. They are a bit more powerful than they were when I ran with them. I hear rumblings of someone called Alpha."

"We've heard those same rumblings. Don't worry, I'll stick with the Daybreakers."

An hour later Nix had dropped off the product for the boutique and was heading for his rendezvous with the Daybreakers in Broyan. At the last minute, he decided to leave the Turtles at the Lake Cavern. Broyan was completely landlocked and the turtles would be at a disadvantage on land. 

He turned them loose in the lake, but not before giving each of them a Manta pearl to eat. He had saved a white one for Soup like he always did. "You're so spoiled. Stay and relax, I'll summon you if I need too." 

Although Soup didn't communicate with him, he had the feeling she knew exactly what he wanted. He laughed when she took the pearl and hid at the lake bottom. All the turtles had their own places they would eat. 

"It's interesting that you've brought so many animals here." A figure spoke softly from the doorway of the hut. She wore black leather gear with a mask that covered her face, she had her hands held out straight in a gesture that showed she was unarmed. 

Both of Nix's hands glowed orange. He had been working with Pon every day, he could now hold five flame strands. He had locked his level at 50 and was working on building his strength. He kept his face expressionless, he had thought that he was absolutely safe here. "You're trespassing friend and I'm in a bit of a rush." 

"I mean you no harm. On the contrary, we are allies." 

"I'll choose my own allies. Five seconds to explain things before I motivate you." 

"I'm Filamina of the Souza Accord."

[You have discovered the real name of the Hidden Faction]

[Your actions have allied you with the Souza Accord.]

Nix studied the mysterious woman. "So we are allies. We'll get back to that, how did you enter this place?" 

She held up her arm and showed him a bracelet. "The same way as you, of course, Deep Blue." 

He stared at the bracelet she was wearing, it appeared to be just like his. "Where did you get that? I'm getting tired of having to press through your vague answers." 

"Sorry... Truth is I'm scared of you, even though we are allies." She raised up her hands and pulled down her hood. 

Nix stared in shock, of all the things... She had shoulder-length white hair that was tied up in a ponytail. Her face was ghost white, she stared at him with pale alien eyes. "An Aquarion?" 

She watched him for a reaction. He was already being talked about among her people. Stories of his fire ropes were widely known, once he put them on you, you were dead. "Please don't attack me." 

"Okay, I'll admit that surprised me." Nix's heart was slowly starting to recover, an Aquarion was the last thing he expected. 

"I have this bracelet because this Lake Cavern once belonged to my family. The bracelet you have was in the possession of my brother." 

"He ambushed me, and I took it off his corpse." 

"I figured so, he was someone who liked to kill, even when it had no purpose."

Nix moved a few steps closer, she wasn't as tall as most Aquarions, but her ears and serene beauty bore the trademarks of her kind. "Are you here for revenge?" 

"No, my brother and I were mortal enemies. I only dared come here because he hadn't been seen in such a long time." She took off the bracelet and tossed it to him. "There are only two of these, so no more surprise visits." 

Nix stowed the second Deep Blue bracelet. "Why are you here?" 

"My people have been split by rebellion. My faction desires peaceful co-existence with your race. Our ideas of peace have caused us to be cast out and hunted down by our own kin."

"By exposing the Aquarion agenda to Colonial, I helped you?"

"Yes, mostly." She took a few steps closer, her hands clasped behind her back. She had been looking for him for weeks, it had only occurred to her recently that he may have been the one to slay her brother. 

"Say I believe you. What do you want from me?" 

"I"ll share everything I know, even if you don't help." She stared at his yellow eyes, they weren't nearly as frightening as the stories stated. 

"For instance?" 

"The Ricoli artifact you have. It would have given you the Sea-Beast Master attribute. Right?" 

"Maybe." 

She unconsciously took a step back, a sense of danger emanated from him. "The Ricoli artifacts are charged with a single-use support skill. You took yours from Phaedra, she already possessed a rare attribute, so the Sea Beast Skill in her artifact would have been unused." 

"Isn't that a huge waste of power?" 

"The rare attribute she possessed was the Matriarch Skill, that takes up all the rating points. All future Matriarchs have it. Once she became a Matriarch, her skills would have reset and then she would have used the Ricoli."

Nix considered the possibility that she was telling the truth but something didn't seem right. "So all Matriarchs have the Sea Beast skill?"

"Yes, after they become Matriarchs, they use the Ricoli artifact to become Sea Beast Masters."

"Then why didn't the Matriarch from the raid, use it on my people?"

"She had recharged it and gave it to Phaedra to replace the one that you took. The Sea Beast Master skill can only be used when wearing the Ricoli artifact."

"Is that right?" He slid off the Ricoli artifact and stowed it away. 

[Command: Defend]

A moment later the surface of the lake erupted as the turtles burst out of the water and surrounded him.

The Aquarian gasped in surprise, "you don't need it."

"No, Not after I learned the skill."

She shook her head and repeated herself. "None of us can use it without wearing the artifact."

"I only need it to tame new Sea Beasts or mounts. I don't wear it otherwise."

"What about the artifact you gave the Allies?"

Nix frowned at the Aquarion woman," you are remarkably well informed."

She looked down at the ground, "I want to gain your trust, but I have no idea what I should say." 

Nix nodded, " On that we agree. As for the allied artifact, they have the original one that I used to train the skill." 

"That means that the charged artifact that Matriarch Selune gave to Phaedra..." 

"Is in my possession," Nix finished the sentence for her. "Wait, you can recharge the artifact?"

"Matriarchs can." 

Nix nodded, "okay, that is reasonable. Why would the Matriarch do that?"

"Phaedra was an extremely important person."

"I'm having a hard time trusting you. Sorry." 

"I can tell you about this place if you like. My father created it with a world seed." 

"Shit... I've been trying for weeks to find out what they are used for. Why would I be awarded something without any directions?"

"World seeds create a world space like this." She hesitated before continuing, "World seeds can also be added to existing spaces." 

Nix looked around the Lake Cavern, although a bit small, it had grown on him. "Why would I want to do that?"

"World spaces have limited space, so two added together make a bigger one." 

He looked at the small hut, "I definitely don't want to lose that bed."

She smiled knowingly, " As I remember, it is very comfortable. I use to come here often as a child."

"So you know how to activate the World Seed?" 

"Call me Mina." She stepped closer and held out her hand.

"Nix," he shook her hand. It was small but he got the sense of incredible physical strength. 

"To use a World Seed by itself, activate it anywhere and it will build the space according to its specifications."

Nix nodded, "that makes sense. What about the adding thing you mentioned?" 

"To add it to an existing space, you must be inside the space when you activate it." 

"I see, so if I want to keep the space from the Lake Cavern, I could activate it now." 

"Yes."

Nix grinned at her. "That's very interesting." 

[Do you wish to activate the World Seed?] 

"Yes." 

[You are inside an existing World Space, the two spaces will be combined and the current portal keys will remain active. Do you wish to continue?]

"Yes."


Chapter 21: King Lubo

[A world Seed has been activated, all living creatures will be preserved while the World Space is being built. Please exit now, or you will be returned to your Binding point.]

She looked tentatively at him, "Where are you going?" 

He shook his head, "we aren't at that level of trust yet." He believed her, but he wouldn't risk his Daybreaker friends on a hunch. 

"I've no way of keeping in touch with you, it seems that I've failed my mission." She slipped her mask back in place. 

He watched her for a moment and then pulled out the second Deep Blue Bracelet. "This is just a loan. Don't give me a reason to regret." 

She caught the bracelet that he tossed to her. He couldn't see the slight smile on her lips. "Thank you, Nix."

************

He activated Deep Blue and chose Jenzi, immediately from there he used the city portal and paid a hundred credits for travel to Broyan. 

The humidity of the place hit him when he stepped off the platform. The city of Cella was the biggest in Broyan it was a sprawling city with white buildings and white stone roads. Nix squinted against the glare of the morning sun. "Would it kill them to make a brown building?" 

"Probably." Ronnie watched him step off the platform, the younger sister laughing while he shielded his eyes. 

Nix looked around the square, it was typical for Colonial besides the bright white stones. "You on pick-up duty?" 

Ronnie nodded, "yes. Follow me please." 

He followed the dark-haired archer toward the city gate, "Somethings different about you. New armor?" 

Ronnie smiled over her shoulder at him. "You know it's my hair. Do you like it?" 

"Very nice." Nix gave the only acceptable answer, although in this instance he agreed. Her normal long braid down her back had been trimmed to shoulder length. "Since Sharl has been letting hers grow out, I didn't want people to confuse us." 

Nix nodded in a noncommittal way. No one would ever confuse slim and athletic Ronnie with her older sister. Having seen them both, he couldn't say if he preferred one over the other. 

As soon as they went through the gate, they both summoned their Mantas. The Daybreakers had been thriving since the Jenzi Flying Mount Stable was introduced. They received thirty percent of the profits as did the Salamander guild. The Provost Marshals Office received forty percent for overseeing the day to day operations. 

Ronnie glanced at Nix's white mount and a heavy sigh escaped her lips. "Won't you find me one of those Nix?" 

"Does the color really matter?" Nix hadn't really shown her the difference, but the white mantas were much faster in both the air and water. 

"Of course, look how pretty it is." 

They headed south from Cella. A few minutes later they arrived at a small clearing. Pon, Wind, and Sharl were all waiting. 

The old fire mage took a long drink from the canteen he was holding and then put it away. "Keeping an old man waiting so long, where's your respect Nix?" 

Nix smiled knowingly, "in this humidity, you probably should actually put water in your canteen rather than booze." 

Pon nodded, "I know it, but there's something pleasant about being drunk in a swamp." 

He accepted a hug from Sharl and a respectful nod from Wind. 

Nix unsummoned his mount and waited. They were searching for a splinter faction of the Burning Sea that was known to inhabit the Fel marsh south of Cella. The Fel marsh had the disadvantage of not being able to be scouted from the air. The soft muddy area made travel on foot very slow. It was roughly five hundred miles across and extended from Cella, all the way to the ocean. For the most part, the thick foliage created an impenetrable canopy a dozen yards off the ground. It was overgrown to the point where you couldn't see the sky above. It darkened the area substantially, making it difficult to stay on your path. All sorts of land and sea-beasts hid in its shadows.

The rest of the group stowed their mounts as well. Mantas refused to have anything to do with the marsh. Nix could sense the uneasiness of his Aviante before he put it away

He activated the Sea-Beast bracelet that he had hidden under his sleeves, while he waited for the others. Everyone assumed that he had given his Sea-Beast bracelet to Sergeant Ton from the Provost Marshals Office. Technically that was true, he hadn't mentioned that he had acquired another. 

[Scan Surround Areas?]

"Yes."

[Scanning, Standy By...]

[109] Sea-Beasts Located]

[Type 1: Salt Water Crocodile:28]

[Type 2: Toxic Sea Snapping Turtle: 14]

[Type 3: Venomous Sea Snake: 31]

[Type 4 Swamp Adler: 24]

[Type 5: Salt Water King Lubo: 1]

Nix read the list and began to have second thoughts about not bringing his turtles. They were only at the edge of the marsh, and yet there were all these creatures. Even though it was technically a swamp, you couldn't see the water, it was covered by a spongey moss that was a large part of the local wildlife's diet. His huge sea turtles would have been bogged down and unable to move properly. 

[Do you wish to Train the Available Sea-Beasts?]

He used his hands to make the choices, he didn't want to bring a bunch of swamp animals back to his Lake Cavern but he was curious. What the hell was King Lubo?

[Train Type 5: Salt Water King Lubo]

[Salt Water King Lubo has been added to the Taming Queue.]

He pushed his sleeve back down and walked back to the group. They were all staring at Wind's hud. 

Ronnie's face looked nervous. "Wind's scout class has a skill that displays nearby threats. You wouldn't believe how many poisonous creatures are within a few yards of us."

Nix kept his face expressionless, "pretty sure I would."

Pon summoned a glow lamp, it hovered a few feet overhead. It would give out just enough light to see the ground beneath your feet, but it couldn't be seen from a long distance. 

Wind closed his hud and moved toward the edge of the clearing. "Walk where I walk. One misstep and you'll find yourself back at your binding point. That's if you die before they start eating you."

Ronnie swallowed hard and moved closer to her sister. "Why didn't we just go swimming with Nix?"

They walked single file in the dimly lit marsh. Although the trail was covered with the spongey moss, each step you took would sink into the mud. Everyone's feet were soaked within a few minutes. 

Two hours into the journey they found a campsite. Long was kneeling beside it, going through the ashes. He pulled out the charred remains of a small rodent, immediately drew his daggers. "Be ready!"

A stinging sensation on the back of his neck, followed by two more on his face were all the warning Nix had before the world went blurry and he collapsed to his knees. Reflexively, he activated Deep Blue and chose Lake Cavern.

[Lake Cavern is in the process of being upgraded. Travel is not available at this time.]

Before he could choose another option, his vision faded and he fell face-first into the marsh. 

He woke slowly, a good while later. His hands and feet were bound and he had been thrown in a small cage. He shook his head to clear it, slowly the blurriness went away and his vision returned. 

He shared the cage with Wind, who gave him an embarrassed shrug. "Good thing you brought me along." 

Nix nodded in agreement, Ronnie and Sharl were tied up in a second cage, but Pon had been tied and hooded. Everyone feared casters. 

[King Lubo has been added to your Stable 1/19]

Nix caught a glimpse of his captors. They walked hunched over, their hands nearly dragging the ground. Their bodies were covered in green scales and they were piling wood onto an already roaring fire. "What the hell are these," Nix whispered?

"From what I can see, these are Sythryn. They live in the swampy areas in small numbers. However, these are evolved a bit more than they should be. They are using fire and tools, more like another humanoid race than the reptiles they should be."

"I'm confident that I can summon strands, even tied like this." Nix did a quick count, "only six of them, but..." 

Wind nodded, "it's a few too many. It pains me to say that I can be of no use in my current situation." 

Sharl and Ronnie caught his eye, they were both okay, although the younger sister looked scared out of her wits. 

Nix smiled at them then glanced back at Wind. "It's fine, I have a trump card. Be ready for anything, I'm not sure what will happen."

[Summon King Lubo]

[Command: Defend]

A minute went by and then another, but nothing happened. 

"The hell is going on." Nix glanced around but couldn't see anything. However, suddenly the swamp seemed to have gone deathly quiet. A movement at the corner of his eye caused him to turn his head. 

A four-inch-tall creature, that looked suspiciously like a gecko was standing on his shoulder just inches away. He had small webbed feet and a gold ridge on his head that looked a bit like a crown. It was King Lubo.


Chapter 22: Fear the King

Wind stared at the little lizard on his cellmate's shoulder. "Please tell me that's not your trump card." 

Nix sighed heavily and started trying to work loose his bindings. King Lubo took a step closer to his face, a small webbed hand touched his cheek. 

King Lubo

Description: A tiny gecko-like 
creature, may change colors at will.

Special Characteristic: Immune to Fire.

[Attack Rating: None]

[Defense Rating: None]

[Special Ability: Mass Hysteria]

King Lubo chittered loudly from Nix's shoulder, drawing the attention of all six of the Sythryn.

[Fear the King]

A gentle wave pushed out in all directions from King Lubo, it felt like a pleasant breeze. An instant later there was total chaos. All six of the Sythryn screeched in fear, covering their faces they ran in circles and straight lines. Slamming into each other, one fell down and rolled in the fire. In the end, each of them charged mindlessly into the marsh. 

Nix watched them run away and turned toward the scout. "Gonna burn you Wind!"

Wind nodded, "do it!" 

The scout turned his back toward him and a moment later one strand shot out and wrapped around Wind's wrist. To his credit, he didn't make a noise although his face was a frozen mask of pain. The smell of burnt flesh and rope blended together, a few seconds later Wind pulled his hands free of his restraints and the strand vanished. 

After freeing his own feet, the scout freed Nix quickly. "Get the locks!"

Nix nodded and sent a separate strand around the locks of each cage. Within a few minutes, the group was free and reequipping themselves. 

Wind glanced at the lizard on Nix's shoulder once again and gave it a respectful nod, "Impressive." 

Sharl starting going through the things left behind by the Sythryn. "We probably have a few minutes, but let's check for clues and get out of here." 

King Lubo darted from his shoulder, moving in a blur he stopped on a pile of sticks and mud. He chittered loudly at Nix. 

The normally stoic scout walked over and started removing the top layer of sticks. He stopped after a few seconds and turned back to the group, "found something!" 

It took a few minutes to uncover the four partially eaten and decomposed bodies. They had obviously been there for a while. 

Sharl pointed to their armbands. "Burning Sea. These Sythryn seem abnormally aggressive, not to mention the other characteristics." 

Pon nodded, the old man was so angry that his entire body gave off an intense heat. "I've been here many times in the past. Those things have changed drastically, something or someone is causing it."

King Lubo darted back onto Nix's shoulder. 

Wind stared at the King hard and then back at Nix. "Hey Nix... Can I have that gecko?" 

"Sure." Nix gently picked up King Lubo and placed it on Wind's shoulder. 

[Command: Protect Wind]

"...." Sharl.

"...." Pon.

"...." Ronnie.

The members of Daybreakers witnessed something they had never seen, Wind looked happy for the first time since he had joined the guild. 

Sharl patted her best scout on the shoulder and then addressed the group. "We aren't in any condition to continue, let's head out." 

Nix nodded in agreement, "I want you to meet someone. A member of the Souza Accord has approached me. Honestly, I don't know what to think." 

Pon's old face was finally losing some of its anger. "What is the Souza Accord?" 

Nix decided it was best just to put it out there. "An Aquarion Rebel faction that wants to peacefully co-exist with humans."

The Daybreakers stared at him for a long moment, each of them wondering if they had heard right. 

Ronnie's face looked scared, "Co-exist? You know the things they've been doing?" 

Sharl nodded, "I'm with my sister on this, an alliance of any sort is most likely a trap. Isn't odd that this comes after we've been able to even the scales?" 

"I would welcome a peaceful faction if that is what they are." Wind spoke quietly, "I would be willing to listen." 

Pon looked at his friend, despite outward appearances he knew the scout to be a calm headed person who thinks things through. "I would also listen and see what this faction says." 

"Okay, I'll bring the four of you back to Jenzi and then take Pon and Wind back to the Lake with me."

Sharl stepped closer and grabbed his arm. "The Aquarions are at the Lake Cavern?" 

Nix nodded, "just one. We parted earlier, so she may not be back yet." 

"I'll come Nix," Ronnie was against it, but she wanted to stay with Pon and Wind.

Sharl sighed heavily. "Am I being too stubborn? Damn it, I can be open-minded about this also. Count me in." 

Nix smiled at the Daybreakers Guild Leader, "Okay then, join hands please." 

Nix activated Deep Blue and chose the Lake Cavern.

A moment later the group of five appeared on the beach.

[Lake Cavern has been upgraded and changed to Sea World.]

[The amount of slots that can be stored in the Portal Key is now six.]

[Beach hut has been upgraded to Beach Cottage.]

The rest of his group stared at him, sure that he had brought them someplace else. 

The Cavern was gone and replaced with a blue sky. The lake that had been a few hundred meters across was easily a mile wide. Nix could see beach all the way around it. A hundred meters of beach ended in a tall rock wall that stretched skyward. A cozy looking cottage sat peacefully near the rocks. 

"There's surf!" Ronnie was standing in the water, kicking her feet at the white foam. 

A moment later there was a disturbance in the middle of the water, the turtles surfaced and were racing toward the shore. Nix could see Soup in front, easily pulling away from the rest. 

He waded into the shallows and dipped a hand into the water before touching it to his lips. "It's Saltwater!"

Nix rubbed Soup's head for a moment before turning around. His group was still staring at him. "I received a World Seed as part of my Quest."

Sharl had taken off her shoes and was scrunching her toes in the soft sand. "What Quest?"

"I solved the mystery behind the Aquarion Attacks." 

Pon whistled, "if you were awarded a World Seed, then that was a Major Quest." 

Nix laughed at himself, "I didn't even know what it was, so I was too scared to use it."

Ronnie finally noticed the cottage and ran towards the front door. "Dibs on a room!" 

Nix shook his head and walked toward the cottage, "forget it." 

Despite running toward the door, she stopped before opening it and waited for Nix. "Why not? You gave that sweet gecko to Wind!" 

Nix shrugged, "Wind never asks for anything." 

Ronnie stuck her tongue out at him, "that makes me sound like a mooch."

The old fire mage laughed, "kinda does." 

The inside had changed drastically. The front door opened to a small living room and dining room. A small galley kitchen was nestled neatly behind it with a huge pantry closet attached. A quick walk around showed that there were three identical bedrooms. Ronnie had jumped on each bed as they entered to see if they matched the comfort level of the hut bed. 

"This one is mine right?" Ronnie lay flat on her back in the bedroom closest to the door, she had declared that all the beds were acceptable. 

Nix shook his head, "forget about it." A glance out the door showed that it was getting darker. "Damn..." 

All of them ran outside to watch as the small Sea World had its first sunset. 

Pon stood in the surf watching it, the old mage was smiling from ear to ear. "This is a huge upgrade Nix." 

"I was told that there were two ways to use a World Seed. One was by itself and the other was by combining it with an existing one. This is the later obviously." 

A few minutes later the entire group was enjoying a sunset swim in the new Sea World. All three men had donned their Malu Aquatic gear. While the women were trying out their new swimsuits. 

Wind was sitting in the surf, playing with King Lubo. "Did you make those swimsuits Nix?" 

Ronnie was wearing a one-piece Malu swimsuit while Sharl had opted for the bikini version. 

Swimsuit: Malu Aquatic

Description: One Piece swimsuit
that features underwater breathing. 
Non-combat only. Female only.

Swimsuit: Malu Aquatic

Description: Bikini swimsuit
that features underwater breathing. 
Non-combat only. Female only.

Nix nodded, "sure did." 

Pon smiled while he watched his guild leader run through the surf. "On behalf of all the men in Colonial, thank you." 

Wind looked up from his gecko and nodded in agreement. "You are the man Nix." 

Nix entered the water and lazily climbed on Soups shell as she swam in circles. Sharl swam toward him and he helped her up. 

"Hey!" Ronnie chased after them shaking her fist. 

"Let's lose her Soup." Nix grabbed Sharl with one hand and Soup's shell with the other as she dived and accelerated. 

The Sea had an abundance of plant life. Unlike its predecessor, it was teeming with small fish and sea life. Sharl and Nix were given an underwater tour of the Sea by Soup. There was a small coral reef and a network of tiny caves. 

Soup slowed down and her two riders were able to sit up comfortably. Sharl's long hair was flowing in the water. "That's a big accomplishment you know. As long as I've been playing, the Aquarion raids were part of our life. You've been here just over a month and you have solved a major quest." 

Nix smiled and leaned back slightly. "Sounds impressive when you say it like that. However, you did help me recovering the Cyphix captives. That raid led to me solving the quest." 

"You've been affecting a lot of changes on a world scale since you've been here." Sharl's dark face held a hint of amusement, "you don't have some hidden ability or anything do you?"

Nix grinned at the obvious fishing. "Sure, but it isn't hidden. I am the Underwear King." 

A few minutes later they walked out of the surf together. Pon had used his fire magic to light a fire on the beach. Wind was sleeping peacefully while Ronnie and Pon were talking. 

Ronnie made a face at her sister, "I want a free tour with Soup also!" 

Sharl hid the smile that bubbled up. "This is you asking for stuff again." 

Wind suddenly popped up, his eyes darting toward the cottage. "Someones here!" 

An instant later a figure dressed in black appeared on the beach. Nix stood slowly and motioned for his friends to follow. "Time to meet Mina."


Chapter 23: Mina

Nix brought the group to see their guest. He stopped a few feet away and introduced everyone. "Mina these are members of the Daybreakers. "This is Sharl, Ronnie, Wind, and Pon." He turned to his friends and gestured to the woman dressed in black. "This is Filamina of the Souza Accord."

She pulled down her mask and slipped her hood back. There was a sharp intake of breath. It's one thing to be told someone is an Aquarion, but being up close and personal is a different story. "I am glad that you have brought your friends to meet me."

Pon stepped forward and extended his hand. "Never did I imagine that I would shake hands with an Aquarion, perhaps this is a good omen." 

She shook his hand, she actually knew three of the four people Nix had brought. The trio were known as the Silent Killer, Fire Hands, and Death Spear. She suppressed a shiver, there were probably only ten humans that her people had given names to, and four of them were standing in front of her. "You will have a lot of questions. I will answer everything." 

"Come inside and have a seat, there's no need to stand out here." Nix led them inside and made sure they were comfortable, before taking a seat in a chair next to the sofa. 

"This is super odd right?" Ronnie had been staring at the Aquarion woman the entire time. "Sitting down on a couch with us?" 

"Call me Mina, I'm getting used to it." She turned her pale blue eyes on Nix. "I was scared to death to meet him." 

Ronnie wrinkled her nose, "scared of Nix?" She favored him with a smile, "It's those fire strands right?" 

"Ronnie..." Sharl interrupted her younger sister before turning to Mina. "I have a question." 

Mina understood the difference between the sisters instantly. "Ask your questions." 

"Won't the Aquarions die away as a race if they don't continue to steal human girls?" This was the sticking point with Sharl, any life form will fight when faced with their extinction. 

"It's true that our babies are inherently male. Eventually, we will die out." Mina was silent for a few moments before she continued, "I am only 25 years old, my life expectancy is about four hundred years. If this baby stealing were to stop today, the last of us would die out in about four hundred and fifty years." 

The old fire mage had been watching her carefully, sometime during the conversation he had stopped thinking of her as the enemy. "How many people are in your faction?" 

"Not many, we are cast out and hunted down. There are about six hundred of us left." Mina glanced downward, "we are constantly moving from place to place." 

"You're trying to convince your people to walk a path that will lead to their extinction." Sharl had decided that Mina was telling them the truth, but also that she was seriously misguided. "They will not accept that. What can Six hundred do against hundreds of thousands?" 

"We will do what we can. Build our strength, and build the strength of our allies. There will be a day when we destroy the artifact that has taken so many human girls." 

Ronnies dark eyes shone with emotion, "I will join your cause."

Sharl tried not to frown at her sister's words. "Let's be clear, the artifact didn't take a single human girl, it is incapable of doing so. That was done by your people." 

Mina locked her eyes on Sharl, "We can make you stronger. Strong enough to fight your way into the temple where the artifact is kept." 

"It's on the twelfth floor isn't it?" Pon spoke in a whisper, "lore says that a powerful artifact waits at the end of the Mermaid City raid." 

Mina nodded, "the god pathway that the humans walk to explore Mermaid City, eventually leads to the artifact." 

Wind whistled softly, the noise made Mina jump slightly. "We are on the second stage of the fourth floor. We had to cheat to get there." 

Sharl frowned at her scout, "the strongest human guild is also there." 

"We can help you get through the stages. It will take some time, but we will work with you and present shortcuts whenever we can. On the last floor, you will face the Elder Matriarchs. If you defeat them, you will be able to complete the mission." 

Pon considered her words, "you should tell us why you are really here. I believe you are sincere about this mission to destroy the artifact. I also know that such a thing is months away, even with your help." 

"There's a serious threat to your race in the South. A Beast-Master has arisen and grows stronger every day." 

Sharl leaned forward slightly, she too had heard the rumblings of someone called Alpha. "What is a Beast-Master?"

"She doesn't know any more about him than we do." Nix nodded slightly at Mina, "I will join you and the Souza Accord. I give you leave to bring all of them here." 

Sharl looked at him in surprise, he had jumped in rather quickly. "I think it's a bad idea to bring them here." 

Nix looked at her with an innocent smile. "Do I tell you who to allow into your Guild Hall?" 

Ronnie covered a laugh when she saw her sister's expression, Nix had a point. 

Mina's pale face showed her shock, she hadn't expected that Nix would offer them sanctuary. "Thank you, Nix, and I want to thank all of you for listening to my words."

Sharl bowed slightly, "I will speak with my officers and consider this carefully." 

Nix brought them all back to Jenzi and then immediately returned to The Sea-World. When he returned he noticed Mina was kneeling on the sand studying his Manta eggs. "They should hatch soon." 

Mina nodded, "very soon. You stopped me from talking about the Beast-Master. Why?" 

"From the sound of things the Beast-Master skills might be similar to the Sea-Beast Skills that your Matriarchs have."

Mina touched the surface of the Aviante egg, "A skill that you also have." 

"I wish to hide those skills as long as I can." Nix held out a hand and helped her up. "If the enemy is a Beast-Master, I don't want him to see me coming."

"I'm going to start bringing in the members of the Souza Accord since I have your permission." 

She disappeared from the beach and Nix immediately brought up his Sea-Beast Menu. "I'm going to need animals that can fight on land and sea, something vicious."

He released all the animals in his stable, this included King Lubo. The King and Wind had taken a liking to each other, it would be up to the scout to make it permanent.

**************

Nix was sitting on the couch of the luxury suite in the Kindled Spirit when Hyai walked in with his dinner and an unexpected guest, Cyan from the Temple of Shi. Hyai would leave a dinner menu on his desk every day, later they would eat together in his room. It was a comfortable thing that reminded Nix of his childhood. The three of them sat down and starting eating their dinner. 

"I hadn't expected to see you here Cyan. It's an unexpected surprise."

The black-haired woman smiled at Nix, "I should have come by sooner to say thank you." 

Nix waved it off, "I only did my part."

Hyai poured them all wine, "Cyan has another reason for visiting today." 

The temple priestess nodded in agreement. "Something has happened to Shi, the Ice Spirit that inhabits our sanctuary. She grows steadily weaker yet I can find no reason." 

Nix noticed that both women were watching him carefully. "I'm not a healer. What can I do for an Ice Spirit?" 

Cyan shook her head, "the issue is in her Domaine. Her presence in our Temple is only the smallest of seeds. From our altar, I can send you directly to her." 

The Domaine of an Ice Spirit didn't sound like the most welcoming place to Nix. "Let me guess, lots of Ice and freezing temperatures?" The thought of it brought back the memory of his trip from the Gladis Hub. 

"Yes, however, you will have the blessing of the temple. The cold will not bother you." Cyan clasped her hands together, "I am already in your debt Nix, you will be rewarded handsomely for your service." 

**********

Nix enjoyed a good night sleep and despite Cyan's assurances of the Temple's blessing, he packed several extreme cold-weather items that he had made especially for the trip. At dawn he entered the Temple of Shi, Cyan was waiting for him.

"I am ready." Nix stepped onto the altar, dreading the feeling of biting cold. 

"Receive the Blessings of Shi and travel with her favor." A white light enveloped Nix, comfortable and warm when it faded he found himself standing in a vast ice cavern. As Cyan promised, he was quite comfortable. 

"She said I would be sent to where the problem lays." Nix brought up his hud map and marked his location. The cavern was several miles across, somewhere in here was Shi the Ice Spirit. 

He walked for several minutes before he found a clue, blood on the snow. The tracks to two different groups were present, there were splatterings of blood everywhere, a running battle was being waged. From the looks of it, at least one side was Aquarion. Aquarion blood was a few shades lighter than human blood, it stood out on the cold white surface. 

Nix broke into a trot and followed the tracks. A few minutes later the sounds of fighting reached his ears, he slowed down and readied himself. 

A half dozen Aquarions were surrounded by a dozen of their own people. Nix noted that there were no Matriarchs present. The three casters of the larger group were in the back, closest to him. "Can I assume you are from the Souza Accord? And that these others are your enemies sent to deal with you?" 

There had been a short pause in the battle as the larger group had moved in to surround them. However, when he spoke, he received the attention of both groups.

One of the Aquarion men from the surrounded group spoke, " I am Zhava from the Souza Accord, you should flee quickly and save yourself." 

"Since we are allies, I can't do that." 

A single male from the larger group turned to face him, he was one of the casters. "Kill the rebels, I will deal with the human." 

Instantly three strands reached out and latched onto the speaker's throat, he screamed soundlessly and dropped to his knees. Nix sent a strand at the other two casters arms since they were both holding weapons, their combined strength yanked him to his knees. He struggled to get up while holding them at bay. 

Footsteps from the left of him warned of someone approaching. Two Aquarions had broken off from the main group and were charging him with weapons held high. He quickly dropped the single strands he had on the casters and put them on the charging melee, something slammed into his side a moment later. He skidded across the ice for a few yards and rolled quickly to his feet. 

He had managed to kill one of the casters, but now he faced two casters and two more melees. "I'm fucked." 

He raised his hands and an instant later the two charging melees burst into flames, they collapsed on the ice, kicking and screaming. "The hell..."

"You're not allowed to touch him." A voice spoke from the air behind him. A red-haired girl bathed in flames hovered above the ground, she placed herself between Nix and the Aquarions.


Chapter 24: Shae

Shae's eyes glowed with fire, the cold air cackling as her pulsing heat pushed it away. She stared at the Aquarions, "you are ruining my reunion with him. Leave now or else." 

The nine Aquarians who at been attacking immediately ported away. The members of the Souza Accord had nowhere to go. 

"Shae, please excuse this group. I came here to help them." Given her personality, Nix felt it wiser to say he was helping them. As soon as he saw the Salamander, he realized why the Ice Spirit was suffering. There was a Lord Class fire beast in its domain. He quickly slipped off his limiter ring.

She nodded and extended a finger, instantly his aura lit up and her eyes went wide with pleasure. "So beautiful." 

Nix looked down at his bare arm, the flames coming off him were alternating between blue, yellow and orange. Of course, his clothes had instantly burned to ashes. He glanced at the Aquarions, "wait here, please. I will get you to safety." 

Zhava looked like he wanted to talk, but he had a water-creatures healthy fear of Salamanders. "Very well." 

The Aquarions watched as the Salamander grabbed his hand, two naked people who were bathed in flames walked away, completely oblivious to the trail of melted ice and snow they left behind. 

She took him to a small cave that she had undoubtedly made by walking into the rock, a rather large piece of red skin was laying on the cave floor. 

"Did you shed your skin?" Nix pulled his hand free and knelt to look at the red salamander skin. "It's beautiful." 

Shae watched him, a smile playing on her lips. She seemed completely unconcerned that she wasn't wearing clothes. "You can have it if you like. 

Nix picked up the salamander skin.

[Convert Salamander Skin into Salamander leather?]

"Yes." 

[37 Lord Class Salamander Leathers have been added to your inventory]

Shae placed a hand on his arm and slowly the flames coming off of their bodies burned out. "You found me... even in this desolate place." She sighed happily and embraced him, she rose up on her tiptoes for a kiss. 

Although it surprised Nix, he found that he didn't mind. "I am glad to see that you are doing well Shae."

She kept both hands on his shoulders, quietly looking up at him. "You have beautiful eyes, like the sun." 

Nix returned her smile. "That's very sweet. You can't stay Shae, you are causing serious harm to the Ice Spirit who resides here." 

Shae nodded in agreement, "I want to find someplace safe where no one will try and capture me." 

"We'll have to disguise you. If I made you some clothes, would you wear them?" 

She nodded before standing on her tiptoes for another kiss. "They burn off sooner or later. The Guild that imprisoned me would often try to put clothes on me while I was in this form."

"I can try to make you something." He sent her a friend request.

[Shae Balefire has agreed to be your friend]

"We are definitely friends now Nix," her voice was filled with humor. 

He decided to use the Malu Aquatic as the model for his attempt. In the second slot, he added a brimstone splinter needle. The third slot was Lord Class Salamander Leather. In the fourth slot, he added fine asbestos thread. He would use the bodysuit design with a ceramic zipper down the back.

To attempt to make this recipe required five hundred credits per attempt. 

"Damn, that's a bit spendy." He started clicking the 'attempt recipe' icon. Fifty attempts, one hundred attempts, three hundred attempts. Finally, on the four hundredth and fourth attempt, he was notified of his success.

Nix swallowed hard, two hundred thousand credits gone like that. 

Lord of Fire: Primal [Elemental]

Description: This red bodysuit is 
immune to flames from within.
It's light, flexible and can be worn
under any kind of clothes or armor.

it has a ceramic zipper in the back for

easy removing. 

He set up the queue to make two, one for Shae and one for him. 

[Customer] Shae, [Item] Lord of Fire

He activated the process and then added two standard red dresses as well. She could wear them over the bodysuit, they'd be fine if protected from her flames. They also look less conspicuous if she was near people. 

"I have a question Shae." 

"You want to know how I had come to be in such a weakened state last time we met?" 

Nix nodded, "if you don't mind talking about it." 

"I was wounded badly by a Water Lord. A small guild called Ravenous found me and nursed me back to health. At first, I lived there peacefully, then one day I woke up surrounded by a half dozen water mages. They bound me to an elemental stone and then began to harvest my energy."

Nix frowned, "I haven't been here long, but I've never heard of a guild by that name."

Shae shook her head, "having a bound Fire Lord in your guild gives you fire enhancements and bonuses that other guilds don't have. Eventually, they became a strong guild and changed their name to Salamander."

"That guild I do know, I've worked with them in the past." Nix patted her head softly when she looked alarmed. "How did you escape?" 

"I sacrificed part of my core seed to break my bonds. It was dangerous and left me quite weakened. The rest you know." 

Nix nodded, "I'm friends with Semmi Dow and Jun Li. I assume you know the names?" 

Shae frowned, "I know them. Semmi would spend a lot of time talking to me. She would often get mad at Jun Li for not setting me free." 

"I will take you someplace safe." 

*************

A while later Nix and Shael returned to the spot where they had left the Aquarions. Shae was smiling from ear to ear. Her red hair hung down her back, and she wore a slim-fitting red dress over the top of a red bodysuit. She had ignited several times at Nix's suggestion to test her clothes. They had not burned. 

Zhava had been sitting with his group, he stood up when they approached. "Thank you both for coming to our aide earlier."

"I have a mission here that I must finish, please wait." He glanced at Shae, "point me to where the Ice Spirit is." 

Shae pointed to the direction he had originally come from. "There's an ice cave less than a half-mile that way."

"I'll be back shortly, please get along." 

The ice cave was located about fifty feet up the side of a rock wall. Nix made his way up slowly on the icy path. Thanks to the blessing of the temple, his cold immunity was still intact. His breath crystallized into vapor each time he exhaled. 

The ice spirit sat on a gray rock, her white hair floating around her. She wore a white robe much like the one that Cyan had. Her human form was that of a small girl. When he approached she opened her eyes. "Why are you here?" 

"I have been sent by Priestess Cyan to take the Fire Lord away from your domain." 

"Her presence draws power from me, with each day I grow weaker." 

Nix knelt down on one knee and bowed his head, "She will be gone once I leave this place. Will you be able to recover?" 

"Yes. I am Shi. I know you Nix. When you revived at my Temple, you had been killed by ice." She stood up and lay a hand on his bowed head. "Never again will Ice be your enemy." 

[You have received the permanent blessing of Ice.]

************

He returned to Shae and the Aquarions a few minutes later. "Sorry for the wait, time to go." 

Nix activated Deep Blue and chose Sea World." 

The beach was crowded with Aquarions when the small group appeared next to the cottage. Mina spotted them first, her face lit up with joy when she recognized her friends. 

For a moment he thought Mina was going to hug him. "Where did you find Zhava and the rest?" 

"They were in the domain of the Ice Spirit Shi. A dozen Aquarions were trying to kill them when I showed up."

Mina stared at him and then glanced at Zhava who only nodded. "It seems that I owe you thanks once again Nix." 

He shook his head and pulled Shae closer. "This is Shae Balefire, she is the one who saved your people." 

"Shae Balefire?" Mina took a step back, "a Salamander?" 

Nix nodded, "she has decided to visit us for a while. Shae this is Mina, a friend, and an ally." 

Shae looked around, "so much water Nix." She caught sight of the beach cottage, "is that our home?"

Nix shook his head, "I think it's safer for you to make some new caves in those rock walls." 

She smiled, "it's like you don't trust me Nix." 

Nix returned her smile and nodded in agreement, "it's just like that. Don't burn my house down."

"Fine." She flipped her red hair at him and flew toward the rock wall above the cottage. 

*********

A few hours later Nix sat on the beach with Zhava and Mina. Most of the Aquarions were busy making an underwater village. The Aquarions have a class called Weavers. Weavers could grow and form all sorts of underwater plants into shelters. Although Aquarions could thrive on land and sea, most of them preferred the sea. 

Soup paddled slowly out of the water and placed her head on Nix's lap. Like the other turtles, she was curious about the new inhabitants. 

Zhava watched Soup's interaction with him, "that's a beautiful turtle." 

Nix nodded and glanced at the rock wall overlooking the cottage. It had glowed bright red for nearly an hour. He could only assume that Shae was making herself at home. 

Mina followed his glance, Nix seemed to have a wide assortment of friends. "Are you going to look for the Beast-Master now?" 

"Yes, tomorrow morning I'll take up the hunt."


Chapter 25: Wolfmen

Pon and Wind were waiting for him the next morning when he dropped off some product at Shana's Boutique. They were talking to Lela while she swept off the walk. "You two here for some new underwear?"

Wind shook his head and very nearly smiled. Pon just nodded, "yep, silk g-strings." 

Nix chuckled at the fire mage, "yeah, that's gross."

The three men headed toward the Jenzi platform. Nix had received a message that Pon was looking for him. "So... Hyai told me that you wanted something." 

Pon nodded, "a small guild called Vesuvius was wiped out last night on the Tsai Peninsula in Broyan."

"Broyan again, please tell me it's not more swamp."

"No, not this time. Timber mostly." Pon stepped on the platform and chose Cella. The three of them immediately summoned their Mantas and headed west. 

Nix noticed that King Lubo was perched on Wind's shoulder enjoying the ride. "How's the King?"

Wind nodded, his face completely serious. "He's doing great." 

Pon opened his hud and sent Nix the coordinates of the attack. "Vesuvius is a mid-tier guild, they are comparable in strength to the Daybreakers. My contact says they were gathering herbs for their Alchemist."

Wind stopped what he was doing and glanced at the fire mage. "Nansu?" 

Pon nodded, "the area they were gathering in is a beginner area. Nothing there higher than single digits." 

Nix noticed the interaction. "Who is Nansu?" 

"She makes potions of all kinds, and I mean everything. Every guild in Colonial wants her," Pon explained.

A few minutes later the trio circled the tip of the Tsai Peninsula. A man and woman were waiting there. Pon identified them immediately. "That's Nansu and Chael."

Nix landed his manta and quickly stowed it. Chael was a lean looking man with blonde hair and blue eyes. Nansu barely came up to his shoulder, her black hair was cut short like a mans and was worn slicked back.

Chael immediately cut to the chase. "You here about the attack?" 

Pon nodded, "something we are working on might be related, so we thought it was worth the trip to ask a few questions." 

Nansu pulled a bag out of her inventory and then dumped its contents on the ground. "It's a wolf, or at least he started out as one." 

The creature was about four feet long, its legs were bent awkwardly in a position that meant it walked upright. It had heavily muscled shoulders and possessed clawed hands instead of paws. Its upper canines extended below its jaws by a few inches. 

Nix rolled the carcass over, the bones on its ribcage looked like they'd been heavily reinforced. "Did they exhibit signs of intelligence?" 

Nansu shook her head, "not really. They attacked like a wolfpack, it only took three of them to kill our Main tank." 

A flash of brown was all the warning they received as three beasts jumped at them from the rocks, all three were wrapped in strands of fire before they managed to close the distance. Wind vanished suddenly while Pon took a step back and faced the opposite direction. 

Nix managed to hold six strands on the three beasts while Chael raised his rifle and fired into them. An explosion followed by miserable howls and the smell of burnt fur permeated the area. 

Pon and Wind had killed four of the beasts, while Chael and Nix killed three. 

Chael gave Nix a nod of approval. "A CC class? That's awesome." 

Nix pointed to the three that had attacked first. "These were the smaller weaker ones, sent in as a diversion." 

Pon kicked one of the ones he had roasted, the four that had come in from behind were easily double the size. "When did you pick up the sixth strand Nix? The flame quality is better too, super-heated."

He shrugged noncommittally. "A person with a talent for fire has been helping me." He knelt next to the largest beast.

[Do you wish to skin the Wolfman?]

"Yes." Nix skinned all seven beasts and then turned back toward his group. "I'd call this bad." 

[Seven Pristine Enhanced Wolfman Pelts have been added to your inventory.]

He held up the pelt for Nansu to inspect. "Magically enhanced, that means it isn't some mutation."

She looked at the other pelts as well, "they all have the exact same enhancement, impossible to occur naturally." 

A movement in the distance caused Nix to summon his Manta and fly south. He pushed his Aviente to top speed and drew his rifle. Aiming carefully he fired shot after shot at the fleeing figure. It disappeared in a flash of light. 

Nix was already on the ground and inspecting when the others arrived. He knelt next to a rock with a single drop of blood on it. 

Pon smiled when he saw it, "I'll get Semmi." 

Wind looked at the drop of blood and then back at Nix. "Nice shooting." 

Nansu and Chael had finally caught up, they shared a manta between them and were forced to ride slower. The alchemist shook her head at Nix, "are all the white mantas that fast? It's like the rest of us were walking." 

Wind looked at the white manta and then back at his. "You always have nice things." 

It took about an hour for Pon to return with Semmi. She had her white fox pet in her arms and sat her down next to the drop of blood. It immediately started moving inland. 

They followed Tilde from the air, the animal moved easily through and over every type of terrain. It stopped in a canyon about eighty miles from where they started. 

The group landed together while Semmi picked up her pet. She soothed it quietly, "She's really scared, we should get some backup." 

"fuck us." Chael was looking at the canyon they were in, lined on both sides were dozens of the Wolfmen. A single man stood among them, he was dressed in animal hides and wore a wolf mask. 

"Come closer to me, but don't make any sudden moves." Nix activated his Sea-Beast bracelet.

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes." 

[Scanning, Stand By...]

[No Sea-Beasts have been located.]

[80 ineligible Wolfmen, already tamed.]

[7 ineligible Tree frogs]

[14 ineligible Field Mice.]

The Wolfmen leaped from the canyon walls, tearing toward them much faster than a two-legged beast should run. 

"Grab onto me." Nix activated Deep Blue and chose Sea-World.

A moment later all five of them appeared on the beach. Immediately Nix raised both hands in front of him, "the inhabitants of this place are under my protection."

Shae was sitting on Soup wearing only her bodysuit while the turtle paddled through the shallow surf. There were several Aquarions in sight, most of them appeared to be relaxing. All four of Nix's companions froze, they had heard his words but they hadn't quite understood. 

Pon was the first to move, He ran toward Shae instantly recognizing her, "SHAE!" The Salamander smiled when she saw the old fire mage. He hugged her tight while saying her name. "I was so worried!" 

Wind approached also, but much more slowly. "Freedom looks good on you." He had lobbied for her release on many occasions. 

Pon wiped his eyes after Shae finally pushed him away. He frowned at Nix, "you could have told me!"

Nix shrugged, "You should have freed her." 

Both Pon and Wind stared at the ground, they both knew that they hadn't done enough.

It was Shae who lightened the mood. "Hey! That's in the past, this is my new place." 

Nix looked confused. "How do two players from Daybreakers know the Salamanders Fire Lord?"

Pon's old face broke into a smile. "I use to visit them, many fire mages did. Shae knows a lot about the flame." 

Wind nodded in agreement, "I would tag along, she is easy to talk to. Even for me."

Zhava walked toward them, stopping a respectable distance away. "Mina is back Nix." 

"Oh okay, thanks Zhava." He glanced at Chael and Nansu, both of them seemed shocked beyond speech. "There's a rebel faction of Aquarions that are fighting for the right to co-exist peacefully with humans. They are called the Souza Accord, these are their members."

Pon took a deep breath. "I've decided Nix, I'm with you on this. If I need to take a leave of absence from Daybreakers, then I will." 

Wind nodded, "Same." 

"Check this out, Pon!" Shae floated in the air and erupted into flames, only her head, hands and feet were on fire. Her red bodysuit remained unharmed, although it glowed brightly. 

Pon clapped his hands, "Did Nix make that?" 

Shae nodded, "He's made me a few other things as well." 

Nix looked around and discovered that Semmi hadn't moved, she was standing on the beach, holding her head in her hands while she cried. 

Shae floated down and extinguished her flames. "Sem... don't cry like that." 

Nix watched while the Salamander consoled her friend. He left them there to catch up and went inside to talk to Mina. 

Mina was sitting on the couch when he entered, she was wearing her normal black leather gear. He briefed her on the events of the past twenty-four hours.

She looked troubled by the story. "You are sure there were 80 tamed beasts?" 

Nix nodded, "that's four-times what I can hold in my stable." 

"Eighty tamed beasts makes him the same level as an Elder Matriarch." 

"We were about to get eaten." Nix was watching her expressions, at first, he had difficulty reading Aquarions, until he knew what to look for. "There's more right?" 

"This ability to enhance the beasts in his stable, only the Elder Matriarchs are capable of that."

"The only Sea-Beasts I know that can battle his on land are Salt Water Crocs." Nix also knew what their weakness would be, lack of speed and mobility. Nothing like the super-fast hit and run wolfmen. 

"I have an idea, but we have to get you to the fifth floor of Mermaid City." 

Nix smiled at her and leaned back on his comfortable couch. "Let's do that then."


Chapter 26: Fifth Stage

Semmi and Zhava walked in together, the Salamander scout smiled in appreciation. "This is quite the upgrade you've been hiding Nix."

Nix didn't reply. "How is the Fourth Floor's 2nd stage looking?" 

Semmi sighed in frustration, "impossibly difficult."

"This is Mina, a friend, and an ally of mine." 

Semmi greeted the Aquarion, her face showed none of the nervousness that other humans had shown when first introduced. "So Mr. Nix. You seem to be hiding a few things. Shae Balefire, the rebel faction of Aquarions. What else are you harboring in your secret Sea Lair?" 

"Turtles, Manta eggs and women's underwear."

"That is curious. Don't you make men's underwear also?" 

"Just for myself." Nix gestured toward Mina, "she's taking me to the fifth floor."

Mina pursed her lips, "how's your level Nix?"

"Locked at 50," Nix teased her with a smile, "I'll tell you what the fifth floor looks like when I see it."

"You'll need a strong guild to take on Mermaid City." Semmi returned his smile, "I can guild you right here."

Nix opened the Guild hud interfaced and applied for a new guild. He paid the 5 million credit fee and named it, 'Inferno.' "No thanks." 

Semmi wasn't surprised to see him start his own guild. Nix was hard to predict. "I can come as a guest player if you like." 

"Maybe next time." Nix stood up and headed toward the door, "I'll be ready in a few minutes, just have to return everyone." 

Pon and Wind were still talking with Shae. They both asked to remain at the Sea World for the time being. 

Nansu had to be pulled away from one of the Aquarion herbalists that were planting seeds. "Can I come back? That herbalist Fajii knows all about sea medicines."

"This must be kept a secret Nansu." 

Nansu was standing next to Chael, they both nodded in reply. After spending time with both of them, Nix realized they were an item. 

"We won't say anything Nix." Nansu held up a bag she had received for Fajii, "I'm going home to plant these." 

[Nansu has sent you a friend request.]

[Chael has sent you a friend request.]

"Fine, I usually drop off items at Shana's Boutique in Jenzi every morning. If you are there I'll bring you in."

[Nansu is now your friend.]

[Chael is now your friend.]

Semmi grabbed his hand, her face serious. "I won't say anything to Junie, but you should."

Nix shook his head, "this is enough for now." He activated Deep Blue and chose Jenzi. After dropping them off he immediately returned to the Sea-World. 

By the time Nix returned to the cottage, Mina had geared up. She had removed the black outfit that she used to move around in human lands and was wearing the caster battle gear of Aquarions. 

"Tell me more about what we will face." 

"You don't wish to bring anyone in with us?" Mina had been surprised to learn that he wouldn't be taking any of his friends. 

"It's not that I don't want to bring my friends, the time isn't right." 

"I have several points in Mermaid City saved onto Deep Blue. Since the slots were increased, I was able to add more." 

"Right, my Deep Blue came with a saved point that enabled both the Daybreakers and Salamander Guilds to move directly to the second floor."

"We'll be jumping floors Nix, all the way to the end of the fifth. A single Matriarch stands between us and advancement." 

Nix whistled. "Can the two of us defeat a Matriarch?" 

"It will be difficult, she'll have forty sea-beasts also. However, the enhanced Vilas should give us an edge. 

"What's a Vila?" 

"It used to be a smaller version of the Salt-Water crocodile, however, an Elder Matriarch has enhanced them and purposefully set them loose on the God Path."

Nix considered her words for a moment. "I thought there were strict rules regarding interference by the Elder Matriarchs?" 

"The God path is the human route that weaves in and out of Mermaid City. The God Path only uses copies of us to fight human progress. The Elders have managed to seed several areas with creatures that weren't supposed to be there."

Nix sighed heavily. "I've always wondered why the top guild hasn't climbed higher." 

"This is why. There are six stages on the fourth floor. The sixth stage itself is nothing but a race. If we are able to win, you will advance to the Fifth floor which has seven stages." 

"The Cai-song Artifact is at the end of the 12th floor?" 

"Yes, your current strength is not enough to even consider it." 

Nix equipped his under armor and Malu Aquatic gear. He released his stable into the Sea World. It didn't much matter to him, the turtles were friendly with him no matter what. He could always pick them up again later. "Let's give it a try then." 

Mina nodded and held out her hand, then activated her Deep Blue and chose Mermaid City Slot three. An instant later they disappeared from the Sea World and appeared over a platform in a large empty room. 

Nix glanced around, there were four hallways leading to the room they were in. He summoned Soup.

Mina pointed toward the North hall. "Down that hall is the Matriarch and end of the fifth stage. We want the South hall, those are where the Vilas are. 

Mina swam leisurely down the south corridor, to her surprise Nix had no problems keeping up, even though he wasn't riding Soup. She pulled up just before they arrived at another room. 

Nix didn't have to pretend to be impressed. If the Vila had been a small crocodile at some point, then it had undergone major changes. Its legs were lengthened and ended in four webbed feet with terrifying claws. Its body and snout had been shortened quite a bit. Rows of razor-sharp teeth in a mouth that was nearly as wide as it was long. They were roughly the size of a large wolf, even the scaled body looked like it had been reinforced. 

Mina smiled at his reaction. "The Elder Matriarch probably has something much more refined already, she trained these up and left them here." 

Nix returned her smile, "it's not even my birthday." 

"Go ahead Nix." 

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes."

[Scanning, Stand By...]

[80 Sea Beasts have been located.]

[Type 1: Enhanced Vila: 80]

Nix looked at the menu. "There's eighty of them." 

"The Elder Matriarch would have emptied her stable here, just take your twenty, that will be enough to finish off this floor and take on the Beast Master."

[Do you wish to Train the Available Sea-Beasts?] 

"Yes."

They waited patiently while the progress bar moved, retraining beasts that had been tamed once seemed to go a bit faster than the first time. 

"I only have twenty beasts in my stable at this time, the Matriarch we are about to face will have forty." 

Mina nodded, "they will be standard sea-beasts though, nothing enhanced. There's no telling what type of creature she'll have." 

"Still, it will be forty against twenty, I don't want you to get hurt, Mina." 

Mina lips curved in a smile, "it's a necessary risk." 

[20 Sea-Beasts in the Area have been Tamed.]

He chose the add to Stable option. 

[Level 1 Stable has 20/20 Occupants]

"No." Nix removed the Ricoli artifact from his wrist and handed it to her. "Time for our side to have an Aquarion Sea-Beast Master." 

"Nix..." Her pale eyes stared at him, her mouth opening and then closing in surprise. He was giving her a charged Ricoli artifact, the kind that only Matriarchs had access to. "Thank you." 

"We're allies, the stronger you are the better it is for me." Nix waited while she went through the activation process and then started training Vila.

Mina stared at the access bar that only Matriarchs of her kind usually watched. "Whenever you want to use it to retrain beasts, you just need to ask me." Unlike her, Nix didn't need to be wearing the Ricoli artifact to use the Sea-Beasts to fight. 

"Thanks, I will do that if this Matriarch we are about to fight doesn't have one." 

"Right! Of course, she'll have one. Thank you, Nix!"

A few minutes later they returned to the room they had initially ported into. They both summoned their stables. Nix couldn't stop his heart from pounding, they were some scarey looking creatures. 

This time they headed down the North hall. 

"Together we have forty beasts, the Matriarch will also have that many. What kind of tactic do you favor Nix?" 

"You stay out of the battle and have your beasts defend me. I will also put mine in defense mode." 

Mina looked at him, her face showing concern. "What about the Matriarch?" 

"Leave her to me, if it goes badly use Deep Blue to retreat and we'll regroup back there." 

Mina knew that some of the humans in Colonial were immortals, so she went along with his plan. "I've heard how terrifying your fire ropes are, I will be sure to watch carefully." 

"Um... right. Let's go then" 

[Command: Defend Nix]

They stopped at the entrance to the room, the Matriarch was standing there by herself, none of her beasts had been summoned yet.

Nix glanced at Mina, her face showed that she was also surprised. He flashed toward the Matriarch, she looked up just as six fire strands landed on her, two around her neck and two around each arm. She screamed soundlessly while her eyes reflected absolute horror. With six strands on her, she couldn't move at all. Mina decided to set her beasts on her and the water clouded light red with blood as twenty Vilas tore into the Matriarch. It was over in less than a minute. 

Mina swam up to the Matriarch corpse and removed her Ricoli artifact, she handed it to Nix. "You can handle a Matriarch by yourself." Her face showed her shock, "you may even match up with an Elder if her beasts were stabled." 

Nix slipped on the artifact and then pulled it off again immediately. 

"What's the matter Nix?" Mina moved closer and picked up the artifact he had dropped. 

"There are beasts stored in that one, I can't put it on until it's emptied." 

Mina smiled, "fortune favors us then. We'll take them back with us.

Nix walked to the platform that had risen up out of the floor, he opened the small black chest. 

He made a face at Mina, "all fire gear. One katana, a pistol and a pair of boots." 

"Better change Mina, Salamander or the Daybreakers could be in the staging area." 

Mina nodded and quickly changed into her black gear with the hooded mask. She followed Nix through the exit. 

Colonial Message System: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to clear the fifth stage on the fourth floor in Mermaid City. All members of the raid will receive the Ring of Fire. 

Ring of Fire

Ring: Unique

Description: The effectiveness of fire-based skills has been doubled.

Mina refused to put the ring on, she tossed it to Nix. "Want to clear six now?" 

Nix shook his head, "if it's just a race, then I'll come back with allies so we can maximize the clearance rewards." 

Mina nodded and held out her hand. "Head back now?" 

Nix grabbed her hand and activated Deep Blue, then chose Sea-World. "Yes, good job today. Let's head home."


Chapter 27: Settling Sea-World

"I have her." Nix broke the news matter of factly. "I know Salamander wants her back, but that will never happen." 

Jun Li stared at the man sitting in front of her desk at their Guild Hall. "The Salamander Guild has been looking for her for weeks, we've expended thousands of manhours and countless resources trying to recover her."

Nix shrugged, "the quicker you come to terms with her permanent departure, the easier it will be."

"Nix, I have a board that I answer to. It's an easy thing for them to remove me from this position."

"Worthless... A small guild named Ravenous helps a wounded Fire Lord, then in an act of betrayal enslaves her, profits immensely and even dares calls itself Salamander." 

"Those weren't my choices Nix! I wanted to make things better for her!" 

"I see, then you aren't really the Guild Leader, are you? Just a very attractive figurehead who does what she's told."

Jun Li stared at her desk, her face pale. Semmi had told her much the same thing when they would argue. Since welcoming corporate sponsors, Ravenous had grown into the extremely powerful Salamander Guild. "There are huge penalties if I quit. What would you have me do?" 

Whatever Nix had been expecting, he didn't think that Jun Li would put her head down on her own desk and cry. "It's quite easy. Get fired. Make the decisions you want until they've had enough and replace you. Corporations don't understand the loyalty involved with fighting and raiding alongside someone."

Semmi nodded, "it's the way to go. Let's do the things we want until they get fed up with us and kick us out. We started doing this for fun Junie." Semmi had grown up with Jun Li, she knew that the Corporate run Salamander Guild was slowly changing her. "Nix is on the last stage of the fourth floor, he told me advancing to the fifth floor is merely one race away."

"I should tell you the rest. The secret won't last long anyway, no matter how careful we are. A rebel faction of Aquarions called the Souza Accord, have approached me." 

Nix explained the events of the past few days and how he was now harboring the entire Rebel Faction. Afterward, Jun Li was completely speechless. The Corporation behind Salamander wanted to make the Aquarions out to be monsters. Child abductions and regular raids on cities made that way too easy. 

Jun Li looked pale when she heard the news. "You have Aquarion allies?" 

Nix nodded. "Should I be restricted to a path where changing or rethinking past decisions isn't allowed?"

Semmi smiled at her friend. "Come on Junie, let's do it. No more logging off every night. We'll purchase a three-year stasis package and play the way we want!" 

"You guys are dubs?" Nix didn't have to pretend that he was surprised. "Won't a lot of your players follow you if you leave?" 

Jun Li frowned. "Not really, I've been a dreadful bitch when under stress." 

Semmi laughed loudly, "that's the cold hard truth." 

*************

[Official Forum Announcement from the Salamander Guild]

The Salamander Guild has discovered the existence of a rebel faction of Aquarions that have been fighting for the right to live peacefully with humans. Members of the Souza Accord have separated from their Aquarion brethren in the interest of pursuing peace and cooperation. Although we have been enemies in the past, Salamander feels that moving forward toward a peaceful existence is in the best interest of Colonial.

***********

Within an hour of the release of the statement, all the officers of Salamander had been removed and replaced. Salamander issued a statement retracting what Jun Li had posted and quickly distanced themselves as the entire Colonial forum overloaded with questions. 

Salamander was forced to give Jun Li and Semmi a sizeable severance package. The only member of Salamander that followed them was Saintess, the guild's top cleric. The three women waited for Nix at the Jenzi gate, they spotted him a few minutes later leading a small group.

Semmi waved to get his attention. "Looks like he picked up some additional help." 

Nix smiled when he saw Jun Li, he was being followed closely by Nansu, Chael, Banzi, Gypsy-Rose, and Ronnie. The three Daybreakers had put in for leave-of-absence, while the two members of Vesuvius had deguilded. "You are looking much better Junie." 

Jun Li felt her face turn red, only Semmi called her that. The truth was the moment she was removed as guild leader, she had felt better than she had in months. "Thank you, I feel good." 

They all joined hands and Nix activated Deep Blue before choosing the Sea World.

*********

Mina sat with Pon and Shae on the beach while watching the sea creatures play in the ocean. Once a sea creature was tamed and turned loose, it would no longer act aggressively, unless directed to do so. There was something odd about watching the Vilas run playfully through the surf. The Ricoli artifact that had been picked up on the fifth floor contained dolphos. They bore a close resemblance to dolphins, the biggest difference was the mind-numbing sonic attacks they were capable of. They were incredibly rare, for a Matriarch to have twenty of them was very dangerous.

Mina turned as the sudden crowd that appeared near the cottage. "Nix is back." 

Nix noticed Shae staring at Junie, but he had decided not to get involved. The Salamander stomped up toward the new arrivals and promptly grabbed the shocked woman before flying her off to the recently formed caves high above the ground.

Semmi didn't seem bothered by it. "They'll sort it out properly."

"So many new visitors Nix." Mina was wearing her black gear, she knew that her human allies were more comfortable around her because of it. 

"Right, some new faces. This is Mina, from the Souza Accord. Mina the new faces are Banzi, Gypsy-Rose, and Saintess. 

The Daybreaker cleric smiled in greeting, "just call me Rose." 

Saintess nodded and made a similar comment, "Tess is fine for me.

Ronnie sighed when she saw Pon and Wind. "I tried to talk Sharl into coming, just give her some time." 

Pon put an arm around her shoulders, "she'll come around. She approved our leave quick enough." 

Nix took a look around the beach. 'Any ideas on what we should do for housing?"

"We should buy a wharf." Nansu was scanning the nearby Aquarions for her friend Fajii. "There's a whole community of people in Espana that live on houseboats. Some of the houseboats are pretty nice." 

Nix liked the idea, housing was definitely an issue. "How do you transport a houseboat?" 

"You buy them in a bottle initially, then launch them by placing the bottle in the water." Nansu had watched one being launched, it was amazing. "They're kinda spendy, the cheaps ones are around eight hundred thousand credits, while the more expensive ones can run up to five million."

Nix wasn't worried about the cost, "I'll give everyone who has joined us five hundred thousand toward the purchase of one."

"Me and Chael can go with you, I wanted to pick up some locally grown herbs. You can purchase wharves also, but they are quite expensive."

Chael made a face when he remembered the cost. "Around fifteen million credits for a good wharf. It comes in a huge crate that can travel through portals."

"Thanks, Nansu, I'll take you up on your offer." 

****************

"Everything good now Shae?" 

After briefing everyone on the events of the fifth stage, Nix had guilded everyone except the Daybreakers. Shae had brought back Jun Li just as they were finishing up. The former Salamander guild leader looked like she had been crying, but apparently, things were better. 

Shae smiled sweetly, smoothing her red dress while she walked beside him. Several people stared at her when they walked by. That was due mostly to her being very attractive. "Yes of course. I can be very magnanimous."

Nix chuckled, "nice word." Everyone had decided to come along to Espana. Shae had claimed his arm and was enjoying a stroll through the Market. 

The shop that sold houseboats had an impressive stock. They also sold ships and boats of every size. Before leaving the Sea-World, Nix had transferred five million credits to the ten members of his raid force. Some of them had already decided to double up in order to get something nicer. 

Nix spent fifteen million credits on a wharf. It had twenty berths for boats, but more could be added later if needed. He also spent twenty-one million credits on a three-level, sixty-foot houseboat. He had only planned on spending around five, but while he was reading the amenities, he decided to splurge. The Shop would deliver the wharf crate to the city portal, from there the responsibility of moving it was Nix's.

The wharf was a simple 'T' design. It extended out two hundred feet from the shore and then extended left and right for a hundred feet. There were five berths on either side of both short legs. Many of the Aquarions had come ashore out of curiosity. 

The wharf was equipped with docking ropes and lights. Out of courtesy, they had left the nearest berth empty for Nix, but the rest of them had become first come first serve. Pon and Nix were the only ones who hadn't doubled up. Semmi, Tess and Jun Li were the only ones who had tripled. 

"Not going to put yours in yet Nix?" Zhava had been watching everyone place their houseboats. Semmi, Tess and Jun Li had the biggest. 

"Guess I will." Nix walked down the wharf, it was anchored into the ground, so there wasn't any sway. Semmi was standing on her houseboat watching him. 

"Finally going to show us what you got Nix?" Semmi called over Tess and Jun Li to watch. "With all the credits you spent on that wharf, I bet you went cheap." 

Nix didn't say anything, he knelt in the middle of the craft berth and placed the bottle in the water. He ignored the gasps of surprise as the houseboat slowly took form. The deciding factor in getting this one had been the hot tub on the third deck. "Yeah, don't hate the Underwear King."


Chapter 28: Aquarion Alchemist

The sound of the sea had lulled Nix to sleep, even though he had been busy planning the next day in his head. One moment he was wide awake and the next he was sleeping peacefully face down on his pillow. The bed on the third level of his new houseboat was King Sized and quite comfortable. Something pulled him slowly out of his slumber. He sat up in bed, the Sea-World's moon lit up the back deck of his boat nicely. 

She sunk deeper into the water of the hot tub when he opened the sliding door leading to the back deck. He caught a glimpse her pale back before the Aquarion hid in the bubbles. 

Her hair was braided in a complex system that went well with her white hair. This was the same braid that Nansu wore, so Nix assumed it was the Alchemist that Nansu spent so much time with. Since he slept in shorts, he slid into the water, sighing contently while sinking up to his chin. "I'm Nix, we really haven't been formally introduced." 

The Aquarion didn't seem embarrassed or shy. "I'm Fajii." 

"You do realize this is my boat, the place where I'm going to be staying." 

Fajii nodded, "the bubbles called to me."

Nix laughed. "Did they? I can see now that this isn't your fault." 

Again Fajii nodded, "how come the other sea homes don't have bubbles?"

"It cost too many credits." 

The Aquarion's pale eyes watched him, "having them is better."

"Do you have a swimsuit Fajii? I guess I haven't learned much about Fajii anatomy." 

"Like the dark girl? Her's is very pretty." Her face showed that she was interested, she had admired Ronnie's swimsuit. "I'm always in the water so my clothes are suited for that, but the bubbles are different." 

"I can make you one just for the hot tub." 

[You have sent Fajii a friend request.]

[Fajii is now your friend.] 

Fajii smiled and nodded. "I'll give you something nice tomorrow." 

"Since you don't need the underwater breathing features, we aren't limited to color. Do you have a preference?" 

Fajii stared at him for a long moment before answering. "The Fire Lord's clothes." 

"You want red? Very bold." 

Since the swimsuit was simple, it only took a few minutes. 

Swimsuit: Red [Aquarion]

Description: A Sleek one-piece 
swimsuit that is both comfortable 
and stylish. Custom made for Fajii.

Crafted by Nix.

She stood up after trying it on. Nix hadn't bothered to think about the difference between Aquarions and humans. She looked very good in red, her lean muscles rippled beneath her pale skin. 

"I like it," she proclaimed before sitting back down. 

Nix stifled a yawn and stood up. "I need to get some sleep. Big day tomorrow." 

A few feet away three women were ducked down behind the rail of their houseboat. Tess had her hand out. "I win, pay up." 

Semmi transferred the credits to her, "I thought we were about to witness a historical moment." 

Jun Li looked back at the Aquarion that was still sitting in Nix's hot tub. "Everything works the same way right?" 

Tess and Semmi looked at each other and then shrugged. 

**********

Tess, Rose, Banzi, Wind, Pon, Ronnie, Chael, Jun Li, Semmi, and Nansu were all fitted for new Enhanced Aquatic gear that was a hybrid between the Black Sea Turtle Under Armor and the Malu Aquatics. Nix had designed it to be worn under armor or by itself, which is what he preferred. Nansu wouldn't be part of the normal raid force, but for closing out the fourth floor Nix decided to bring the alchemist along; since the rewards were likely to be substantial. 

"You sure you don't need me to come?" Mina had been busy helping her people with the construction of their village. She spent a good portion of her day traveling to human cities and purchasing things from vendors. 

"No worries, since I've finished the fifth stage, I'll be able to access the sixth stage directly from the staging area." Nix wanted to limit Mina's exposure to human areas until more people got used to the ideas of Aquarion allies. 

They held hands in a circle and Nix activated Deep Blue. A moment later they appeared in the staging area of fourth floor. There was already a group there. 

Jun Li sighed when she saw who they were, "it's Salamander of course."

Semmi noticed right away the person running things. "They brought Shank in to run the guild? I wonder how much that cost them." 

Nix glanced over at the Salamander guild but didn't say anything. "Who is Shank?" 

Jun Li scowled at the name, "he's an eighty level sharpshooter, or at least he was. Those two bitches that shadow him are in the same boat." 

Nix felt that all three were very dangerous. "Explain please." 

Jun Li nodded and explained. "Shank and the twins are dps. There's a high-level raid in Espana that features a whirlwind obstacle. By now all the guilds know to go around, going through the whirlwind route costs you two levels." 

Nix nodded as he understood. "So the three of them went through multiple times in order to come back to fifty." 

"Correct, and you end up losing your gear unless you took all of it off beforehand." 

Nix was tempted to turn his Vilas loose on them, but he held himself back. "What sort of advantage will they have over normal 50 level players?" 

Jun Li kept a straight face, in reality, Nix was a complete noob to gaming. "At level 60, once your skills are maxed out, you gain modifiers at each level. Those modifiers stay regardless if you lose a few levels." 

"Let's go." Nix summoned Soup and sat comfortably on his back while moving slowly to the entrance to the sixth floor. 

They appeared a moment later above the platform on the sixth stage. Nix held up his hand. "No one leaves the platform yet." 

Mina had told him that the sixth stage is really just a race, it was why he had been upgrading and customizing gear all morning. Sooner or later his true strength would be known. He wasn't on par with the Beast Master, but he could definitely shock some people. "Nansu you will ride Soup and head down the middle hall with Chael and me. Junie, you take the right hall with Tess, Wind, and Semmi. Pon that leaves you Ronnie, Rose, and Banzi. It starts when we leave the platform, we are strictly racing the clock." 

Ronnie smiled at him, "what will you give me if I beat you?" 

Nix returned the archers smile, "nothing. The faster we go, the better the reward. Everyone ready?" 

Ronnie stuck her tongue out at him. "Last one there has to host a cook-out on the wharf." 

Nix nodded in agreement. "Go!" 

A flash of blue and Nix as gone, he moved down the center hall staying close to the floor while looking for obstacles. There were objects placed in their paths as the halls twisted and turned at odd angles. In the center hall, Nix was staying ahead of soup, with all his item enhancements he was a match for her on a course with obstacles. Nansu was cheering Soup on, while Chael was steadily losing ground on both of them. 

In the right Hall, Wind was steadily pulling away. He was the only one in that group with the Aquarion Badge. The left hall race was high contested, no one held the advantage so that race had become a dead heat. 

Mina had been right, the sixth stage was mostly a bonus floor. The real challenge on the fourth floor had been the fifth-stage Matriarch and the Vilas that had been seeded by the elders. 

There was no chest for the end of the sixth stage, just a bunch of smiling friends ribbing the former Salamanders, who had all been a bit slower. 

Jun Li had known about the Aquarion badges, so she had figured they would be trailing everyone. 

Tess shrugged it off like a good sport. "Guess we are cooking tonight!" 

They exited together, Salamander was in shambles, trying to recover from a complete wipe. 

Colonial Message System: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to clear the Sixth stage of the fourth floor and advance to the fifth floor. All members of the raid will receive a +20 modifier to the skill or ability of their choice. 

Semmi whistled, "oh my, that is nice." 

"Careful... here comes trouble." Jun Li was watching as her former guild walked towards them, there were sixty of them in the staging area. "One of them is streaming." 

Nix moved to the front of the group. "Spread out, don't make a move unless I do." 

Shank was a lean, dark-haired man who wore his hair in a topknot and carried a long-barreled rifle in his hands. On either side of him were exceptionally attractive blonde twins, they were both sword wielders and looked to be geared toward speed and dps. The sharpshooter approached them, all of his guild watching. "How did a bunch of traitors manage to get to the fifth floor?" 

Nix ignored him and smiled at the twin on the left. "I'm Nix. You're the older one right?" 

The blond stole a glance at her sister and then nodded. "How did you know that?" 

"The older twin is always the prettier one." 

She tried to hide it, but a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. 

"Perhaps you don't realize the situation you are in." Shank sneered at him, angry at being ignored. 

[You've been challenged to a Guild Battle. Do you accept?]

Nix laughed loudly. "fuck, you're a brave bastard. Challenging the eleven of us with only sixty people." Nix summoned all 20 of his Vilas. "I accept!"

[Command: Defend Me]

Nix put six flame strands on Shank as he was bringing his rifle up, he dropped in onto the ground, screaming in agony, the thick fire strands burning into his skin. "Feel the love shithead!" 

Both twins moved toward him at once, Nix swam upward dragging the screaming Shank with him. The twins were intercepted by a handful of Vilas who coordinated their attacks and took them down easily. Blood filled the water as the Vilas started to frenzy. He quickly sectioned them off in groups of four and assigned them defense.

[Command: Defend Nansu]

[Command: Defend Saintess]

[Command: Defend Gypsy-Rose]

[Command: Attack Shank ]

[Command: Attack Shank ]

Shank died miserably in the jaws of the Vilas, howling in anger while returning to his binding point. In only a few minutes, all of Salamander had been wiped out, with the exception of a healer named Philoe. Philoe had been the one tasked with streaming, he hadn't been attacked since he wasn't taking part. 

Nix smiled at Philoe who was still streaming. "You picked the wrong side shithead." 

[Command: Attack Philoe] 

[Your Sea-Beast Master skill has improved to level 2]

[You can now stable 25 Beasts.]

The last thing Philoe streamed was twenty Vilas tearing into him while he screamed in terror. 

Nix glanced at Ronnie who was staring at him opened mouthed. "Will they come back?" 

Ronnie shook her head, "they lost a guild challenge and so can't revive for an hour." 

"Oh, I see..." Nix noticed all the gear on the ground. "What about the gear then?" 

Ronnie finally snapped out of her surprise. "It's all ours, challenging and accepting Guild fights can be crippling." 

Semmi nodded while she began looting. "Every person forfeits two items, usually weapons." 

"Holy shit Nix." Ronnie moved closer, her dark face flashing a smile at him. "We wiped out Salamander!" 

Pon was standing next to Wind, they both had their arms crossed in front of him. "Care to share what just happened Nix?" Pon had faced Matriarchs in the past, he knew exactly what that skill was.

"I possess the Sea-Beast Master Skill. It gives me the ability to train and control water creatures."

Jun Li was watching him carefully. "How come you can train the Sea-Beast skill?" 

"I managed to steal a charged artifact meant for one of the future Matriarchs." It sounded a bit thin to Nix. The artifact should have been a 'mount trainer' only in his hands. He suspected that the Gladis Corporation had inadvertently aided him when they had illegally enhanced their lifestyle players. 

No one else said anything, they finished looting and then returned to the Sea-World. He had Jun Li and Semmi prepare a statement for the forums. After they logged off tonight, they would return as 3-year term stasis players.


Chapter 29: Burning Bridges

Official Forum Statement: Inferno

Many of you have heard the news that we at Inferno uncovered. There is an artifact that uses female humans to change the gender of unborn Aquarion babies. Our allies in the Souza Accord have been working with us as we investigate this matter fully. Recently we have discovered the location of this artifact, it is the mission of Inferno and the Souza Accord to permanently destroy this device. 

Jun Li smiled at her friend and posted the statement. As promised they had used their severance package from Salamander to purchase a three-year stasis package. A large company called Neuron was one of the most popular and reliable stasis companies. They would handle investments, send you regular updates on the world events and even transfer your game credits into real-world assets if you wanted. 

Semmi glanced at the time, in thirty minutes a driver from Neuron would arrive and bring them to the stasis facility. The entire process would take less than an hour. Both of them had already given Neuron their log-on and gaming information so that their pods could access their Colonial avatars. 

***********

Nix put the sixth strand on her, she smiled encouragingly. 

"It's actually very pleasant Nix." Shae had no issues moving while being held, she was too strong. "See if you can hold it!" She focused and waves of heat pushed away from her, each hotter and stronger than the last, the flame strands began to increase in thickness. 

Nix's eyes had turned into twin suns, the salamander bodysuit glowed as his aura lit up. He gritted his teeth, blood running down his chin while he focused. 

Pon was watching them off to one side, he had already guessed that the strands were related to Shae. If Nix ever decided to walk the path of the fire, he would most likely stand at the top of fire mages. The old mage smiled when a seventh strand began to form, instead of shooting toward the Salamander it hovered for a moment and then split into two separate strands, both of them wrapping around Shae's arm. 

Shae nodded in approval. "That's eight! You may be part Salamander Nix. Well done!" She broke the strands by absorbing them, Nix collapsed to his knees gasping for air. 

Nix looked up at her while trying to catch his breath. "Not long ago, that would have come in extremely handy." 

She slipped her red dress over the salamander suit that she wore. "I want to talk to you about something Nix." 

He nodded and followed her as she walked toward her caves. She slipped a hand through his arm just like she always did. 

"I'm going to enter metamorphosis for a while Nix. It's how we elementals improve ourself." 

Nix glanced up at the caves, she had taken him there earlier. Shae had made quite a lair above them all. "Is this safe?" 

Shae shook her head, "I will be quite vulnerable during this time. Normally only mated elementals would even dare try it. One would stand guard while the other goes through the process."

"No one comes to Sea-World without me letting them in. It will be inconvenient, but I will confiscate Mina's access key until you are finished." 

Shae smiled and nodded. "Thank you, Nix, last time I attempted it I was attacked by a Water Lord." She moved close and kissed him. "Should only be a few days, but it can last up to a few weeks." 

"Don't worry about anything, you'll be safe here." 

Shae didn't say anything else, she floated upward and entered her caves, leaving Nix staring skyward.

He found Mina in the Cottage, unlike most of her kin she enjoyed living and sleeping on land. "I'm going to need your Deep Blue bracelet for a period of time. If you need to run an errand, I will be more than happy to take you." 

Mina nodded and handed him the bracelet. She didn't ask why he wanted it, nor did he volunteer any more information. 

Nix walked into the living room and took a seat on the couch. The Aquarion leader was the only one currently staying in the cottage. Everyone else was enjoying life on the wharf. "I want to start looking for Alpha again. He couldn't have disappeared." 

Since the last time they saw him in Broyan, the only lead they had was the outlaw city of Kryn. A man wearing a wolf mask had been seen there. The coastal city was avoided by everyone except hardened criminals and people looking for hardened criminals. Assassin's for hire, thievery, whatever you needed doing. Kyrn was the place you went to hire bad people, even law enforcement stayed away. 

"Could I see your hooded mask Min?" Nix opened his inventory and chose a sturdy black cloth, after exploring different options, he had discovered that if he placed an item in one of the enhancement slots, he could duplicate it. If he did that while using his own name in the first slot, he could copy it to his own specifications. 

"Sure," Mina handed him the item he asked for. "Thank you for making me all the clothes, you do amazing work." 

Since Mina spent a lot of time in human cities and out of the water, Nix had designed several outfits that helped mask her identity. "We're allies." 

The Aquarion nodded in agreement, "that's your answer whenever I thank you for something." 

Nix duplicated the hood and then handed it back to her. "Because it's true."

Mina pursed her lips slightly, "Nix... I saw Fajii wearing a very nice outfit that you made." 

"Hmm? Do you mean the swimsuit?" 

Mina nodded, "yes, that's what she called it. Would it be too much trouble..." She didn't finish her sentence. 

"You want one? What color?' 

Mina considered it for a moment, "the same as your eyes, if possible I'd like the two-piece one." 

"Sure Min." He didn't have any yellow cloth, but by adding red and green cloth to the enhancement blocks, he could adjust the fabric color to something very close to yellow. 

Swimsuit: Yellow [Aquarion]

Description: A Sleek bikini
swimsuit that is both comfortable 
and stylish. Custom made for Filamina.

Crafted by Nix.

**************

Kryn didn't have a city portal, the quickest way for Nix to get there was by using the portal to Cella and then taking his Manta the rest of the way. He pushed his Aviante to top speed, staying close to the ground. Lots of people had Mantas nowadays, but everyone knew who owned the white one. 

He stowed the mount just after the city came into view and switched to a black one. The black mantas were slowest, but they were also the most aggressive. If he were to be attacked while riding, the black manta would most likely defend him. No one rode them because they were uncommonly stubborn, they always died during conventional taming.

The city of Kryn was a sprawling assortment of one-story buildings. Given its proximity to the forest, nearly every building was made of wood. A steady ocean breeze brought a wide assortment of unpleasant odors coming from the settlement. The city itself was separated from the rest of Broyan by a river that gave it the same characteristics of an island and was only accessible by three long wooden bridges. 

While under the pretense of watering his manta, Nix released his stable and quickly placed them all in the water beneath the middle bridge. 

He pulled his mask over his face and rode the black manta toward the first bridge. It was a steady structure with huge wooden beams sunk deep into the river's muddy bottom. The beams were as thick as a man's waist and coated with pitch to protect against the elements. Nix chuckled when he saw them, super-dry timbers coated with pitch (Pine Tar), a fire-starters wet-dream. 

He moved under the bridge to block the view of anyone watching and shot out eight strands onto the two closest beams. He only needed to keep them in place for a minute before beautiful orange flames licked their way up to the main structure. 

He rode past the middle bridge and then repeated the process on the far one. He was riding fast, high-above Mainstreet, before the flames were visible. While scouting Kryn he had targeted a group of wood buildings close together. He landed on the roof, at the place where they came together and once again sent his fire strands onto dry wood. By this time, cries of alarm had arisen from the city. Two of the bridges leading into town were on fire. 

Nix rode his manta high into the air and moved back toward the middle bridge. There was no law enforcement in Kryn, by the same token, there weren't any firefighters either. The fire spread quickly in all directions. Since half the people in town were pirates, the docks were immediately congested with people trying to board their ships and leave. The fire raged toward them, the smart criminals abandoned their plans and swam for it. 

The yellow-eyed man watched as the flames grew higher. There was a reason that he had left one bridge untouched. Had he set it on fire, then everyone would have immediately swum across the river. Since it wasn't, people grabbed what they could carry and ran for the bridge. 

No one on the bridge was moving quickly, it was only about thirty feet wide and not meant for the fast exit of five thousand people carrying their valuables. 

He spotted him way faster than expected, walking down the middle of the bridge and wearing his wolf mask. Nix smiled and dived his Manta toward the bridge, "found you, shithead."


Chapter 30: Crafted Mask

[Command: Attack My Target]

Twenty Vila came up out of the water, instead of running around to the riverbank they scampered up the thick bridge beams like spiders, claws gouging into the hard timber as the moved upward toward the man with the wolf mask. 

Nix pulled his rifle and took aim before firing repeatedly, his Aviente stopped a hundred feet off the ground and hovered in place. The crowd around the masked man instantly scattered, some people going as far as to jump off the bridge to avoid the gunfire. 

He tried to turn and run back toward town, but the push of people rushing out caused him to give up immediately. He ran toward the rail just as the first Vila leaped onto the bridge. A moment of panic saw him try to summon his beasts but instead the nightmarish creature clamped onto his face and bore him to the ground. His screams were drowned out by the vicious growls of a half dozen predators tearing him to pieces. 

Nix landed immediately. 

[Command: Defend Me]

The Vila surrounded him when he dismounted, right away that created an empty space around him. No one wanted anything to do with the beasts surrounding Nix. He pulled the mask off the man, he was average looking and could have easily passed for a college kid. A partially severed forearm had a familiar-looking device on it. 

Nix picked it up and examined it for a moment. "Not good." He stepped back onto his mount and quickly gained altitude. Kryn, the docks and most of the ships were now ablaze. The flames reaching hundreds of feet into the air. He headed along the coast, away from the flames. After a few minutes, he landed and activated Deep Blue. 

There was a small crowd of Aquarions huddled around the cottage when Nix appeared among them a few moments later. Zhava's thin face smiled pleasantly at him when he approached. 

"The Aviante has hatched Nix." Zhava was kneeling on the sand, pulling bits of eggshell off of the slimy white manta. 

Nix stepped forward and picked it up gently before walking toward the surf. "Going to do you a solid by cutting down the sand travel a bit." Although mantas could thrive on land and sea, they usually hatched either in or very close to the water. He knelt down and held it in the surf, slowly its tiny wings began to flap as it moved towards deeper water. 

All the Aquarions were smiling excitedly, apparently, the hatching of an Aviante was a good omen.

Nix caught the Aquarion leader's eye when he turned back toward the cottage. "Need to talk Min." 

Mina nodded and followed him back to the cottage. She was wearing the two-piece swimsuit he had made her. She closed the door behind her and took a seat on the couch. "You seem troubled Nix." 

"Just a bit." He sat the device and the wolf mask on the table in front of her.

"You found him?" Min picked up the artifact and then froze in place. 

Beast Master Bracer

Enables the training of 

the Beast Master Skill and

may be used as a stable for

twenty beasts. Custom made

for Zenic. 

20/20 Enhanced Wolfmen

Crafted by Alpha

If Aquarions cursed, Nix would have expected to hear it now. Min's teeth were clenched and her brows were furrowed. 

"Nix... This is being crafted by someone."

"It would seem that way," Nix agreed. "My question would be, how many has he made?" 

"The materials to make the Ricoli artifact are quite rare, I have to assume that this is also the case for the Land-Beast version."

"What if it's not?" Nix turned over the wolf mask and examined it. Then he handed it to Mina.

Wolf Mask

Hides the identity of

the wearer. Provides heightened

night awareness. Custom 

made for Zenic

Crafted by Opaz

"It provides another clue." Mina handed it back. "Is that a tailored mask?"

"Yes," Nix added it to the enhancement slot and then chose himself for the first block. "Opaz used a standard wolf pelt for the material. Let's see what it does with an enhanced wolfman pet."

"Can you tell the level of Opaz's tailoring skills?" 

He didn't need to make the recipe first since he already had an example. The recipe would be made automatically once the first one finished. "It's high, but that isn't the troublesome part." 

Enhanced Wolfman Mask

Enables Nightvision, enhanced

hearing and +5 to all stats. 

Custom Made for Nix.

Crafted by Nix.

Mina watched him carefully, unlike other humans, he didn't often show emotions. She could see surprise and fear in his eyes. "What is the troublesome part?" 

Nix frowned and slipped the mask on, instantly his entire demeanor changed to that of a predator. "That mask was made at the Gladis Hub." 

Mina walked with him out of the cottage. He hadn't spoken since he took the mask off. She had no idea where the place he mentioned was, however, she understood it was somewhere he wanted to avoid. 

"Let's talk about it later Min, I need to consider our options." 

Mina nodded, "could you bring me to Jenzi in the morning? I want to pick up a few things."

"Sure, you can tag along when I drop off the product line for the boutique." They parted at the wharf with a wave and Nix headed towards his houseboat. 

The wharf was a bit loud, in particular, there seemed to be a large amount of activity on his boat. Nix took the stairs up to the top level and shook his head in disbelief. "Just make yourself at home guys." 

Pon, Wind, Ronnie, and Rose were all in his hot tub. Ronnie flashed her pretty smile at him, "the hot tub was a great idea Nix!" 

Nix nodded in agreement, "you should have got one yourself." 

She laughed at the face he made. "Sharing is caring Nix! Besides, no one but you can even afford something like this." 

"Fine, enjoy yourselves. I need to sleep a bit." Nix opened the sliding glass door and closed it behind him. A moment later he collapsed silently on the bed. 

***********

Nix opened his eyes a few hours later, the sun had already set and most of the inhabitants had turned in for the night. A glance at the back deck told him that his hot tub was empty. He stared at the ceiling over his bed, there was no mistake. The Gladis Hub used certain threads that couldn't be found anywhere in Colonial. The mask had been made with a camel-hair thread, it was the only animal hair thread in his inventory. It was one of many items that he had brought with him from the Gladis hub. 

The sliding door from his back deck slid open, an Aquarion with braided hair and a red one-piece swimsuit peeked in. She smiled tentatively, able to sense the serious atmosphere. "May I come in?"

Nix nodded and sat up on the bed. "Feel free to use the hot tub Fajii." 

"Thank you." She moved closer and sat down, before handing him an object. "I told you that I would bring you something nice." 

Nix whistled and took it from her hands. It was an enormous seashell covered in beautiful leopard-like markings. Out of habit, he held it up to his ear.

Fajii cocked her head to one side. "What are you doing?" 

"My people say that you can hear the sea when you put a shell up to your ear." 

Fajii laughed and shook her head. Her laugh was pretty, the kind that made you want to join in. "That's silly right?" 

"I suppose it is. This is a beautiful shell though. Thank you." 

Fajii looked pleased, "May I ask you something Nix?"

"Go ahead." 

"I saw Chael and Nansu touching their mouths together while hugging. What were they doing?" 

Nix gave her a deadpan look, "feeding each other." 

Fajii's pretty face seemed less confused. "Oh, like a youngling."

He chuckled and nodded, "just like that." 

"Why are you laughing Nix?" 

He smiled and shrugged at her. "No reason, suddenly I realized that you are very attractive." 

Fajii shook her head, "Among my people I am not considered pretty." 

"Really? Why is that?" 

Fajii held up her hand and spread her fingers wide showing her webbed fingers. "It's called shorthand when the webbing ends at the first knuckle, Aquarion men find it unattractive." 

"I bet the added dexterity is quite handy for an alchemist." 

She turned her head and pointed to her ear. "My ears are barely larger than yours."

"Ears and hands are important in determining Aquarion beauty?" 

Fajii nodded, "very important."

Nix slowly shook his head. "I would call you a stunningly beautiful woman." 

Fajii looked down at her hands for a long moment, as if considering his words carefully. "Those are very nice words. Thank you for saying them." 

"It's late, but you can stay if you like." 

Fajii had a small understanding of human nature, but she did understand the invitation. A small smile showed on her lips and her voice lowered to a whisper. "Does everything work the same way?"

Nix chuckled at her expression. "Probably."


Chapter 31: Safarza

Nix dropped off the product as promised at the boutique. Mina tagged along and left right away to run some errands. They tentatively planned to meet at the portal platform in Jenzi at noon. 

That gave him a chance to visit Hyai at the Kindled Spirit in Cyphix. Morning time at the inn was always a bit slow. They didn't serve breakfast so generally the staff spent that time cleaning and prepping for the rest of the day. 

Hyai was carrying an enormous bucket of potatoes when he saw her, without any hesitation, he followed her into the kitchen and rolled up his sleeves. 

"Nix!" She set the bucket down on the kitchen counter and hugged him tightly. 

He sighed contently, there was something overwhelmingly warm about Hyai. "You wash em and I'll start peeling." 

Hyai raised an eyebrow, not sure if he was serious. "Can you peel potatoes Nix?" 

"With my dexterity? Like a champ." 

He helped her in the kitchen most of the morning. They talked mostly about the rumors concerning Alpha. "I'm not convinced that Alpha is some super-powerful person. It's just as likely that he or she is a jeweler and nothing else."

Hyai was slicing long thin strips of meat while Nix talked. They had long finished the potatoes and moved onto other things. "This artifact you mentioned, if he had a dozen of them; What would he be able to do?" 

Nix whistled softly, "just about whatever he wanted to. It's a quick strike army that could be inserted anywhere. I don't even want to think about it."

Colonial System Message: Portal connections to the continent of Broyan are temporarily out of service.

Nix sat down the peeling knife he had been using and looked at Hyai. "Why would all the connections to Broyan portals be closed?" 

"A few years ago, the portal to Cella was closed when the city came under attack." 

"I'm going to take a look, it's nearly noon anyway so I need to head back to Jenzi." He handed Hyai a box of clothes he had made for her and then gave her a quick kiss before heading out. 

"Nix? " She looked at the box in her hand and then at the quickly fleeing culprit. "Spoiling an old woman?" 

Nix laughed and waved goodbye, "guess so." 

He picked up Mina at the Jenzi portal and then activated Deep Blue. "We need to find out what's going on in Broyan." 

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Valis has come under attack.

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Neptia has come under attack.

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Trifelez has come under attack. 

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Berma has come under attack. 

A few minutes later, his entire raid team along with a few Aquarion additions was sitting on the top deck of Nix's houseboat. He handed out custom wolf-masks to everyone in the raid. "Is that every kingdom in Broyan?" 

Pon shook his head, "There's a small island kingdom called Safarza that is highly defensible and its shores have embedded cannons. There are only three major cities in Safarza and no portal platforms."

Pon used his hud to show a map of Broyan. Just off the west coast was an isolated landmass nestled in numerous mountain ranges. 

Nix whistled, "no wonder it hasn't been taken. What's our easiest entry point to Safarza?" 

Jun Li had been sitting next to Pon, she pointed to the far western continent. "Jhabi to the west, it will be a few hours by Manta. That's really our only option."

"Prep for an extended stay on the western side of Safarza, from there we can move into the Berma kingdom and figure out what's going on." He glanced up at Min who was watching quietly, "we'll need about twenty Aquarion fighters, that will keep our strike group at thirty." 

Mina nodded, "this will be a good time for us to build trust with the kingdom's under attack."

Juni was using her hud to organize everything. As an experienced raid leader, she knew exactly what to do. "I'll prep for a tent city and a month worth of supplies." 

"Thanks, Juni, I'll be relying on your experience during this operation." Nix examined his own wolf-mask while Semmi talked about supplies with Pon and Juni. "We'll try out our newly acquired night capabilities to gain an advantage. 

Satisfied with her list, Jun Li forwarded to Nix. "You'll have to take me to Jenzi for a supply run." 

"Let's go now." Nix grabbed her hand and activated Deep Blue.

**************

By the time the sun was setting on the Broyan continent, a dozen tents had been pitched on the eastern shores of Safarza. They were hidden nicely on three sides by huge rock formations. In addition to the sleeping quarters, there was also a mess tent (Meals), the TOC, (Tactical Operations Center) and a supply tent. The highly efficient former officers of the Salamander Guild had set everything up. Nix knew enough to step aside and let experts work. 

The raid group was sitting in the TOC, a central hud was displaying the 3-D map of Broyan. Jun Li was standing next to it. "We are an hour from Berma by Manta. Wind and Semmi are currently scouting the capital city, we'll make our decisions based on the intel they bring back." Jun Li was wearing all black since they had decided to operate at night. Her long hair was down, she looked relaxed for once. 

Mina was sitting next to Pon and Ronnie, she had an easy way about her that made humans feel comfortable. "Nix, you should tell them what to expect." 

Nix nodded and moved next to Jun Li. "If you face someone with a wolf mask on the ground, do not engage. It may seem like they are alone, but most assuredly they are not."

Ronnie already knew about the Beast Masters. "Air and Range then?"

Nix nodded, "Stay on your Manta, do not bring the fight to the ground if you can help it. These Beast Masters can have anywhere from twenty to eighty beasts." 

Mina held up the Beast Master Bracer, "if you kill them, then make sure to take this. Like the Sea-Beast Master bracer, they always drop on death." 

Ronnie reached for the bracer and turned it over in her hands, she flashed a smile at Nix. "Can I have this?" 

"Sure... it's basically a pretty paperweight now. These are customized to the person. They also contain stable storage for the Beast Master, they are helpless without it." 

Nix and Mina had talked about the differences between the Sea Beast Masters and the Land Beast Masters. The Alpha had figured out how to make the Land version of the Ricoli artifact. Nix was a hybrid version of the Sea Beast Master, the ability to use and store beasts without the artifact was unique to him alone. 

Ronnie slipped it on her hand, "it's pretty but I want the wolfie things too. Where did you get this one?" 

Nix smiled, "Kryn." 

The old fire mage chuckled slightly. "You know... Kryn burned to the ground yesterday."

"I did them a favor, that place was an eyesore and all that dry wood was definitely hazardous." 

The team sat around discussing different approaches and possible targets when Wind and Semmi returned. 

Wind uploaded his notes to the map that was currently being displayed. Semmi started the brief. 

"The capital city is under siege by a small force, they have taken the palace and also hold both gates exiting the city. City guards are dying by the dozens whenever they face these wolfmen."

Jun Li zoomed the map to display the capital. "Do we know how many?" 

Wind nodded, "two on each gate, I also counted forty beasts at each location." 

"So four Beast Masters hold the gates." Mina frowned, that was more than they had planned. 

Semmi glanced at Wind and continued, "it gets way worse than that. I counted at least ten more in the castle, their beasts are patrolling the halls and keeping the royal family locked in their rooms." 

"Smart... hold the ruling family hostage and the army is helpless." Jun Li shook her head and looked at her party. "Any ideas?" 

"I'll contact the leaders of the army, if we can take the city gates back they can lay siege to the castle." Semmi had already scouted out the location of Berma's army. 

Pon nodded in agreement. "If we take the gates fast, the people in the castle will think it was the army. They won't be looking for us." 

"Mina and I will have to split up, each of us on a gate team. We'll send our beasts in and use range damage from the air." Nix shot a glance toward the two archers in the group. "I'll take Chael and Ronnie will go with Mina." 

Jun Li considered the plan. "The rest of us could already be on the Castle Roof. We should already be in play in case the gates go sideways on us." 

Nix gave Ronnie a hand up. "It's cloudy out tonight, 02:00 is generally when people are the most tired." 

Jun Li closed the hud, "let's plan on that. That gives everyone a few hours to sleep. Make sure you are ready!" 

Nix walked into one of the sleeping tents and lay down on a cot. Ronnie had picked the one next to his. "Get some rest, Ronnie." 

The dark archer yawned sleepily, "don't have to tell me, I stayed up too late last night."


Chapter 32: Assault on Berma (one)

Chael and Nix hovered a few hundred feet in the air about half a mile from the West Gate. Ronnie and Mina had taken up a similar position at the East Gate. The Berma army had already been notified that they were planning on moving into the city, they would move in quickly to surround the castle once the gates were taken. 

Chael noticed right away that the portcullis was up. "Why leave it up if you're trying to lock the city down?" 

"It doesn't make sense unless they are hiding something close by." Nix activated his Sea-Beast Bracelet.

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes."

[Scanning, Stand By...]

[No Sea-Beasts had been Located.]

[Eighty ineligible Wolfmen, already tamed.]

Nix cursed softly. "There are two more wolf-masks hiding close by, the forty we see is only half of what's waiting." 

Chael slipped on his wolf mask, the night instantly lighting up. "I still only see the two beastmasters. Does this mean that the other gate is hiding reinforcements also?"

Nix nodded, "head to East gate and warn them. Change of plans, stick with Mina and follow her lead. I'm going to create a diversion here." 

"Okay Nix, use your flare if you get in trouble." 

He landed quickly and hid his beasts in the underbrush, it would take them a minute to cover the distance to the gate. Then he gained altitude and moved toward the gate. He knelt low over his black manta and patted it on the shoulder. He was perfect for night raids. 

He stopped when he was directly over the gate, roughly five hundred feet. His wolf-mask showed him the exact location of the two beastmasters that were in view. He pushed his manta in a steep dive and then pulled up only a few feet above them. He shot out four strands immediately, two around each beastmaster neck, then he kicked Shadow to climb fast. The smell of burnt flesh and a sizzling sound like bacon on a hot grill followed him up as the Manta shot skyward. 

He released the strands at a thousand feet, smiling at the terror-filled screams as they two beastmasters fell to their deaths. Nix banked shadow and quickly spotted the other two beastmasters who had come out of hiding. The forty beasts guarding the gate disappeared as their masters slammed into the cobblestone with sickening splats. 

The two remained beastmasters were both range fighters and immediately started shooting at Nix. He landed quickly and headed away from them on foot. Night shooting at two hundred yards proved too difficult, as he was able to duck behind a large boulder and bring his rifle up. 

Nix smiled when he saw their wolfmen giving chase. "You fucked up." He started shooting at the Beastmasters with his rifle. 

[Command: Attack my Primary Target]

[Command: Attack my Secondary Target]

After assigning priorities, Nix started shooting at the incoming wolfmen. The first ones were still 30 yards away when his Vila ambushed the unsuspecting beastmasters. He fired into the front wolves, sending them down, the ones immediately behind stepped right on them without any thought. 

"fuck!" Three wolfmen leaped from twenty feet away, Nix sent two flame strands on them, chopping them down in mid-jump. The follow-up wave knocked him down and he felt sharp canines puncture deep into his shoulder. 

[Ignition Burning Aura]

A second wolfman grabbed hold of his leg, a moment later the beast screamed in pain as its prey burst into flames. The pack of wolfmen surrounded him but stayed back, they possessed a beasts natural fear of fire. Then they suddenly vanished, along with the flames coming from Nix. 

A naked Nix quickly redressed and headed toward the beastmaster corpses as he considered the event. "My aura ignited when my life was threatened, not only did it drive back the wolves but also healed me." He checked his stats, the Burning Aura was now grayed out. "One and done?" 

He picked up all four beastmaster bracers and stowed his Vila away. He summoned Shadow and immediately the animal collapsed on the ground. A quick inspection showed that he had taken a few shots to the wings. Not life-threatening, but he was done flying for the evening. 

Nix entered the city on foot and headed toward the castle. He was supposed to rendezvous with the main force on the castle roof. He had a flare that he was to fire off if he couldn't make it for whatever reason. 

A stomach-turning smell told Nix that he was approaching a sewer grate, he slipped on his second wolf-mask and bent down to pry it open. "It's as good idea as any." 

************

Chael quickly located Ronnie and Mina in the skies above the gate. After explaining what Nix had found, Mina decided to change plans. 

"You and Ronnie will find cover at the top end of your range. Both of you focus on one beastmaster, you should be able to take him out."

Ronnie estimated the distance she'd need for night shooting. "Hundred and fifty meters for me, we'll find cover and leave the mantas ready." 

"Kill the one and then mount up and retreat. They'll continue to chase as long as the two of you stay low to the ground." 

Chael spotted a small ridge that would provide them cover. "We'll head there. What will you be doing?"

"I'll be staying in the air out of range, however, my beasts are already in hiding." 

Mina stayed high in the air, waiting as her team moved to cover. As soon as they started shooting at one of the beastmasters, forty wolfmen charged at their position. She waited, stalling to see if any hidden beastmasters would come out. 

Chael fired one last time, killing their target. Both him and Ronnie leaped for their mounts and quickly gained about twenty feet of altitude. The snapping jaws and heavy breathing of canines followed them. 

As soon as the one beastmaster fell, the two that were in hiding summoned their beasts and sent them to guard the gate. Mina frowned when they didn't pursue. "Guess we'll see whose pets rule." 

She sent her twenty Vilas at one of the newcomers, the other beastmasters animals were too far away to help in this fight. Her Vilas were on him before his beasts could react. A quick kill and the odds were even. 

Ronnie noticed immediately when the wolfmen that had been chasing them turned around. "Chael!" She banked her manta and headed back toward the gate. She quickly overtook the wolfmen and opened up on their master. 

The third beastmaster was torn apart just as the remaining wolfmen rejoined the fight. Several of Mina's beasts had minor wounds, but nothing serious. A wolfman versus vila fight only last a few minutes, Chael and Ronnie caught up and were able to kill the last beastmaster. 

Mina landed long enough to collect all four bracers. A flash of light from the West gate drew her attention. She waited for a flare, but there wasn't one. 

Chael had seen the flash also, "should I head back to the West gate?" 

Mina shook her head. "He won't fail." 

****************

His enhanced wolf-mask actually made the sewers worse, since it granted night vision and enhanced his other senses. It wasn't his first time in a sewer, Nix had been forced to use them in the past to retreat and move closer to his targets. He had an unfailing sense of direction and immediately headed toward the castle. 

He quickly discovered that the sewers were teeming with rats, small reptiles and other tiny predators. Rather than worry about them, he summoned his Vilas. 

[Command: Guard Me]

His beasts immediately went out in all directions. Apparently, anything within fifty feet of him was considered a threat that needed to be eliminated. The sewage was ankle-deep and Nix quickly discovered there was no quiet way to walk through it. Instead, he decided to keep moving quickly and relied on the thick stone walls to mask any sounds he was making. 

The passage he was moving down entered a large chamber about ten minutes later. There were five other passages that emptied into it. Large stone steps headed upward on the far side. 

"Of course... What would a sewer be without big-ass alligators?" 

Nix stabled his Vila, he didn't want to risk them in a fight. The sewage water in the chamber had risen to waist high, the alligators would definitely hold an advantage. 

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes."

[Scanning, Stand By...]

[15 Sea-Beasts have been Located.]

[Type 1: Mutated Crocodile: 7]

[Type 2: Alligator: 8]

[Do you wish to train the available Sea-Beasts?]

"Yes, train Mutated Crocodiles."

Nix waited while the progress bar slowly moved across the screen. His twenty vila would normally have taken up all the slots, but his Sea-Beast Master skill had leveled up recently and he had gained five slots.

As soon as the training was finished, Nix set them to fight the others and started wading toward the stairs. At the top of the stairs was a small door. He glanced back and released the five crocs he had trained, they immediately stopped fighting. 

The door wasn't locked, he stepped in and shut it behind him. He quickly undressed and donned his third set of gear. The stench of the pair he wore in the sewers was sure to attract unwanted attention. "Good thing I'm a tailor," he whispered softly to no one in particular.


Chapter 33: Assault on Berma (two)

The door led to another half flight of stairs and ended in a storage room. Crates and containers were all stacked neatly in sturdy-looking wood shelves. There were a few torches lit in the room, Nix snuffed them out before moving to the next door which opened into a huge cellar. This room was kept dark but Nix had no issues seeing as he ducked and weaved his way around the hanging vegetables to the exit. 

There were two men working in the kitchen when he stepped in. Neither one of them seemed to mind his sudden appearance, they had both been beaten badly, bruises and cuts covered their swollen faces. Nix understood immediately and slid his mask off. "I'm not with them."

The larger of the two men had cuts and scrapes on both knuckles so it was obvious that he had put up a fight. He had brown hair and pockmarks could be seen through the bruises. "Are you with the army sir?" 

Nix shoot his head, "I'm with the Alliance. Tell me everything you can about the wolf-masks on this floor." 

"I'm Topper, the cook here and this is my assistant. What alliance are you talking about?" 

"The Inferno Guild and the Souza Accord. How many wolf-masks on this level?" 

"This level is primarily for staff. It has the laundry, kitchens and the servant's quarters." Topper took a quick look down the hall, "you'll want to head up to the next level. That's where most of them are." 

"What's in this thing?" Nix opened the top of a steel barrel next to the stove. "Cooking grease?" 

Topper nodded, "Lard sir."

"Throw that barrel on the stove, I want it all melted. "Where are the exits?" 

Topper and his assistant lifted the heavy barrel onto the top of the stove. "There are two exits, two men are guarding each." 

"They inside or out?" 

"Outside in the courtyard, along with their beasts." 

"Need you to help me, Topper. Is there a way for the help to leave without alerting the men outside the door?"

Topper glanced at his assistant and then nodded, "we've been told that if we leave, all of us will be hunted down by their beasts and eaten." 

Nix laughed at the lame threat. "There won't be a single person or beast left to carry out that threat. Get everyone out of here now."

Nix spent the next ten minutes dragging every piece of wood furniture he could find into the two rooms with the exits. It was quiet and not many people were moving about. He was just finishing when Topper found him. 

"I'm the last one sir." Topper handed him a small metal device. "You might need this." 

Fire Starter

Description: Common
household item used to 
start fires, Refillable. 44/100 

Nix grinned, "thanks Topper, make sure you get out of here." 

****************

Mina and her team landed on the roof, as soon as they did they stowed their mounts. The main raid force was waiting next to a small steel door. 

Jun Li checked her hud when she noticed Mina landing. They were late and no sign of Nix. She noticed immediately that Chael was with them. "Something happen to Nix?"

Mina shook her head. "No idea. They had some hidden reinforcements at the gates. We had to make adjustments." 

"Don't worry about Nix." Pon grabbed the knob on the steel door.

[Hands of Fire] 

The steel knob melted in his grasp and he pushed the door open smoothly. 

Jun Li moved down the stairs and waited at the floor exit. "Wind and Semmi scout the floor and then report back."

Mina summoned one of her beasts and set it in Defend Mode. "We could use our Manta to start evacuating." 

Jun Li stared at the Aquarion, she hadn't really talked to her much. "Good idea, if we can nab the royal family, then the army can rush this place." 

Ronnie put her bow away, "I can help with evac, my bows going to be nearly useless for this kind of fight." 

A few minutes later the scouts returned. Semmi came up to report while Wind kept a lookout in the hall. "The fourth floor has the King's daughters, and their maids. Besides that it's clear." 

Jun Li checked the sky one last time for any sign of Nix. "Ronnie, you and Chael start getting those people out. The rest of us will head down a floor to the next exit." 

**************

"Never actually used lard before, but at least it smells nicer than gasoline." Nix started both fires and then quickly moved to the stairs where he summoned his beasts. 

[Command: Defend Me] 

He sprinted up the stairs and slammed into the closed wooden door. There were four men in the room, all of them had wolf-masks on. He put four fire strands around the two closest, pinning their arms to their sides. 

The two men further away immediately summoned their beasts, suddenly there were forty wolfmen in the room. 

Nix's Vila charged in and formed a barrier in front of him, for a moment the two groups stared at each other. 

The smell of burning flesh coupled with the painful screams of the two restrained wolf-masks, broke the temporary lull in the action. 

Nix and his beasts were slowly being pushed back toward the door. The wolf-masks had given their beasts the generic attack order. He changed the order for four of his beasts and sent them toward the two beastmasters.

[Command: Attack Primary Target]

[Command: Attack Secondary Target]

Nix held the flame strands and focused on heating them up, slowly his vision changed as if a thin red veil was placed over his eyes. The two beastmasters died one after another. Nix dropped his strands then pulled out his rifle and started firing at the remaining beastmasters who were trying to defend themselves against the Vila.

************

Jun Li was on the fourth floor, waiting next to the stairs that led down. Half of her team was busy bringing the princesses and their maids to safety. "As soon as Wind and..." 

The sound of gunfire from below them interrupted her sentence. A moment later Wind and Semmi appeared in the doorway. 

An out of breath Wind reported. "The rest of the royal family is on the third floor, there were three beastmasters with them. Two of them went down to check out the disturbance." 

Pon closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply. 

[Sense Fire]

His eyes reopened, flames could be seen flickering within. "The first floor is in flames, we need to move fast." 

Jun Li swore quietly. "The army jumped the gun?" 

The old fire mage smiled and shook his head, "seems we've found Nix." 

Mina pushed her way past them and immediately summoned the rest of her Vila. Jun Li watched in disbelief as the Aquarion charged down the stairway. 

Wind pulled his blades and immediately stealthed. "Time to fight then." 

The rest of the raid force followed them, Jun Li was silently cursing Nix beneath her breath. He wasn't following her plan!

**********

He unsummoned his Vila, noting that three of them were no longer available to fight. They hadn't received mortal injuries, but they'd be out of commission for a while. 

Nix quickly looted all four bracers and sprinted for the stairway, he was halfway up when the door opened and two beastmasters ran through. He stopped and then pointed behind him. "Quickly brothers, the army is coming, all my beasts have been killed." 

The one on the left cursed, "fuck... Head upstairs and wait with Philo, we'll take care of the army." 

Nix smiled beneath his wolf-mask and slowed to a walk. He shut the door and resummoned his beasts. 

He entered the next room to the sound of fighting, Vilas and Wolfmen were tearing into each other. He spotted Mina right away and split his forces.

[Command: Protect Filamina]

[Command: Attack my Target]

He opened fire on Philo, Wind appeared behind the beastmaster and cut him down with a backstab. As quick as it began it was over. 

Nix turned back toward the door, "We need to move now, the two downstairs will be coming back." 

Jun Li slipped her Wolfmask off and faced the King, "We aren't with them your Majesty, we are here to free you. Your daughters are already safe!" 

Nix watched as she quickly organized the retreat, within a minute the room was empty with the exception of Mina and Nix. He smiled at the Aquarion rebel. "We finish these two and then follow." 

Mina frowned at him, "you had me worried." 

***********

Jun Li was circling her Manta above the castle, she had coordinated with the army and released the King into their care. The army immediately sent its Knights into the courtyard to deal with the beastmasters that had been trapped outside. She breathed a sigh of relief when Mina and Nix came out the roof access door and summoned their manta. 

An hour later the small raid force was back in the courtyard. The city had been retaken and the fire set on the first floor and burned itself out. Nix had made sure to loot the bracers from the beastmasters killed in the courtyard. 

"How many does that make Nix?" Semmi coughed and squinted her eyes, the smoke from the fire was still lingering. 

"Nearly twenty." He walked with her back to the raid force that was waiting for him. He could see that Jun Li had a big smile on her face. "What did you get?" 

Jun Li held up a bottle with a ship in it. "It's a Navy Frigate !" 

Nix could see that she was happy about it, so he didn't say anything else. "Let's head back to Safarza and plan the next raid."


Chapter 34: Water Nymphs

Although they had rested before the raid, by the time they arrived back at their base in Safarza, everyone was exhausted. Nix had just started to drowse off when his cot was jarred suddenly. He opened his eyes to an apologetic Ronnie who was pushing their cots together. 

"Don't get any ideas, I've no interest in making a public spectacle of myself." She pulled a huge blanket out of her inventory and snuggled up next to him. 

"Right..." Nix pulled the blanket over himself and pulled her closer. He smiled and remembered the prison guard who had changed his life. "Thanks, Glory," he mumbled just before he drifted off to sleep.

A few hours later Nix slowly drifted back to consciousness, Ronnie had already left and moved her cot away. A quick scan of the tent showed him that he was the only one still sleeping. 

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Berma has been liberated by the Alliance of the Inferno Guild and the Souza Accord.

Quest: Sea Farer Faction

Description: You have raised
your rating to ally level with
one of the Kingdoms of Broyan.
Achieve this with two other Broyan
Kingdoms.

He shielded his eyes from the glare of the mid-day sun and headed toward the mess tent. Shouts and cheers of encouragement came from the area behind it so Nix walked around the back to check it out. "The fuck is going on?" Ronnie and Semmi were fighting inside of a roughly drawn circle. He moved to break it up, but Tess stopped him with a hand.

"It's fine Nix, it's just an unarmed match game." The normally very pretty cleric was nursing some serious bruises on her face. "No real damage can be done and the bruises heal within an hour." 

"Oh god... you're fighting for fun? You look like you got your ass kicked." 

Tess smiled and shook her head, "it only looks that way. I knocked out Gypsy, although it was a close fight." 

Nix looked around the crowd, both Wind and Chael had obviously taken part. He cringed slightly when Semmi knocked Ronnie to the ground with a straight right hand. It's obvious that she knew how to punch. "It doesn't look good for Ronnie." 

"She's taking on a 'doesn't look good' match.'" Tess shook her head, "that girl is stubborn." 

"What is a 'doesn't look good' match?" Nix had to hold himself back from running into the circle and pulling Ronnie out. 

"It's a game option that compares the likelihood of you winning against your opponent. It's based on strength, agility and stamina scores. No talents or special gear is allowed. Based on how you match up, you get one of three messages. [Could go either way] [Doesn't look good] and [Don't even think about it.]

"Doesn't look good means she will probably lose?" Nix felt sympathy for his archer friend as Semmi drove a knee into her stomach. Ronnie fell to one knee gasping for air.

"Yep." Tess nodded in agreement, "this is the end for Ronnie." 

Unexpectedly when Semmi moved in for the finish, Ronnie dived forward and gripped her around the waist before rising up and slamming her onto the hard ground. A quick-mount and Ronnie finished her off with punches. The dark archer staggered to her feet and raised her hands in victory. 

Tess clapped, "nice comeback." She glanced at her friend who was still unconscious on the ground. "Match games only allow you to get knocked out for a few seconds, except for a bruised ego, she'll be fine." 

"That's dumb." Nix pulled a piece of cloth out of his inventory and handed it to Ronnie when she approached. "What the hell are you doing?" 

Ronnie smiled and wiped her face, "did you see me kick her ass?" 

Nix shook his head, "I saw you get beat up and then get lucky." 

Ronnie flexed her arm and then whistled. "Damn Nix, what's your strength rating at?" 

"I'm wondering the same thing." Tess brought up her stats, her strength was listed as twenty. "There's no difference in Colonial between the stats of genders, but I'm getting a 'don't even think about it' message from you." 

"More than double yours." Nix didn't want to say that his strength and stamina were both over sixty. He looked around the group, there were several disappointed faces looking at him. Apparently, there were some people who wanted to punch him in the face. He laughed and pulled Ronnie away, "let's go eat." 

Ronnie was all smiles when they sat down to eat some of the boxed lunches Jun Li had prepared for the raid. Semmi sat down with them, she was all smiles and even shared a bottle of apple cider with them. Nix glanced around the tent, he had thought there would be some hurt feelings or anger issues, but it was the exact opposite. 

An hour later they were back at the TOC (Tactical Operations Center) and were zoomed in on the small kingdom of Trifelez. Jun Li had highlighted an area in western Berma that was close to the border. "Originally I wanted to keep our base here, but looking at it objectively we may be better suited by continuing to move it." 

Pon nodded in agreement, "the longer we stay in one place, the more likely our enemies will find us." 

"I think we should move." Nix studied the hud map, it was storming in Trifelez even though it was clear skies in Berma. 

**********

Two hours later, the camp had been moved and reset in a small valley bordering Trifelez. Wind and Semmy had scouted the area thoroughly and reported no hidden dangers. The storms in the neighboring kingdom were expected to blow through in a day or two. According to the scouts, there were a few natural pools in the area so most of the group filtered off in small groups to enjoy a day off. 

Nix opened up his stable menu, it showed the three Vila that were wounded had fully recovered. Mina approached him just as he was closing his hud. 

"There are some very interesting water creatures in the area Nix." Mina had scolded him after the raid for making her worry, "you may want to consider training them." 

"Show me." He followed her out of the camp to a small grove of trees surrounding a pool. She held up a finger to her lips, "Water Nymphs are illusionists, try not to alert them." 

Nix nodded and then ducked lower, he could hear the soft sounds of moaning. Silently the two of them crept closer to the pool. "Of course it would be Ronnie," he muttered under his breath. 

The Water Nymphs were transparent like clear water, their general image was that of a slender female with long hair and full breasts. They were laughing as they teased the human that was wrapped in their illusion. 

[Scan Surrounding Areas?]

"Yes."

[Scanning, Stand By...]

[8 Sea-Beasts have been Located.]

[Type 1: Water Nymphs: 5]

[Type 2: Grass snake: 3]

[Do you wish to train the available Sea-Beasts?]

"Yes." 

Four of the Nymphs were holding her down, each on a limb. They had dragged her half out of the pond. The two holding her arms were kissing her breasts and nibbling at them with soft water lips, the fifth one had her head buried between Ronnie's legs. She was raising her hips off the ground and arching her back. 

He was about to stop it when Mina placed a hand on her shoulders. "Wait Nix, this is a rare opportunity. It's nearly impossible to find Water Nymphs. They never hurt females anyway."

The training completed shortly after Ronnie climaxed against the Water Nymphs wet lips, immediately they stopped and faced him. Their smiles were gone, but their faces showed curiosity. 

Nix looked at the menu options for them. "They are CC pets?" (Crowd Control)

Mina nodded, "men are especially susceptible to them, although as you can tell they prefer women when they are playing."

Ronnie sat up at the sound of voices, her dark nipples were fully erect and she was completely out of breath. She didn't cover up when she saw Nix and Mina. "What the hell happened?" 

Nix had to bite down on the laugh that threatened to escape. "What do you think happened?" 

Ronnie pursed her lips as if trying to remember. "I was bathing when you and Semmi joined me." She looked around for the woman she had been fighting earlier in the day. "I don't see Semmi."

He could no longer stop the laughter, he pointed at the Water Nymphs. "I'm afraid my new girls had their way with you." 

Ronnie stared at the Water Nymphs, "real Water Nymphs?" Unmindful that she was still naked she stood up and approached them. A dark hand reached out to touch the watery skin of the nearest. 

Nix nodded, "really good at weaving illusions apparently." 

Ronnie wrinkled her nose at them and then walked to the side of the pool to get dressed. She definitely didn't look angry. "Make sure you bring them to the Sea-World." 

Nix nodded, "without a doubt."


Chapter 35: Assault on Trifelez (one)

A day went by and the storms in Trifelez started to subside, the skies were still filled with dark clouds but the leadership of the raid group agreed that it was in their best interest to attack. It was late afternoon and the group had just eaten and were now discussing the plans for the evening raid.

"We should try and use the Aquarions more in this raid." Nix had been studying the map and had a good understanding of the target. "We really can't plan anything until Wind and Semmi gets back." 

Jun Li checked her hud, "they are an hour overdue." 

"I'll give them another hour." Nix turned at a commotion near the tent entrance, both Wind and Semmi came in with big smiles on their faces.

Jun Li didn't return their smiles. "Where have you two been?" 

Semmi stepped forward and started talking. "We've been doing required quests for the 'Defending Trifelez' Instance." 

The first thing that went through Nix's mind was 'what the hell is an instance?'

Apparently, Jun Li already knew. "What is it and how does that benefit us?"

Semmi zoomed in on the map of Zier, the capital city of Trifelez. "This instance is set up as part of a staged Aquarion Assault in which the object is to fight through to the signal tower located in the city. This summons five thousand knights to fight under your banner."

Mina listened to the conversation, she was only slightly less confused than Nix. "It's like Mermaid City? Where the fighters are copies?" 

"Very similar." Jun Li frowned at her best friend. "How does getting five thousand knights in the instance help us?"

Semmi grinned and closed the map. "After the instance is won, the knights exit and reinforce the barracks for a brief amount of time. There will be World Events like bandit raids or monster stampedes that take place after the Aquarion Assault." 

Nix understood the basic gist. "How many are required to do the raid?" 

Wind brought up the Instance Quest. 

Defend Trifelez

Description: Zier has come under
Aquarion assault. Signal the Knights
of Colonial to your cause.

15 person Raid.

Jun Li glanced at Nix, although inexperienced, he often assumed the role of leadership. "Getting those knights before we take on the Wolf-masks will really help our cause. What do you think?" 

"I'll head into the instance with Mina and her people. My fire strands are way more effective against water creatures." 

Wind brought up the map again and downloaded his new information. "We were able to do a quick scouting of the city itself. They must have spoken to their fallen comrades, the gates are locked up tight and every beastmaster has his animals summoned." 

Semmi pointed to the west gate, "they did make a mistake though. This gate has four melee-based beastmasters. We could quickly overwhelm them from the air and open the path for the Knights."

Jun Li nodded in agreement, "What about the city guard and the regular army?" 

Semmi shook her head, "the city guard have all been killed. Yesterday they hung every officer in the army with the exception of one captain who was able to escape into the woods with her platoon." 

"How did they get the jump on these cities?" Nix had never even heard of coordination on this level. 

"Impressive planning for sure." Jun Li checked the time on her hud, "it's 19:00, start the instance in an hour and we'll start hitting them shortly after that." 

************

Nearly an hour later Nix, Mina, and thirteen of Aquarions stood at the entrance of the 'Defend Trifelez' instance. The group was very caster heavy with four healers, five caster dps, one melee dps, and three tanks. 

Nix faced the members of the Souza Accord, "No map is available, so we'll have to go in blind. Be ready to fight."

Mina summoned two of her Vila, "tanks in front. Let's head in." 

Nix summoned four Vila and followed them. 

They were jumped as soon as they entered. Four Aquarions hit them hard, the tanks just managed to get their shields up. 

"Leave the two near ones to me!" Nix raised his hands and eight strands flashed toward the two nearest Aquarions. Both Aquarions were casters, they screamed soundlessly as the flaming strands dug into their flesh.

[Command: Protect Filamina] 

He set his Vila to guard while the raid force quickly dispatched the two other attackers. Nix glanced at Mina just as a presence appeared behind her and stabbed her with a dagger. He drew his rifle and opened fire while their Vilas brought the stealth fighter down. 

Nix knelt next to her, Aquarions ranged from a very light blue all the way to a nearly snow-white color. The Rebel faction leader was somewhere in between. "You okay Min?" 

Mina sat quietly while the healers looked after her. It didn't escape her notice that Nix usually called her Min instead of Mina like everyone else. "Was that a human?"

Nix shook his head, "Aquarion." He could tell from the startled glances that something was up. "Not many Aquarions have stealth?" 

Mina was helped to her feet by one of the healers. "Aquarions don't have any stealth capabilities." 

Nix looked at the dead Aquarion and removed a bracer. They only had one melee dps in the party. A tall Aquarion male named Milat, "you want this bracer?"

Shadow Bracer [Aquarion]

Description: This bracer

provides the user with

the ability to detect and use

invisibility.

Milat nodded and took the bracer with a calm smile before slipping it on. "Thank you, Nix."

Nix summoned the rest of his Vila along with Water Nymphs. "Perhaps this gear is specific to the instance. That should have been a useless drop since Aquarions wouldn't normally be doing this raid." 

Mina didn't bother to hide her excitement. "We could really benefit if we pick up a few more of them." 

He checked the menu on his Water Nymphs, they had a scout option, so used the map to give them assignments. 

[Command: Scout Checkpoints]

Mina and Nix continued to study the instance map. Slowly red dots were being filled in as the Water Nymphs continued their assignments. 

Mina pointed out the six dots on the map that were much lighter than the rest. "These are stealthed fighters?"

Nix shrugged in reply. "One way to find out. Milat, why don't you check him out. Be sure to stay out of his aggro range, remember he can see you also if he has the bracer."

"Be careful," Mina warned. "We'll advance to the first group of red dots, so rendezvous with us there.

They were sizing up the next group of Aquarions when Milat came back, he had affirmed that the lighter red dots meant they were stealthed. Both Nix and Mina were in agreement, they needed to get those stealth bracers.

Nix had noticed one of the Water Nymphs looking at him. She seemed less shy than the rest. He nudged Mina who was standing beside him. "Hey, what's a good name for a Water Nymph?"

Her pale eyes studied him for a moment, "you are very odd Nix." 

Nix clicked his fingers together. "Ducky...I haven't seen any ducks in Colonial." 

"Waterfowl are found mostly in the north at this time of the year." A smile crept on her alien face. "It's not a bad name though."

"It's decided then." He placed a hand on the Water Nymphs head. It was cool and wet to the touch but it had more substance then he would have thought. "Keep those other girls in line Ducky."

Mina watched the Water Nymph for a moment, it showed none of the nervousness that was characteristic of her kind. "Can I see your stats Nix?" 

"Sure, but don't tell anyone." 

Nix 

Level 50

Strength 65

Endurance 63

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 100 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Weapon Skills:

Rifle 100

Whip 100

Support Skill:

Flame Strands 0 [22]

Swimming 2 [100] 

Sea-Beast Master 8 [Lvl 1]

[Level 2 Stable has 24/25 Beasts]

[Spirit Animal 2/4]

1: Soup [Elite Black Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Water Nymph, Special]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

She nodded to herself. "In the future, be careful when you name Water Creatures."

He shrugged and patted the Water Nymph on the head again. "Welcome to the family Ducky." 

Mina laughed, a few of the Aquarions that were standing close by joined in. 

"Time to try them out." There were three Aquarions in the next group, Nix looked at the options menu for the Water Nymphs and saw the 'Befuddle' skill. He chose the nearest one.

[Command: Befuddle My Target]

The Nymphs approached him at the same time, stopping just outside their range. A moment later the Aquarion started to sway gently back and forth like he had fallen asleep with his eyes open. Nix nodded in satisfaction and then put eight flame strands on the second Aquarion. It collapsed to the ground immediately, a quivering, smoldering mass. 

The third Aquarion drew her sword and flashed toward him, Mina's Vila intercepted her and brought her down quickly. She then turned half of them on the befuddled Aquarion and the other half on Nix's. 

He jumped back when the flame strands broke and opened fire with his rifle. He only managed to fire twice before the Aquarion fell to the ground. 

Over the next hour, they eliminated the Aquarion groups one by one, to include all six stealthed Aquarions. They approached the final courtyard where the signal fire needed to be lit. It was guarded by three Aquarions. 

Nix whistled softly. "That's a Matriarch, right?" 

Mina nodded, "and two healers."


Chapter 36: Assault on Trifelez (two)

"Salt-Water Crocs, gotta love em." Nix counted thirty in all and quickly unsummoned his Water Nymphs, they'd be useless in this fight. The crocodiles were scattered all over the cobblestone courtyard, there was even one lounging in the small fountain at the center. 

Mina was studying the mini-map and the layout of the Courtyard. "No matter how you look at it, she could be a tough fight. We can win, but those crocs are going to kill some Vilas." 

Nix nodded in agreement, "I'd just as soon not lose them at this point. Leave the two healers to me, and we'll put our Vilas on the Matriarch." 

He summoned Shadow and jumped on its back. Without another word, he flashed toward the two healers that were standing guard. He targeted the Matriarch quickly and sent his Vila in.

[Command: Attack my Target]

Mina sent her Vilas in also, when Nix moved above the healers eight flame strands shot out before Nix pulled back and started pulling them away. 

Milat was stealthed beside Mina, his mission in this fight was to protect her in case things went badly. He stared in disbelief as the human struggled to get two Aquarian healers off the ground. The healers were screaming in agony while the flame strands dug deep into their flesh. Slowly they rose off the ground, only managing about fifteen feet; but Nix quickly turned his Manta and flew over the buildings they had gone around earlier. 

With the healers gone, the fight was one-sided, the Vila tore the Matriarch apart, however several of them were seriously wounded by the crocs during this time. 

As soon as the Matriarch fell, Mina ran back the way they had come. "Help Nix with the healers!" 

Nix was on his Manta firing off shots with his rifle, both his arms had been injured carrying the healers. When he noticed Mina running toward him with her Vila, he stopped firing and let them finish the job. His own Vila remained in the courtyard. He grimaced when he checked the menu. Eight of his Vila were wounded to the point where they couldn't be summoned for a day. 

An Aquarion healer named Saji healed his arms, while Mina started scolding him. "That was a bit wreckless Nix! You need to be more careful and let others take some risks." 

A few minutes later they returned to the Courtyard. Mina hadn't lost any Vila, but four of hers were down for a day also. Nix grabbed a torch from the bonfire that appeared after the death of the Matriarch and handed it to Milat. He pointed to the top of the signal tower. "Light it please."

The group watched as Milat took a manta to the top and quickly lit the signal fire there. He hadn't even returned before the galloping of horses were heard coming toward them. 

Colonial System Message: You have managed to light the signal fire. Captain Firebrand and his Stormriders will reinforce the City militia for the next two weeks. 

The street was suddenly crowded with endless black horses carrying heavily armored men. The woman leading them wore intricately designed, red cloth armor, one of her hands glowing with fire. 

The Knights stopped a few yards away, the leader's smile quickly faded when she noticed their race. "Aquarions? Kill them all!" Both of her hands rose over her head and flashed with a brilliant light before sending a raging fireball at them. 

Nix grabbed Mina and pushed her to one side before crossing his arms in front of his face.

[Burning Aura]

The fireball slammed into Nix, sending him skidding across the courtyard. A moment later he rose from the ground, with the flames around him his raging, the burning man walked back toward the group. Yellow orbs that burned like the sun stared at the Captain. "I am the ranking Knight here, you will stand down!" A dozen flame strands shot out of his body in all directions, waving in the air like mad tentacles. 

Mina couldn't help but shrink back, the heat coming off him was melting the stones under his bare feet. 

The Knight Captain's face went deathly pale, she quickly extinguished her flames and ordered her troops to stand down. "Forgive me, sir, I didn't realize that a Commander had been sent here."

Nix scowled at her, he hadn't put on his Salamander bodysuit, so his gear had been turned to ashes again. It hadn't occurred to him to check his own rank until he saw them riding up. He was awarded the 'Knight of Colonial' title when he had solved the Aquarion mystery. It read, [Knight of Colonial, Commander]. "These Aquarions are members of a Rebel Faction called the Souza Accord, they have allied themselves with us and will be treated appropriately." 

"Of course sir. My apologies Commander." 

Nix turned back toward the Aquarions, his flames abruptly burning out. "We should exit the instance, Junie will be expecting these reinforcements." 

Min watched him with a small smile on her face. "Of course. Are you planning on putting clothes on first?"

Nix looked down and sighed heavily. "Right..."

***********

"fuck they are strong!" Ronnie fired arrow after arrow from her Manta into the wolfmen swarming below. Chael and Gypsy had been killed when they had moved too close to a building that had a pack of them hiding in it. 

Pon pulled up beside her, both of his hands glowing with a white flame. 

[Balefire]

Two of the beasts were instantly incinerated, the others screamed in agony as they fled from the fire mage. He slumped slightly on his manta, nearly falling off. "Let's head back, the gate is clear." 

The group had set up a small HQ in a back alley in the middle of town. The surviving militia were guarding both entrances to the alley. Jun Li was studying a map of the town. "If Nix doesn't get here with those Knights, we are going to have to retreat back to camp."

Semmi frowned at group just returning. "Looks like we lost Gypsy and Chael, with Tess being down, we are out two healers."

Since all the Broyan portals were still closed, dying meant spending a few hours flying back on manta. Everyone had been briefed to return to camp in the event of their death. 

Colonial System Message: The city of Zier is under siege by a foreign power, the Knights of Colonial have responded. 

Jun Li closed her hud quickly and summoned her manta. "fuck yeah Nix! Everyone rally, we're heading toward the castle." 

A moment later the sound of thunder shook the city as the Knights of Colonial galloped down the cobblestone streets. Five thousand of them charging toward the castle, Nix and his band of Aquarions following them from the sky. 

There were a dozen beastmen wearing their wolf-masks in the courtyard. The heavily armored Knights slammed into them, Nix and his group bypassed the open fighting and landed at the entrance. 

Two beastmen moved to intercept, the area suddenly filled with swarming wolves. Nix summoned his Vila and set two of them to protect Mina while the rest defended against the wolfmen.

[Command: Protect Filamina]

[Command: Defend Area]

Nix put all eight strands on one of the beastmasters, while an Aquarion tank smashed the other against the stone wall of the castle. A sickening thump could be heard as the beastmaster slumped to the ground. 

"Nix!" Ronnie's shout could be heard from the air as the small raid force was once again reunited. She jumped down from her manta and landed near him. Jun Li and the rest had landed in the courtyard and quickly ran up the steps. 

The castle was nearly empty as the group ran through the hallways toward the throne room. Nix skidded to a halt when he saw a woman flanked by two beastmasters. 

He stared at her from the doorway. She was wearing an orange jumpsuit that he was very familiar with. The room went quiet while they watched each other. "You're the jeweler, making the beastmaster artifacts." 

She had pale blond hair, tied in a ponytail. Her blue eyes held no malice toward him, she looked like a college girl. "Artificer, actually. It's nice to meet you finally, Trip-Seven." 

Artificer wasn't one of the choices he was given during character generation, perhaps the choices were based on the current needs of the Gladis Hub. "My name is Nix." 

[Command: Attack my Target]

Nix pulled his rifle and opened fire on her, he scored a few hits before she managed to port out, her face smiling while it faded away. Immediately he put eight strands on the closest beastmaster. 

[Command: Defend Me]

It was over within a minute, they quickly overwhelmed the remaining forces and then looted their bracers. 

Ronnie approached him after the last invader fell. "Who was she Nix?" 

Nix pursed his lips as he considered the question. "We use to members of the same lifestyle group." 

Jun Li and Semmi joined them, both of their faces were unreadable. The former Salamander Guild leader knew they were dealing with a very powerful group. "Thanks for the reinforcements Nix." 

Nix gave her a smile and then turned toward the King, he was the only other person in the room. "We are missing something, but what is it?" 

The king stared at them and then shook his head. "I can't think." He speech was slurred and nearly unrecognizable.

Semmi moved closer and examined him. "He's drugged. Let's get a healer over here."


Chapter 37: Durilium Diamonds

An Aquarion healer named Meera cast a cleanse on the Trifelez King. Within a few seconds, his lucidity returned. 

King Gormick was a young ruler, at twenty-five he was a decade younger than the rest of the Broyan rulers. His pale face and shock of curly black hair made him appear even younger. He shook the healer's hand and thanked her without any prejudices. "The Souza Accord has aided us in a time of great need. We shall never forget."

Nix was standing between Jun Li and Mina. "The woman with the orange clothes... What was she after?" 

The Trifelez King studied him for a moment, he knew that this man stood at the heart of his rescue. The Monarch removed his crown and showed them an empty setting before handing the crown to Nix. "She took the Durilium Diamond from its place setting." 

Nix held the crown in his hand, "it's heavier than it looks. Why not just take the crown?" 

King Gormick shook his head and accepted the crown back. "The crown is an artifact, a massive penalty is laid upon anyone removing it from Broyan." 

Nix noticed that the rest of the stones were all diamonds. "Is there anything special about the Durilium Diamonds?"

The King nodded, "there are only five in existence."

Nix cursed under his breath. "The other four wouldn't happen to be stones set into the other Crowns of Berma?

Gormick nodded again, "The Nations of Berma, Safarza, Trifelez, Neptia, and Valis, were all gifted with these rare black diamonds."

Nix turned to Wind who was standing to one side, "return to Berma and check to see if their stone is missing." 

Jun Li watched the scout leave. "Is that what is behind everything? They want those black diamonds?" 

Semmi brought up her hud and accessed the forums. "We need an expert opinion. She said she was an artificer right? Those are exceedingly rare, you have to have mining and jeweler maxed out before you can even start." 

The young King considered her words for a moment. "There's an old Artificer in Safarza, you'll need permission from their monarchy to see him. He's the sitting King's uncle." 

**************

Darsi untied her ponytail and let her blonde hair fall over her shoulders. Her small one-bedroom apartment at the Lifestyle village had a breathtaking view of the Snowcapped peaks that topped the surrounding mountains. She opened her hand and stared at the glittering black stone. 

She left her small apartment and exited into the hallway. It was set up like her old college dorm. Across the hall was an empty room with a picture of a man on it. Above the picture were the numbers 777. "You are way more handsome than your picture Trip-Seven." 

"How did it go?" A masculine voice spoke from the floor exit. He was a short man bald man, with brown eyes and thick brows. He probably weighed no more than a hundred pounds.

Darsi held out her hand and displayed the stone. "Two down and two to go." She tapped the picture on the door. "Guess who I saw today?" 

The short man grinned, "so he did escape?" The small man's name was Dalton Moore, he was a computer engineer that was caught hacking corporate secrets. He turned states evidence for a lighter five-year sentence. 

Darsi nodded, she wasn't pale like many natural blondes, her skin had a nice olive color, courtesy of the character generation interface. "He's not just a Tailor anymore, he's become a strong player. Somehow he's figured something out, half of the damn beastmaster bracers I made are now missing."

"Nothing can be done about that. Did you bring some news?" Dalton looked like a little kid at Christmas. Gladis controlled all the information at the hub since they had the ability to deactivate any part of your hud that they wished. However, that wasn't the case when you left the facility.

Darsi handed him a thick pile of papers. "Those are forum downloads, national news, financials, and sports." 

Dalton took the papers and paged to the forum information first. "How are the beastmasters behaving?" 

Darsi scowled, her pretty face looking angry. "They are a bunch of idiots, the sooner we wash our hands of them the better."

*************

Jun Li had moved camp from Burma to the Western edge of Trifeleza. With Wind still investigating the Berma Crown, she had decided to send Semmi to Safarza to warn them of what was occurring regarding the black diamonds. She was sitting in the TOC with Tess. 

"You look a bit cross, Junie." Tess smiled at her former guild leader. They had become closer since leaving Salamander. 

Jun Li nodded, "soon as he found out that the Trifeleza portal opened up, he left without saying anything." 

"You're talking about Nix, right? Remember he needs to check up on the Sea-World. They've been there with no access to the rest of Colonial for a few days now." 

Jun Li made a face but didn't comment. He had taken Chael, Mina, and Ronnie. No one had even bothered to ask her if she wanted to go also. 

**************

Nix dropped off Chael and Mina at the Sea-World. Nansu had been very happy to see him, apparently, they didn't separate very often. 

Fajii waited until everyone had greeted them before she handed Nix a piece of paper. "Could you pick me up a few things in Jenzi Nix?" 

"Sure, as soon as I drop off some things at Shana's." He had given her a few days worth of product before leaving for Broyan, more than likely it was all gone by now. 

Nix emptied his stable and watched as the Water Nymphs started to explore their new surroundings. 

He started to activate Deep Blue.

"Can I get a ride into Jenzi? I'll be meeting Sharl and some of the Daybreakers later today. 

"You meeting up with big sister?" He hadn't spoken much with the Daybreaker guild leader since they had parted ways. "Tell her I said hi." He activated Deep Blue and then chose Jenza. 

The dark-haired archer flashed a smile at him. "I'll make my own way back to camp, so don't wait up." 

Nix handed her the list of items that Fajii had given him. "You've been drafted, pick these things up for Fajii before you run off." 

Ronnie made a face at the list. "FIne, I expect some new clothes as compensation." 

"Sure, because running errands for a few minutes is work a few hundred thousand credits worth of clothes." Nix's face told her that he wasn't going to comply with her wishes.

"Time is money Nix!"

Nix walked down the Main street of Jenzi toward the boutique. From the outside, it seemed like another shop entirely. New signs, some fresh paint and some minor repairs to the sidewalk had changed everything. The shop had a dozen customers in it when he entered. 

"Nix!" Shana spotted him as soon as he entered. She bowled into him with her arms spread wide, hugging him tightly. 

He picked her up and sat her on the counter. "Did you make me something nice?" Shana had been learning some tailoring from her grandma. 

Shana shook her head, "everything I make ends up looking like someone's old sock!"

Nix took out a few boxes and placed them on the counter. "Keep working hard."

Maye walked in from the back room and sat down her ledger. "Nice to see you Nix, we should settle accounts before you run off." 

He nodded and watched when the zeroes were added to his account. "The swimsuits are a big hit?" 

The old woman turned the ledger around and showed him the numbers. "Bring a bunch more next time, word of mouth is spreading. We can sell however many you make."

A few minutes later he left the shop and headed back toward the portal. There were several people flying overhead on their mantas. Originally when the artifact was given to the Provost Office, they were obligated to split the proceeds with Salamander and the Daybreakers. The actual wording of the contract awarded Salamander's thirty percent to the guild treasurer, which was Tess. The healer was splitting it with those that had left Salamander with them. 

Nix took the portal to Cyphix and walked toward the Kindled Spirit. It was nearly dinner time and he had missed Hyai's cooking. 

The buxom innkeeper smiled when he walked in. "Just head up Nix, I'll bring your dinner when it's ready." 

"Any kind of stew is fine with me," Nix hummed to himself as he dredged up the stairs. Whenever he walked into the Kindled Spirit, it felt like he was returning home. 

He tossed his clothes in a pile and ran some hot water in the enormous porcelain tub. As soon as it was filled, he sunk up to his chin and leaned back with a contented sigh. 

He must have drifted off to sleep, he woke a while later when a soft body moved into the tub with him. Nix opened one eye to see the smiling redhead's voluptuous body just before it sank beneath the surface. He pulled her toward him until she lay on top of him. 

"Not going to eat first Nix?" Hyai kissed him lightly, the tips of her loose red hair dangling in the water. 

"Hmmm..." He cupped her large breasts in both hands and held them gently. "Sometimes dessert before dinner is nice." 

Hyai moved her legs up until she was straddling his waist. "We can always reheat it," she agreed.


Chapter 38: Two Sudden Strikes (one)

A few hours later Nix arrived at the Trifelez platform, from there it was only a short ride to camp. An unexpected dark beauty was waiting, her full lips curved in a smile when she saw him. 

"Sharl!" Nix offered her a hug and then stepped back to greet the rest of the Daybreakers, most of them he already knew. 

Sharl responded to his big smile. "Missed you too, Nix."

He pointed to tent city. "That's where we sleep, the mess tent is right next to it."

"Ronnie tells me you guys are really kicking ass."

He favored the younger sister with a nod, "for once she isn't exaggerating. Follow me to the TOC."

Sharl followed him into the TOC after directing the rest of her people to stand fast. Wind, Jun Li, Semmi and Mina were sitting around a table talking. 

Nix noticed that Wind had come back. "The stone is gone isn't it?" 

Wind nodded, "no one had even noticed until I asked about it." 

Nix pulled a chair out for Sharl and then sat down himself. "The Daybreakers are going to join us for the next two raids." 

Jun Li smiled at Sharl, she had seen the Daybreaker in action before. "Welcome back." 

"I think we should hit Neptia right now, and consider a joint mission into Valis." Nix figured that the statement would meet with some resistance. 

Instead, Semmi nodded in agreement. "We spoke to the jeweler that mounted the black diamonds onto the crowns. Removing them takes some time, Neptia is without a doubt the most difficult to steal."

Nix brought up a map of Rhatia, the capital city of Neptia. "We airstrike it hard, hit the castle with everything from the roof and ground at the same time."

Wind pointed at the channel that ran the length of the walled city. "The ground team can come in here, me and Semmi with stealth directly to the Throne room and attempt to stall any removal action." 

Sharl stared hard at her scout. The usually quiet Wind was thriving in this small raid group. "I can lead the ground assault. I brought a half dozen fighters with me, four of them are mages." 

Pon and Banzi chose that time to enter the TOC, both of them had come to see their guild leader. The old fire mage took a seat on the other side of her while Banzi stood behind Wind's chair. 

Nix considered their last mission where they were able to pick up several stealth bracers for Aquarions. "Mina... you should take a stealth team directly into the throne room of Valis and attempt to secure the crown." 

Jun Li didn't bother to hide her surprise. "You want to hit Neptia and Valis at the same time?

"We can put six stealthed Aquarions in the Throne room, with their combat strength they will be able to hold it." Nix glanced at the Aquarion leader, "I'll come with you to reinforce your Vila." 

An hour later Nix was in tent city, surrounded by members of the Souza Accord. He had friended each of them and was attempting to customizing one of the enhanced wolf masks for Aquarions to use. 

Mina watched him as he worked. "Are you sure this can even be done?" 

Nix nodded, "I think so." The beastmaster artifacts have to be a version of the Ricoli artifact that was customized for human use." After several attempts at creating a new recipe, he met with success. He placed several more in the crafting queue. Within a few minutes, he handed the first one to Filamina.

Enhanced Wolfman Mask [Aquarion]

Enables Nightvision, enhanced

hearing and +5 to all stats. 

Custom Made for Filamina.

Crafted by Nix.

Mina slipped the mask on, immediately gasping in surprise. "I feel strength surging through me." She removed it a moment later. "So if the crafter's skill is high enough, they can use the customize option to switch from one race to another." 

"You should keep the mask on Min, it's a good look for you." 

*****************

Shortly after Midnight, the first group's ground assault team, consisting of Pon, Sharl and the mages from the Daybreakers guild, closed in on the castle. They were flying low through the channel and had managed to enter the city without alerting anyone. They came up out of the channel quickly and hovered above the Courtyard. 

There were three beastmasters in the courtyard, outside of the castle entrance. Sixty wolfmen prowled the courtyard, the musty smell, and growls of canines lingering in the air. 

Pon came in hard and leaped from his manta to the doorway of the castle. 

[Fireball Mass AE]

The rest of the mage-heavy group landed and started laying down AE effects, the stench of scorched hair was pungent enough for Sharl to pull off her wolf mask before equipping her shield. She moved to the front and protected the mages behind her. 

[Shield Wall]

*************

Jun Li led her group from the top floor, they weren't bothering with to hide their arrival. Semmi and Wind were stealthed in the middle as group members continually peeled off to defend, leaving the two scouts to continue their route to the throne room. 

Wind was the first to enter, the King was sitting on his throne, his face as white as snow. "You seek the crown of Neptia? There is nowhere you can hide if you leave this room with that crown." 

Darsi scowled, "Oh shut up you idiot. I just need to remove this damn jewel." There were three beastmasters in the room, two of them had summoned their beasts.

Semmi was stunned when Wind decided to unstealth in the middle of them, for a moment the entire room seemed frozen in time. A small movement on the scout's shoulder announced the arrival of the tiny gecko. 

[Fear the King]

Wind grabbed the crown from the woman in the orange jumpsuit a moment before she screamed in terror. Semmi followed him the way they had come, both sprinting as hysteria spread in all directions. 

Jun Li and Tess were holding the second-floor exit when they saw the two scouts running toward them. Semmi wacked Jun Li's butt as she ran by, "Time to go Junie!"

*************

Darsi sat on the floor, a sheen of sweat covering her skin while she gasped for air. "The hell was that?" 

Two of the beastmasters that had been in the throne room were dead, killed when their beasts went crazy. The third was leaning against the wall. "Some kind of mass fear." He shuddered when he said it, he had never felt such overwhelming terror in his life. 

"It's over." She looked at the artifact in her hand and then stowed it away. Nix was at the heart of this, she couldn't bring herself to resent him, but that doesn't mean she was going to let him off. Without saying anything, she vanished from the throne room.

****************

Nix and Min put their Manta down in the empty courtyard in front of the Valis castle. They both summoned a few of their beasts before entering. 

Mina followed Nix through the empty first level to the stairs, "Where is everyone?" The stealth group was coming from the roof, they were told to avoid any unnecessary fighting. 

"I don't like it." He ran up the stairs to the second floor and a few seconds later arrived in the throne room. A man and woman sat on the throne, both of them looked relieved. 

"I guess we have you to thank for the sudden retreat?" The crowned man stood up and walked toward them. 

Nix nodded, "we are a strike force from the Souza Accord, sent to break the beastmaster's hold on this castle." 

"The entire group left a few minutes ago." The woman on the throne spoke softly. She was a stunningly beautiful person, wavy red hair and smooth pale skin made it seem like the goddess of fire had come to life. Nix thought she looked a bit like Shae. 

The roof assault team chose that moment to enter the room from the upper level. The royal couple looked alarmed when the raid group appeared out of thin air. Milat slipped off his wolfmask and bowed. "We are from the Souza Accord your Majesty." 

[Sea-Farer Faction Quest Completed]

Quest: Sea Farer Faction

Description: You have raised

your rating to ally level with

one of the Kingdoms of Broyan.

Achieve this with two other Broyan

Kingdoms.

Colonial System Message: You have raised your rating to ally level with four Kingdoms of Broyan. A newly discovered Island has been located North of the Broyan Continent. This small island has been awarded to the Inferno Guild. 

[Sea-Farer Faction has been raised]

[Navy Shipyard can be built]

[Naval Officers may be recruited]

****************

By dawn, the fragmented raid group reunited next to the Rhatia city portal platform. Jun Li looked particularly happy, she received two more Navy Frigate bottles from the Kingdoms of Neptia and Valis. This brought their total to four. 

They had been talking about the sudden unexpected retreat of the beastmasters. Nix had made his best guess. "I believe they retreated because the artifact they are trying to build requires four black diamonds. Losing even one of them makes their cause useless." 

Ronnie was smiling from ear to ear, she had talked her sister into taking a leave of absence from the Daybreakers in order to join them. "So now what?" 

"We head back to the Sea World and start planning our path to Naval power." Jun Li caressed one of the Navy Frigate bottles she had pulled out of her inventory. 

"Let's head back then." Nix glanced around the group, a sense of danger suddenly overcoming him. "Aquarions first, I'll meet you guys back at our camp in a bit." 

Without asking anyone he activated Deep Blue and waited while the members of the Souza Accord joined hands. After dropping them off, he delayed a few minutes before returning. Something was bothering him, but he couldn't quite place it. 

The trip to camp was quite short, but the entire place had been packed up by the time Nix arrived. 

Ronnie waved to him when he circled the camp before landing. 

One of the mages that had accompanied Sharl was smiling at him. He was an average looking man with brown hair and a small goatee. "We didn't get a chance to talk earlier. I'm Severon Kosk, one of the Daybreaker mages." 

Nix shook his hand when he offered it. "Nice to meet you Severon, and thanks for the assist." 

The group quickly finished cleaning up the area and gathered in a small circle. Nix examined the group for a moment, not reaching for Deep Blue. 

Ronnie was standing next to him, she squeezed his hand, "let's get going Nix!" 

The yellow-eyed man shook his head, "you four will have to find your own way back." He pointed to the four mages that had accompanied Sharl from the Daybreakers. 

"Nix?" Sharl's eyes showed confusion, the area around him was warming up as if he was getting ready to fight. She sensed the same build-up from Pon. 

"I'm not bring four unknown Water Mages back." Nix stepped away from Ronnie suddenly. 

Severon's smile turned into a smirk, "I'm afraid I must insist Mr. Nix." 

Pon cursed under his breathe. "Damn it Sharl, Water Mages!"


Chapter 39: Darsi's Artifact

Nix watched the four mages, his face was expressionless. "You four are new to the Daybreakers right? How did you hear about Shae?"

Severon shrugged, "does it matter? We'll take her back to where she belongs." 

Both Sharl and Jun Li paled suddenly. The former Salamander leader armed herself with a sword. "You think you can take her with just the four of you?" 

Nix sensed the sudden building of power from the four mages, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up at the sign of imminent danger. 

Sharl also sensed their increase in power. "You've let yourself be bribed into using your bank levels?" 

Severon only laughed as his strength suddenly skyrocketed, his level shooting up from fifty all the way to seventy-nine. "You have something that brings you to a special world right? Take us voluntarily and we won't have to remove it from your corpse."

Nix was carrying one of the bracelets in his inventory and the other he was wearing. Deep Blue would definitely drop if he were to be killed here. He felt his anger starting to bubble up. "You want to steal from me and hurt my friends?" 

[Aura Ignition]

Flames exploded outward from Nix, his aura burning like a sun while a dozen thick fire tentacles dangled in the air. The entire group stepped back as waves of sun-like heat pulsed from him, instantly all the tentacles latched on to each of the water mages, screams of misery and the stench of burnt flesh permeated the air. 

Pon's eyes widened at the water mages dangling several feet off the ground, Daybreakers or not, he would burn them to ash. 

[Bale Fire]

Three separate balls of white flame shot towards each of the mages. 

Ronnie and Chael opened fire, the rest of the range fighters aided them. Within a minute, the four high-level water mages were slain. 

Nix collapsed to his hands and knees, his aura finally burning out. Ronnie helped him to his feet, while he pulled new clothes from his inventory.

Sharl searched the bodies of the mages who were killed. She hadn't hesitated to attack them either. "Nix... I didn't realize their motives." 

Jun Li was still speechless from seeing Nix's true strength, she lay a hand on Sharl's shoulder, both of them waiting for him to speak. 

He smiled his thanks to Ronnie and looked toward his friends. "The temptation that a Fire Lord brings is too much for a guild. I would not hold you responsible Sharl." 

Sharl's pretty face showed her relief, a moment later her hud lit up and she received a message from Guild Leader of the Daybreaker Advanced levels. She closed it after a few seconds and left the guild. "I will not betray my friends." 

Pon, Wind, and Ronnie left the guild immediately. 

Nix shook his head, "I'm sorry that it came to this. I know how much the guild meant to you guys." 

Wind shrugged it off like it was nothing, "it's not the name itself, but the people in it. I will stay with my friends." 

The remaining Daybreakers in the group deguilded and once again everyone joined hands in a circle. Nix activated Deep Blue and chose the Sea-World. 

The Aquarions were all waiting when the group ported in. Mina had sensed Nix's urgency in getting her people out, so she hadn't said anything. She was speechless when she found out what happened. 

A few minutes later Nix stood in the surf, greeting Soup who he hadn't seen much of in the past few days. Ducky was sitting comfortably on his shell, a happy smile on her water face. "I'm glad to see that you two are getting along so well." 

Everyone seemed tired, so it was decided that they'd discuss the recent events and their upcoming plans in the morning after everyone was able to rest. 

"Party on the marina in one hour Nix. Try not to miss it." Semmi gave him a big smile while she pulled Jun Li toward their houseboat. 

"Wouldn't miss it." Nix felt a strong hand grab his hand. he turned to see Sharl's serious face. 

"I'm sorry Nix." Even though she had been played by her own guild, they couldn't have realized how difficult getting Shae would have been. Even had the water mages been able to kill everyone, once they entered the Sea-World there were hundreds of Aquarions to deal with. It would have been a slaughter. 

Nix guilded her and the rest of the former Daybreakers that had joined them. "There's nothing to be sorry for Sharl. Welcome to Inferno." 

Sharl stared at the marina. "I don't have a houseboat." 

Ronnie threw an arm around her sister's shoulders. "Live with me sis, just until you get your own." 

Nix considered issuing the same invitation but held back since she already had an offer. "I need to run a quick errand to Cyphix." 

A few minutes later he was walking toward the Kindled Spirit, a movement from one of the side street caught his attention in the darkness. A woman stood there, she was flanked by a half-dozen beastmasters.

"Good evening Trip-Seven." She nonchalantly pointed something at him, "four stones would have made this artifact reusable, instead of the one-time use that it is now." 

Nix summoned his Vilas immediately. 

[Command: Defend Me]

A flash of light emerged from the blonde woman's hand. 

[Your binding point has been changed to the Gladis Hub: Lifestyle Village.]

Nix turned and fled on foot. He sprinted down an alley and moved toward the Town gate. He didn't trust the Wolfmen not to attack the people of Cyphix so he wanted to lead them away. He quickly summoned his Black Manta and took to the air. 

All of the beastmasters were range fighters. Shots rang out and his Manta veered drastically toward the rooftops. Nix leaped to a nearby roof and ran in the opposite direction. 

The beastmasters continued to chase Shadow, Nix cursed them when they finally brought the black manta down. He attempted to activate Deep Blue.

[Deep Blue has been disabled for the next 24 hours and may not be activated at this time.]

"fucking shit..." He moved toward the town gate while looking at the debuff he had been hit with. He ducked down behind a chimney and opened his inventory. He heard the clawing of wolfmen as they attempted to claw their way up to his location. 

Darsi walked down the middle of the street, she had bought range fighters with her, there were now more than a hundred wolfmen hunting him. His beasts had been overwhelmed by sheer numbers, there was no way he'd escape. "There he is!" She spotted him running through the front gate. He only made it a dozen yards before he was brought down by the wolfmen. 

Nix tried to ignite his aura but it was grayed out from being used against the water mages. 

****************

Inmate 777, welcome to the LifeStyle village. Please follow me to your room, where you will be briefed on your duties as a Tailor here. 

Nix looked up from where he lay on the respawning platform. He stood and looked around the enormous complex he was in. There appeared to be restaurants, assorted clubs and even something that might be a gym. He felt exactly like he had stepped onto the campus of a huge corporation. He scowled at the familiar ball of light as it moved away. 

The ball of light led him down the sidewalk. It was evening time and most of the streetlights were off. He checked his inventory while he walked, it was completely empty except for the default Tailor items. It was at this time when he noticed that he was wearing an orange jumpsuit with the numbers 777 across the right breast pocket. 

"Where are we going?" 

The ball of light didn't slow down, but it did answer. "We are going to your dormitory where you will be briefed by your Floor Director, Dalton Moore." 

Nix followed him into a four-story dormitory and up two flights of stairs. He tried to activate his hud, but most of the choices had been grayed out. Finally, the ball of light stopped outside a door with his picture on it. 

A voice from behind him spoke. "I will take him from here." A smaller man approached him but didn't say anything until the ball of light disappeared. "Use your hand to activate the door, only you can open it." 

Nix ignored the man and checked out his stats. 

Nix 

Level 50

Strength 65

Endurance 63

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 100 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Flame Strands 24

Weapon Skills:

N/A

Support Skills:

N/A

[Spirit Animal 2/4]

1: Soup [Elite Black Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Water Nymph, Special]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

Nix clenched his teeth in anger. All of his weapon and support skills had been erased. He still possessed his Flame Strand skill, but it had been removed from the support list. 

"If you would open the door Trip-Seven." 

Nix was tempted to wipe the hallway with the little man but decided to get information first. He swiped his hand over the sensor and stepped inside.


Chapter 40: A short Trip

Nix walked inside his new place, the door opened into a small galley kitchen and a tidy dining room. Through a small archway was a living room that exited into a short hallway that led to a bedroom and a bathroom. "I've seen worse." 

The small man had followed him to the living room but stopped there while he checked out the rest of the apartment. "I'm Dalton Moore, the Floor Director. Do you have any questions before we get started?" 

Nix walked back into the room, gazing out his living room window. "This place seems quite large. 

How am I suppose to get around?"

Dalton tapped his hud bracelet and downloaded a map directly to Nix's hud. "This should help you quite a bit." 

"We came up two flights of stairs, right? So I'm on the third floor." 

"That is correct." Dalton Moore smiled pleasantly. 

"I hope you have a good reason for bringing me here. I went through hell to escape here the first time." 

The small man shrugged, "I'm not sure what you mean." 

"Don't come back here without the artificer." He grabbed Dalton Moore by the front of his shirt and tossed him through the living room window. The shattering of glass, followed by a surprised scream that ended in a sickening crunch put a smile back on Nix's face.

He walked back into the kitchen and opened the fridge. Someone had stocked it for him, he grabbed a bottle of milk and poured himself a glass. "Damn... That's really good." 

Half an hour later he heard a knock on his door, he opened it to see the frowning face of Dalton Moore. A nervous-looking blonde was standing behind him. "Come in." 

He left the door open and walked into the living room, after a moment they entered and shut the door behind him. "This is as patient as someone like me gets. You better have a hell of a reason for bringing me here." 

Darsi held up her hand to placate him. "We were attempting to assemble an artifact that would enable us to change the binding point of anyone we wish." 

"Towards what end?" Nix shook his head at the idiocy, "Gladis might ignore one or two strays, but what do you think will happen if a few dozen or more escapes?"

Darsi tried not to stare at the broken window. "Gladis has nearly fifty thousand lifestyle employees working across dozens of different VR games." 

"Why am I here then?" Nix stared at the woman who was responsible for his revisiting the Gladis Hub. "If it's merely for revenge, you should start practice screaming in agony right now."

Dalton Moore didn't have to pretend to be scared, although dieing had no real effect for him, there was still a moment of terror and a bit of pain. He had found the experience very disconcerting. "We want to know the method you used to escape originally." 

Darsi nodded patiently, "we'll pay you. One hundred thousand credits." 

Nix kept a straight face when he heard the amount, he could sell a pair of custom underwear for that much money. He regularly transferred his credits to the Colonial Banking system, his current balance was just a bit over 3 billion credits. "Pay me? How are you going to compensate me for losing the Sea-Beast Master skill? Do you realize how many hundreds of millions that was worth?" 

Darsi slowly went pale, she felt an overwhelming desire to flee. "What are you talking about?" 

"When I respawned here. All of the skills I attained in Colonial were erased, as well as several priceless artifacts." Nix kept his voice calm, he only needed one thing. 

"I'll make you a Beast-Master Artifact." Darsi had been the one supplying the Wolf-masks with beastmaster skill. 

This time Nix laughed loudly. "The beastmaster skill? Want to know how many humans had the Sea-Beast Master Skill? None... Compared to the dozens who have your artifact, which would you say is more valuable?" 

Darsi glanced at Dalton and licked her lips nervously. "We are just trying to free a few people, it wasn't our intent to inconvenience anyone." 

"Why not just take them with you? You can already leave whenever you like." 

Darsi held up an artifact. "This artifact can only transfer one person." 

Nix glanced at the artifact and instantly two flame strands wrapped around her neck, he sent two more at Dalton who was frozen in shock. They both screamed soundlessly and flailed their limbs. He watched them for a moment, pinching his nose at the stench of burnt flesh in the small room. "Inconvenience? That's funny." 

He released them right as they died. Quickly he searched their corpses before they were recovered to the spawning platform. "Bingo." 

Phelinomia Bracer

Description: This bracer can 

transfer the wearer to the 

Phelinomia portal.

Ricoli Artifact [Aquarion]

Description: Enables the

training of the Sea-Beast Master Skill. 

"I'll take all of these." Nix activated the Phelinomia Bracer just as he heard steps running in the hallway. He waved at the shocked faces of Dalton and Darsi. 

He took the portal from Phelinomia back to Cyphix. He trotted through the streets under the light of the stars. In less than a minute he found the building he had jumped down from. Scaling the wood building as quietly as he could, he walked softly to the chimney and pulled out the bag he had stashed earlier. As they were closing in, his biggest worry was losing Deep Blue and his other valuables. He reequipped it and hopped down. 

He activated Deep Blue and chose his binding point, which was still the Gladis Hub: LifeStyle Village. A moment later he appeared in the lifestyle village, he took a moment to save the location to one of his empty slots. Then he ported directly to the Sea-World. 

Soup and Ducky came to greet him when he stepped into the surf. He patted them both affectionately before heading towards his Houseboat. Fatigue started to seep into his bones while he was climbing the steep steps to the third level deck. 

Fajii and Mina were both in his hot tub. He gave them a smile and walked into his bedroom to put on some shorts. "Looks like I missed the party." 

Mina watched as he eased into the hot water. "Fajii said you wouldn't mind if a few of us use your hot tub." 

Nix nodded in agreement, "Fajii is right. This many is okay." 

"You look tired Nix. I thought you said you'd be right back." Mina was wearing the yellow bikini he had made her. 

"I was captured by the leader of the beastmasters and taken back to their lair." Nix opened one eye and displayed his stats for them. 

Nix 

Level 50

Strength 65

Endurance 63

Intelligence 25

Dexterity 25

Perception 25

Cold Resistance 100 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 100 [Burning Aura]

Flame Strands 24

Weapon Skills:

N/A

Support Skills:

N/A

[Spirit Animal 2/4]

1: Soup [Elite Black Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Water Nymph, Special]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

Mina's pale face stared at him. "Nix! Where are your skills?" 

"They are gone, taken from me. I did, however, get one of these." 

Ricoli Artifact [Aquarion]

Description: Enables the

training of the Sea-Beast Master Skill. 

Mina sighed in relief. "Thank goodness, it's a small setback, but you can retrain the skill and get everything back."

Nix shook his head, "you will pick an Aquarion from the Souza Accord to train this skill. I will walk another path." 

Mina took the artifact from his hand. "The path of fire?" 

Nix nodded, "Yes. All my paths seem to lead to the flame." 

Fajii moved closer to him until her leg brushed against his. "I talked to Nansu, she told me all about kissing. You were joking with me right?" 

Nix laughed at the look on her face. He had told her that Chael and Nansu were feeding each other. "Yes, that was a joke." 

Fajii laughed softly. "It's really very funny now that I know you were joking with me." 

Mina looked from Nix to Fajii. "What's with the two of you?" 

Fajii shrugged, "we exchanged pointers regarding the mating habits of Humans and Aquarions." 

Nix laughed at the explanation. "Pointers..."

The Aquarion leader looked surprised. "Fajii, you and Nix engaged in..." 

Fajii nodded, "I couldn't help myself. He said I was beautiful." 

Mina frowned at her alchemist friend. "You are beautiful." 

Nix yawned and nodded in agreement. "See? I told you so." 

All of them sensed the sudden build-up of power and turned toward Shae's lair. A flash of blinding light and wave of power swept outward in all directions. A moment later a huge explosion rocked the Sea-World.


Chapter 41: Emerald Flames

Nix jumped from the third level of his houseboat to the dock, a quick roll and he was back on his feet running toward Shae's Lair. The two Aquarions were much more tentative since they were water creatures and the Lair had become a glowing mass of molten rock. 

[Aura Ignition]

His aura lit up without him willing it to, Nix used the dozen tentacles spreading out of his body to stab into the rock and pull himself upward. He could tell something was wrong. He ran toward the back room of Shae's lair, the rock splashing under his feet like spring water. He skidded to a stop when he saw her. 

Shae was arching her back in pain, there were three different color flames coming from her, yellow, red and dark blue. Her red flaming hair hung toward the ground, her teeth gritted with determination. "Nix! Only the red flames sustain elemental metamorphosis." 

He sensed the absolute anguish in her voice, he had felt such pain before. "Don't worry, I will help." 

He grabbed her hands tightly, although most of her body was engulfed in the red flames, the yellow and blue was concentrated at her hands.

Nix moved around Shae and wrapped all twelve of his strands around her arms, not really sure what he was doing. 

Shae screamed in pain, her breath ragged. "You can do it Nix! Focus on the absorbing the hotter flames, the yellow and blue!"

He closed his eyes and tried to absorb the heat, he stopped immediately when he sensed he was sucking dry the lifeline. He concentrated on the flames, the detailed movement, the pressure each type emitted and finally the temperature. It was there, the slightest difference. The red was warm and pleasant, he let it gently ease pass without offering it any resistance. The yellow and blue slowly started to advance toward him.

All of Nix's strands were wrapped around her body, he had looped them around several times taking up the slack until he was face to face with the elemental. An unbending will surfaced within him to fight the yellow and blue progress, he knew without a doubt that if he failed here, Shae would most certainly perish. 

Slowly the pleasant warmth of his own flame began to heat up and change colors. The absorption of the yellow and blue flames turned his into an eerie green color. Grimly he held on, his body expanding as it absorbed passed his filling point. "I.. I can't hold it Shae!"

Shae screamed in frustration, her anger waking everyone in the Sea-World. Her flaming eyes looked at him in anguish, "It's fine Nix, just let go."

Nix gripped her hands tighter, he smelled his own flesh burning while he pulled the blue and yellow flames away from Shae. Even when he reached his limit somehow he was able to persevere. His own form was unrecognizable as the green flames increased his size by several times. 

*****************

Ronnie was the third person on the scene, both Fajii and Mina had retreated to the surf, their eyes wide with numbing fear. "What's going on here?

Mina didn't take her eyes off the steadily growing green light coming from the Salamander's cave. "Something is wrong with Shae, Nix went to help her." 

"Nix is in there?" Ronnie advanced several feet closer to the caves, the heat stopping her progress. "Where's Pon?" She looked around for the old fire mage. 

Sharl and Pon ran down the beach at the same time. Sharl was forced to stop next to Ronnie, but the old fire mage could advance almost to the rock walls. He stared up at the green light coming from the cave. He could feel that it was building up. 

Pon stepped back as molten rock ran down walls. He turned back toward the beach and retreated. "Everyone get back! All the way into the water!"

As one, everyone turned and ran into the surf. The Aquarions swam under the water several hundred feet. A dark piercing flash of green light blasted outward like an emerald wave. Ronnie and Sharl were tossed further into the depths. 

Ronnie surfaced a moment later and pulled her sister up. Most of the rock wall had been destroyed by the blast. 

In the aftermath, everyone advanced toward the epicenter cautiously, old Pon leading the way. The old mage's eyes looked wary. A warm red light started to ebb, its gentle warmth seeped out of the destroyed cave. In the darkness, the red glow floated into the air and landed gently on the beach. 

Shae's flames stopped the moment she stepped on the sand. Her appearance had changed drastically. She seemed taller and a bit thinner. Her cheekbones seemed more pronounced as she walked toward them, her long red hair brushing the back of her legs. Her movements were beyond graceful, she emanated with power. 

Pon looked excited, being a fire mage he knew what metamorphosis for a Salamander entailed. It meant the birth of a Fire Nemesis.

The group stared at the young woman, although she had taken human form, it was still elemental of course. 

Ronnie was smiling at her before she remembered something. "Hey... Where is Nix?" 

A movement from the shattered caves drew their attention once again. A man wearing only a Salamander bodysuit slowly climbed down the rocky wall. He stumbled once he stepped onto the sand but continued toward the group. 

Nix seemed tired beyond reasoning, he stared at the elemental. There was something oddly off about him, but no one could immediately place it. "You are okay?" His voice was raspy with fatigue. 

Shae embraced him and kissed his forehead. "Thank you, Nix." 

He shrugged slightly, even that seemed to take effort. "I don't like to lose people close to me." He staggered slightly before she caught him and eased him to the ground. 

"Going to take a look, okay Nix?" Shae stroked his head gently and inspected him. 

Nix 
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Endurance 63
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Dexterity 25
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Mana 12000/12000

Cold Resistance 100 [Ice Blessing]
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Shae pursed her lips as she considered his skills, she glanced at Pon whose mouth had dropped open. "That's my Path of Fire." 

The old fire mage nodded, "Of those four, I only recognize Balefire." 

She helped him to his feet, "Combustion is a self-heal. Meteor Storm is an Area Effect damage spell. Comet strike is a single target attack spell with really good range." 

Fajii pushed gently through the crowd and grabbed Nix's other arm. "Let's get him back to his bed, so he can rest." 

Shae nodded and the two of them walked him slowly back to the marina, he was swaying back and forth between them like a drunk person. 

A few minutes later he was reclining in bed while Fajii mixed him up something to drink, she smiled when she handed it to him. "This should restore your energy and help you sleep, although you probably don't need help sleeping." 

Shae had made everyone else leave, she watched Nix drink down the concoction, "You are always there when I need you Nix. I've never had a truer friend." 

Nix nodded in agreement, his yellow eyes already closed. "I'm awesome," he mumbled softly. 

****************

Morning came and Nix woke up feeling refreshed. Pon and Ronnie were sitting at the rail of his back deck. They both smiled when he slid open the door. He gave them a quick wave, "Hey guys." 

There were dolphins playing in the water just off the rear deck. They had once been his beasts, although that was no longer the case, they were still very friendly toward him. 

"Let's gather all the members of Inferno and then meet up at the beach." Nix slid his Salamander suit on and then put the Malu Aquatic over it. He wasn't planning on an undersea excursion, but it paid to be ready. 

A few minutes later, Inferno was gathered in a small circle on the beach. They were studying the map Nix had brought up on his hud. 

Semmi seemed a bit confused. "So... there's no guards?" 

"None," Nix affirmed. He handed everyone bags that he had tailored. "It's like Christmas, fill everything up with items from your assigned area. Just in case there are some security surprises I don't know about, in and out in five minutes." 

They held hands, each of them still looking a bit confused. Was this a raid or a shopping trip? "Semmi you are with me." 

He activated Deep Blue and then chose Gladis Hub: LifeStyle Village.


Chapter 42: Gladis Hub

The courtyard around the platform was empty in the mid-morning hours. Generally speaking, the crafters of the LifeStyle Village were working hard to finish their daily quotas. Semmi stopped and stared with the rest of the Inferno Guild. 

She glanced at Nix who seemed more amused than anything else. "Is this a mall? Holy Shit Nix." 

"Come on, let's get going." He grabbed her hand and left the main courtyard and headed upstairs to the second level west wing where the Artificers were located. "Stealth here and take everything from Darsi's work station while she is talking to me." 

Semmi pinched his side, "do your best Nix."

Nix entered the room, there was only one artificer working. According to his map, she shared this work station with two alchemists. None of them looked up when he walked in, He smiled at the ponytailed girl. "Really good concentration guys." 

Darsi stared at him, her blue eyes wide with shock. "Trip-Seven..." 

The two male alchemists in the room glanced at him, neither paying much attention. Semmi snatched everything out of Darsi's finished bin while she stared at Nix. 

"This is a hold-up, please step away from your work-stations." Three green strands shot from Nix's outstretched hand, they waved threateningly in front of the three crafters. Each of them felt the intense heat pulsing from the emerald flames.

Semmi couldn't help but snort at his expression, she finished all three bins and headed toward the door. She tapped Nix's shoulder on the way out. 

Darsi slammed her hand on the counter, just before she noticed the empty bin. "God in heaven... You are robbing us?" 

Nix nodded in affirmation "Yes, I said that already."

Darsi sighed heavily, "Can you give me back my Phelinomia bracer?" 

Nix shook his head, "No way... What time do you finish your daily quotas?" 

"My companions and I are done by 14:00 every day." Darsi stared at the smiling Nix. "I messed up, I wish I had done things differently." 

"Have all your friends on the platform tomorrow at 15:00." He turned and trotted out the door. By the time he arrived back at the entry point, the rest of the raid group had already returned. He activated Deep Blue and chose Sea-World.

***********

Nix walked down dock carefully inspecting the bounty they had picked up, there were several different kinds of melee and ranged weapons. Walking a bit further he ran into the armor section, it started at cloth armor and ended with some enhanced plating. At the end of the dock, there was a combination of potions, artifacts, and jewelry. 

Not many things impressed Jun Li, but this was a haul bigger than anything she had seen in any raid. She was looking through the jewelry very carefully, everything they brought back was high end. 

Nix leaned back against the dock post and waited for everyone to assemble. All of Inferno finally finished picking through the loot, no one had asked for anything yet. 

"How is this sort of haul possible Nix?" Jun Li had walked into the weapons area and had literally taken everything, no one lifted a finger to stop her. 

"Who here has heard of the Gladis Corporation?" 

Semmi considered her answer before answering, "they are a massive VR corporation, recently they've been delving more into games like Colonial." 

Nix nodded, he figured Semmi would definitely have heard of them. "The Gladis Corporation recently purchased the contracts of non-violent felons to work as lifestyle players. The place we just visited is called the Gladis Hub."

"Holy shit Nix!" Ronnie had been standing next to her sister, her dark face wore a huge smile. "We just stuck it to Gladis Corp?" 

Semmi watched him carefully. "That woman called you Trip-Seven." 

"Inmate 777, that was my designator while I was at the Gladis reception area. I escaped before being assigned to the Lifestyle Village." 

Semmi clapped her hands together. "An escaped felon? How does she know you if you escaped from reception?" 

"Oddly enough there's an empty room across the hall from her that has my designator and picture on it." 

Semmi raised an eyebrow, "For real?" 

"Yes, they used an artifact to change my binding point back to the Gladis Hub. I died and was respawned at the LifeStyle Village." 

Jun Li cussed loudly, "those black diamonds were used to make that artifact?"

"Yes," Nix answered truthfully. "However, without all the stones it became a one-time use item." 

******************

"There it is." Wind pointed to a large drafting table a hundred feet from shore. A few moments later the three of them landed and approached. 

Nix placed his hand on the table and instantly a menu popped up in his hud. 

[Guild Leader Nix of the Inferno Guild: Please name your guild's island.]

Nix smiled to himself. "Glory." 

[Do you wish to start a settlement on Glory Island?]

"Yes." 

[There are two types of settlement options for this island.]

1) Coastal Settlement. 

2) Inland Settlement. 

"Coastal Settlement." 

[Use the overhead view of your map to choose a site.]

Nix maneuvered the map over the island's natural cove and chose the site. 

[Coastal Settlements come with a dock feature. Build Docks for Glory Island?]

"Yes." 

[You can currently choose one of three support buildings to be built on Glory Island.]

1) Guild Hall

2) Shipyard

3) Guild Portal

Pon pointed to the third option. "Best to go with Portal." 

Wind nodded in agreement. "We already have four ships, so building a shipyard at this point isn't reasonable. 

[Glory Island]

1) Guild Portal

2) Coastal Settlement

3) Dock option

4) Natural Feature Site.

[Total cost: 734,454,040 credits] Keep all options and build Glory Island?

Pon laughed at Nix's face. "Holy shit."

Wind whistled softly, "yeah... that sucks."

"Yes. Build Glory Island." Nix started paging through the available settlement options, there were dozens of different stores and shops that could be constructed. Each of them carried hefty charges. 

[Guild Structures have been built. Inferno has been promoted to level two. Guild chat has been enabled.]

Guildchat: Ronnie: I have a Guild portal icon on my hud! Incoming!

A moment later Ronnie ported to Glory Island, she was quickly followed by the rest of Inferno. 

Nix took a seat on a nearby rock and watched while the docks were being built. As a coastal settlement, they would receive ten initial small shop plots to be given or sold. Additionally, there were two large plots available also. 

"Anyone know a good Innkeeper we could talk into moving here?" Jun Li was smiling at Nix for once, usually, she was serious when he was around. Everyone knew that he had a close relationship with Hyai from the Kindled Spirit. 

Nix returned her smile. "How's that work, Junie?"

She didn't seem to notice that he used her nickname. "The Inn goes with the Innkeeper. She could pay a fee and the KIndled Spirit would be moved from the plot in Cyphix to one here in Glory Island." 

"Hmmm... I'll consider asking her. Pon, I need you to find me a reliable Fire Acolyte for our temple." 

The old fire mage nodded, "I know of several, but Fire Temples require a flame spirit." 

Nix shook his head, "no it doesn't." 

Jun Li pursed her lips slightly, Nix hardly ever said things that were wrong. "In this case Nix... I believe he is right. To receive all the benefits of having an elemental temple, a spirit is required. Or else it would just be a building." 

Nix shook his head again. "Flame spirits are fairly low-level elementals. We don't need one of those, because we have a Fire Nemesis." 

Pon, "oh god."

Jun Li, "you can't be serious." 

"Why not? Temple Spirits are given their own elemental worlds." He had already discussed it with Shae, it would give her a secure place that she could call her own. 

Jun Li glanced between Pon and Nix. "No one has a Nemesis Elemental as their Temple Spirit. How would that even work?" 

Pon scratched his old face as he considered it. "Temple benefits are directly related to the strength of the Elementals residing within its core world. Honestly, I have no idea what would happen if Shae had her own temple." 

"Bring me an acolyte, Pon. You know what Shae is like, so try to find someone who can get along with her." 

Semmi had been listening in on the conversation, she nudged Nix over slightly and sat down next to him on his boulder. "You'll use one of the large plots to build a Temple?" 

"Yes, we are going to need the benefits of a Fire Temple if we intend to make further progress in Mermaid City." 

Nix accessed the settlement menu from his hud and checked the Temple prices. He whistled and closed it immediately. It was nearly five billion credits, he didn't have that kind of money. "How can we land a temple without paying for it?" 

Semmi laughed at the comment. "You want to take someone's temple?

Nansu chose this moment to approach, she was holding hands with Chael. "I'd like an alchemist shop, please. I know it will probably have to wait until a later time, but just keep it in mind."

Nix brought up the menu interface and showed the plot locations for small shops. "See a location you like?" 

Nansu pointed to one that was close to the docks. She was never certain when Nix was serious or joking. 

Nix highlighted the area and then chose the Alchemy shop from a long list of possibilities. He smiled at the look on Nansu's face. All businesses would automatically donate fifteen percent of their profits to the guild. "All done." 

The build options Nix chose only took a few hours to complete. Jun Li volunteered to recruit Ship captains for them, while Semmi would look for a Settlement manager. Nix had a general idea of what he wanted, but he had no idea the best way to get it done. A manager was definitely needed.

A familiar face approached him, Nix was surprised until he remembered that he had given her back the second Deep Blue bracer. 

Mina smiled at him, "I hear you are looking for a Temple?"

Nix nodded, "you know of one?" 

Mina brought up a map and zoomed in on a large building. "The Arcadic Temple."

"Oh god..." Pon stared at her like she had three heads.

Jun Li stared at the map. "That's an Aquarion Temple from Mermaid City, it isn't even part of the raids." 

Nix looked at the map then back at the Aquarion. "I like the way you think Min."


Chapter 43: Glory

A day later at 15:00, Nix ported back into the Lifestyle Village. Darsi, Dalton and five others were waiting next to the platform.

Nix held out a hand. "Everyone please join hands." He waited patiently until everyone complied, then he activated Deep Blue and chose Jenzi.

Darsi stepped off the platform, she had been to Jenzi many times, so she wasn't standing there gawking like the rest of her group. Her eyes were watching Nix. "This entire time, you have an artifact that can do what I spent the last few months trying to accomplish." 

"I suppose so, it's not like I could just tell you that." He glanced at the rest of the group, "tomorrow morning I'll pick you up here at 07:00 and bring you back to the hub." 

"Can I copy the artifact that you use for travel?" 

"I'll consider it, but first you need to show that you can make the daily commute work." 

One of the men who were in the group stepped forward. He was a thin Asian man with close-cropped hair. "So we treat the hub like a regular job, 07:00-15:00, and we can live anywhere in this world?" 

Dalton Moore's face showed that he was still nervous being around, but he could see the sense in the plan. "We meet our quotas and there are no issues from the Gladis Hub." 

Nix nodded, "you can make a lot of credits in Colonial while you are here. You can arrange to keep that so you have something put aside when you are done. It's something to think about."

Darsi smiled at him, her pretty face finally relaxing. "What about the island you mentioned?"

"We are building our own town, there is room for crafters." Nix knew that most of this group would probably be done with their sentences in the next few years. Any shop you started, would still be yours after you are released." 

They were all still staring at him when he activated the Deep Blue and chose Cyphix. He couldn't keep the smile off his face when he noticed the empty lot that had once been the Kindled Spirit. All he had done was mention moving to Glory Island and Hyai had jumped at the chance. Apparently she was tired of the cold and had been wanting to relocate to someplace warmer. 

"Nix!" Hyai was walking down the street with Kyla, both of them were carrying glowing deeds in their hands. 

Nix smiled at the pair, although Hyai's hair was a shade lighter red, the two could have passed for mother and daughter very easily. The gunsmith was well known in Cyphix for doing quality work. "Did you recruit us a gunsmith?"

"Yep." Hyai held up the deed in her hand. To complete the transfer, all Nix needed to do was to assign her a plot large enough on Glory Island and the Inn would construct. The build time was about four hours. 

"Is someone going to come looking for me since I'm stealing all the business owners in Cyphix?" 

Kyla nodded, "the entire town will be missing Hyai's cooking." 

Hyai smiled at the compliment. "Are we going to be the only two business owners in town?" 

Nix held out his hands, "let me show you the site."

The Inn Site was overlooking the cove, Hyai's eyes lit up the moment she saw it. Nix assigned her the plot and she activated her Inn Deed. The small grouped walked along the dock, most of the ten shops would be facing seaward, Nansu and Fajii were already setting up the Alchemy shop which was nearly in the middle of the dock area. 

Nix pointed to plot just to the right of Nansu's. "That's where my Tailor shop is going, all you have to do is choose one that you like." 

He activated the town menu and assigned himself the plot after paying a hefty price. Kyla pointed to the one on the other side of him. "That one works for me." 

He nodded and assigned her the plot, Fajii and Nansu walked out of their shop when they noticed the newcomers. 

"Nansu and Fajii, this is our new Inn Keeper, Hyai and our Gunsmith shop owner, Kyla."

Neither Hyai nor Kyla seemed to mind Fajii being an Aquarion, they were both aware that Inferno was allied with the Souza Accord. Nix had already told them, that this would be an Aquarion friendly island.

***********

By the time Nix made it back to the Sea-World, most of Inferno was lounging on the third deck of his houseboat. 

Shae smiled when she saw him. "Ready for action Nix?" 

He leaned against the rail next to her and nodded at Mina who had been waiting for him so she could start her brief.

"Arcadia is the biggest Temple in Colonia. Capturing a Temple in Colonial is straightforward. Eliminate the temple spirit and kill the acolytes. You can then capture the Temple deed. Once you do that the Temple will automatically deconstruct within a few hours."

Pon was looking at a map on his hud. "How many acolytes and what sort of spirit?" 

"There will be six Aquarion Water mages serving as acolytes. The water spirit is a Lord class spirit. She is currently the highest spirit controlling a Temple in Colonial." Mina shot a glance toward Shae, "at least for now." 

The old fire mage wrinkled his face, "Aquarion water mages are much stronger than their human counterpart." 

"Which is why you, Nix and Sharl will form a team of three to kill each of them." Jun Li had taken on the role of Raid Leader since Nix had asked her. "The rest of us will ensure that you aren't overrun by reinforcements." 

Mina nodded, "initially we can expect that there won't be much reaction, but if they figure out what we are trying to do, we can expect to face an army." 

Shae had been listening to the raid brief. "The Water Lord there is quite old and very strong, we are each other's weakness. If we can successfully take this temple, Mermaid City will be substantially weakened."

Jun Li zoomed in on Pon's map. "Mina has a portal point saved relatively close by. We shouldn't run into any issues before we get to Arcadia. The Main raid group will hit the Courtyard next to the entrance. Here the Temple group of Shae, Nix, Pon, and Sharl will push in. Shae will directly access the elemental world anchored to the temple while the others move on the Acolytes. We will set up in the doorway to create a bottleneck defense. If we can't win this fight in fifteen minutes, everyone will retreat back to Glory. Questions?" 

Ronnie was studying the map, she had wanted to fight with her sister, but her lack of fire gear meant that she would have to be part of the defense. "What sort of benefits will the Temple bring Glory?" 

Semmi had the most Colonial knowledge so she fielded the question. "We can expect a huge fire damage buff, probably thirty percent. Shae will be given an elemental world that is anchored to the temple, this will draw fire mages from all over Colonial. We will also be able to anchor a seed-world to the temple." 

Nix looked up when she said the last part. "Can we anchor the Sea-World to the temple?" 

Semmi nodded, "In a round-about way. Temples come with a tiny speck of a seed world, this is meant for the Acolytes to reside in. Seed worlds all have one thing in common, no matter what their size is. They can be combined."

"That's going to be a fire seed world right," Nix asked? "Won't that be bad if we combine it with a water-world?" 

"That's something no one knows, but if we can manage it then the temple portal will become a private access to the Sea-World." 

**************


Chapter 44: Arcadia Temple

The small raid group was gathered together on Glory island. In attendance were the members of Inferno with the addition of Mina, Milat, and Shae. A few last-minute changes meant that Semmi would accompany the fire team. There had been some fire gear mixed in with the loot from the Gladis hub, Jun Li had decided that Semmi would give them some much-needed scout abilities. 

Mina squeezed Nix's hand, she had argued with Jun Li over not being part of the Acolyte team. In the end, it was decided that her Vilas would be more effective in the temple courtyard helping to hold back the reinforcements. "I can send a few Vila to protect you."

Nix shook his head, "I want you to use them to protect yourself." He was wearing turtle under armor underneath his Salamander suit. He had found an Aquatic ring that had the same qualities as his aquatic gear, thanks once again to the crafters of the Gladis Hub. 

The small group joined hands and instantly ported to Mermaid City. This was not part of the raiding levels, but if you were to look carefully, the Arcadic Temple was on the 8th floor. Nix immediately summoned Soup and Ducky. He patted Soup's head gently. As agreed, Mina led the way through a mostly abandoned city. They ran into a few aquatic sub-species, but nothing that wished to pick a fight with them. They pulled up just before they entered a dense seaweed forest. 

The weeds and sea plants extended twenty feet from the bottom. In the distance, you could see a pyramid-shaped structure surrounded by vast open space. 

Nix whistled softly and glanced at Shae who probably would have been drooling had they not been underwater. "That's way bigger than I imagined." 

"It's wonderful Nix, please work hard for me." Shae had changed slightly since undergoing her nemesis metamorphosis. Her long red hair floated around her in the water, she wore the body-hugging salamander suit and held a flaming staff. 

Sharl, Semmi, Pon, Shae, and Nix moved away from the rest, they would move in fast and get into the temple ahead of the pursuit. It would be vital that the main group managed to block the entrance until they had completed the mission. 

Sharl, Semmi, and Pon all latched on to Soup's shell. Even pulling three people, the Sea Turtle was much faster than them. Shae and Ducky would lead the way with Nix bringing up the rear guard. 

Jun Li made sure everyone was ready, then she gave Shae the thumbs up. Instantly Shae flashed into the Seaweed forest, the small group trailing behind. Jun Li gave them a five-count and then nodded for Mina to lead the way in. 

The entry into the Arcadia Temple was a huge archway that was closed up by white silver doors. The advance group was halfway across the courtyard when they were first spotted. There wasn't a normal guard on the grounds since this was deep into Aquarion territory. 

Nix followed his group closely, he estimated the distance to the pursuit and decided that Aquarion 's would arrive before the raid's main body. Both his hands glowed with green flames. 

[Meteor Storm]

A targeting array formed on the ground covering a space that was 50x50 meters, Nix centered it on the Aquarion guards and the continued toward the door. 

Mina noticed the guards heading to cut them off, "we may have to fight our way to the door!" A moment later green flames rained down on the courtyard, everything it touched screamed in mortal agony, although the flames only did normal damage, it seemed to have a hidden pain modifier attached to it. 

Jun Li was rear guard for the main body, she shook her head at the emerald meteor storm. One spell halted the group of five guards in their tracks and enabled them to make it to the doorway. The massive doors had been opened by the advanced team. "Stealth fighters leave the group and pick TOAs, (Targets of Opportunity) tanks in the doorway, healers to the back." 

Mina set loose her Vilas in the area in front. "Keep an eye on the time, this raid becomes unwinnable in fifteen minutes." 

*********************

Shae pushed through the door and didn't bother to even look at the Acolytes, above the altar was a shimmering blue light that hovered peacefully. The red-head darted through it without looking back. 

Three Acolytes came at them just after they entered. Nix immediately targeted the nearest.

[Befuddle: My Target] 

Ducky weaved her hands gently, the Aquarion responded by stopping in her tracks while slowly swaying back and forth. Six strands shot from his Nix's hands and wrapped around the second, completely immobilizing him. The green flames bit into the Acolytes cloth armor, only a strand wrapped around his throat kept him from screaming. 

Pon targeted the third Acolyte. 

[Wall of Flames]

The flames forced the Aquarion Acolyte back, Sharl ignored the wall and leaped through it with her spear thrust outward, she swept her spear at the Acolytes feet, knocking her to the ground before she skewered her through the abdomen. 

Nix held the strands in place and assisted Sharl by targeting her opponent.

[Comet Strike]

Three balls of green flame burst from his hand, the first two missed but the third took the downed opponent in the chest hurting her badly.

Semmi appeared an instant later and slashed her daggers across the Acolytes throat, finishing her off. "I'll go find the other Acolytes!" She faded from view, her voice trailing after her. 

Sharl turned back toward the other two, shaking her head in amazement. The one Nix held in his green flame strands was nearly dead already. She slashed it once across the back and stepped back when it crumbled to the floor. 

Pon targeted the third one with his strongest spell. 

[Balefire]

A white flash of brilliant flame knocked the befuddled Aquarion to the ground. Nix quickly targeted her again with his version of the spell.

[Balefire]

The green flame flashed at the Aquarion, a moment later she disenigrated into nothing. Nix fell to his knees, his head spinning. 

Pon helped him to his feet. "Oh... Shae said that you shouldn't use Balefire yet, the Salamander version uses all your remaining mana. It's meant for last resorts." 

Nix frowned at he old mage, "you did that on purpose."

Pon nodded, "can't have a young runt showing me up!" The old mage cackled and then moved behind Sharl. 

Sharl didn't hide the smile on her face. "Read the spell description noob, it says that right?" 

"Damn it... Aren't we on the same team?" 

Sharl nodded, "sure." 

Pon grinned wickedly at him. "Yep."

**************

Shae paused when she arrived in the elemental world, she immediately felt the weakening effects of being in a Water Lord's Elemental domain. 

WHO DARES ENTER MY WATER WORLD?

Shae frowned at the voice, such arrogance in front of an Elemental Nemesis was mind-boggling. "Enough of the posturing old fool. Show yourself and we'll talk this over properly." 

An old-looking man appeared in front of her. His ocean blue eyes throbbed with the power of a Water Lord. "A Nemesis comes to my temple? Why?" 

Two swords made of flame appeared in Shae's hands, her flaming aura lit up around her driving the Water Lord back a step. "I'm taking this temple for my own. Leave now and you will escape with your life."

The old man laughed at the sight of her. "You think too much of yourself. If this was neutral ground you'd stand a chance." A shield made of shimmering blue water appeared on one arm while he pulled a blue trident out of the water surrounding them. 

****************

Nix held the fourth Acolyte with all of his strands while Pon, Semmi, and Sharl fought the fifth one. Ducky had the last of them befuddled off to one side. Since all of Nix's mana was gone, there wasn't much he could do. He hadn't brought mana potions and so was relegated to strictly crowd control. He cursed the laughing fire mage in his head. 

Sharl finished off the fourth Acolyte and targeted Ducky's mob. This would give Nix's strands more time to weaken the last Acolyte. 

Pon assisted Sharl and hit her target with his Balefire spell, he felt a bit guilty when he glanced at his frowning guild leader. He tossed him a mana potion after the fifth Acolyte died. 

Nix opened the bottle and downed it without even looking. Instantly he felt the warm presence of his fire mana flowing through him again. "Thanks, Pon." 

The old mage nodded, "don't use it all at one time noob." 

***************

"This is what you get when you invade my world, little salamander." The old man looked exhausted, but his smile was triumphant. The Nemesis knelt on the ground with a spear thrust through her side.

"Stupid tricks..." Shae's eyes blazed with red flames, she had the old man beaten to a standstill when they sprang the trap on her. There were two Water Lords in this domain. 

A blue-haired woman laughed from behind her. "I'm his mate, so of course my strength is his." 

Shae spit some of her flaming blood on the ground in disgust, she stared at the old man who was still laughing. "All you've done is cause her death. Do you think I have no one?" 

[Summon: Spirit Bond]

A moment later a yellow-eyed human appeared beside her. Right away his intelligent eyes read the situation. "You okay Shae?" 

Shae nodded toward the female elemental as she painfully removed the spear from her side. "Stall her." 

[Aura Ignition]

A green flame pulse outward from him, causing both Water Lords to scream in pain. A dozen green tentacles waved madly around him. All of them instantly wrapped around the female. 

The old Water Lord had scoffed when his opponent summoned a human. He wasn't sure how he could enter the elemental world, but he had done so. The green flames coming off him were horrifyingly painful. His mate screamed loud enough to shake the water world. He flashed toward her without a second thought, unbelievably he had forgotten Shae's presence for a split second. 

Shae thrust both swords through his chest, impaling him as he sped past her. He collapsed on the ground just before he got to Nix. He watched powerlessly while the Nemesis walked past him and beheaded his mate. 

Nix released his aura, not bothering to watch as Shae killed the remaining Water Lord. "We need to go now Shae."

Shae nodded and took the Temple Deed that had appeared over his corpse. "I can always count on you Nix."


Chapter 45: Fire Palace

A half-hour later the Inferno guild was discussing the Arcadia Raid. Mina hadn't lost any of her Vilas, but several of them would be down for a few days. 

"You vanished just as we finished off the last Acolyte." Sharl had thought Nix had ported out, he was using both hands to hold strands when he disappeared.

"I summoned him." Shae was still holding the glowing deed in her hands. "There were two Water Lords in the temple. They sprang a trap on me that caught me by surprise."

Pon whistled softly, "two of them?" He stared at Nix, if his emerald fire strands could hold a Water Lord, then Nix was the strongest fire mage on Colonial. "A Water Lord should have tossed him around like a toy." 

Shae pushed an errant strand of red hair behind her ear. "He held her without assistance, even I am not sure what those flame strands are."

Nix stood up and stretched his tired body. The depletion of his mana had completely worn him out. He would have to be more careful in the future. "Let's head to the temple site." 

The group walked toward the middle of the Island. There was a small hill with a level area on top. This was the temple site. Nix activated the Island menu and chose the temple site. He nodded to Shae who walked toward the middle of the plot. 

[You have a Temple Deed and an Elemental being. Do you wish to construct a Fire Temple?]

"Yes." 

Both Shae and the deed she held vanished. The entire hill became a whirling cloud of smoke and flame. The Inferno guild quickly retreated back to town. The Temple was a 12-hour build. 

Nix noticed that the Inn had been completed, so he led the group there. Hyai had kept the name, it was still the Kindled Spirit. The Inn had been upgraded automatically when it was built, the tables, booths, and chairs were all new again. He took a seat at the bar and waited while the rest of Inferno did the same. 

Surprisingly Sila walked in from the backroom and moved behind the bar to serve. "Heya Nix!" She served him a pint first and then started filling up mugs for everyone else. 

Nix grinned at her, he hadn't seen much of her since the raid on Cyphix. Her short brown hair had grown to shoulder length. Her baggy clothes still did nothing to hide her impressive curves. "What are you doing here Sila?"

She hesitated in front of Mina, not sure if Aquarions liked to drink. She poured when Mina nodded.

"Mina this is Sila, a friend of mine from Cyphix. Sila this is Mina, she is the leader of the Souza Accord." 

To her credit, Sila smiled pleasantly, even though it was her first time meeting an Aquarion. "I'm here helping Hyai for a few days, Nezbit and Donri are here also. "

Nix had grouped with the three of them shortly after his arrival in Colonial. Nezbit was also one of the clerics that had been captured during the Cyphix raid. "Is this a coincidence?"

Sila grinned at him but didn't answer right away as she continued to pour. When she was finally done she walked back to the middle of the bar and leaned her elbows on the smooth wood. The act caused her large breasts to squeeze together, Nix did his best not to stare. "We've left our guild and want to join Inferno. If you'll have us." 

Nix didn't really have to think about it. The three of them were all in the mid-30s, with a small push they could make 50 and start gearing up. "We'd love to have you." 

A few minutes later Nix left by himself and walked down the short path to the docks. His tailor shop had been completed. He walked in and opened the small double doors to let some of the sea air in. He had used the Shop menu to have Nix's Tailor Shop painted on the window. Inside were several rows of hangers, followed by a few large flat tables and some bins. There was a workstation in an attached backroom. The backroom had stairs leading up to a second floor that could serve as storage or a living area. He used his inventory from Gladis Hub to stock the workstation and was just wrapping up when he heard footsteps in the store. 

Nix peeked through the curtain leading to the back room and smiled at the young woman who had walked in. "Hey, Kyla." 

Kyla was wearing the red dress that Nix had made her, for once her hair was down. She had always reminded him of his sister Lisa. It was her smile, it turned a normal face into a stunning beauty. 

"I 'm going to head over to the Inn to eat." Her shop was set up like Nix's, she had been unpacking her personal things in the living area. 

"I'm heading that way also." Nix locked up his shop and then walked back toward the Kindled Spirit. There was a group of people standing outside watching the sunset. Nix had to admit, Colonial sunsets could be breath-taking. 

Kyla stopped outside to mingle a bit, she had made friends with Nansu during the day and decided to chat with her. 

The Kindled Spirit had the same warm feeling he remembered. He headed up the stairs, Hyai continued to insist that the luxury suite was his. Halfway up the stairs, he heard her voice.

"I made some beef stew if you feel like eating something." Hyai had just walked out of the kitchen with a tray for one of the nearby tables. 

Nix nodded, "that would be great. Going to get cleaned up a bit, then I'll be down." 

Hyai shook her head, "get some rest Nix, I'll bring it up when things slow down." 

A few minutes later Nix was submerged up to his chin in hot water. His clothes were tossed in a pile next to the bed.

***************

Nix was shaken awake several hours later, landing on the hard floor woke him up. The entire room seemed to be tilting as he stumbled to the door and down the steps. He managed to make it outside without further mishap, all of Glory island was rumbling. He headed to the back of the inn toward the Temple site. 

"Holy Shit." Molten rock was flowing down a steep volcano that seemed to sprout from nowhere. It continued to rise skyward with small eruptions sending rock and lava into the air. By the time the rumbling stopped, all of Inferno had joined him.

Smoke clouds swirled around the site for several more minutes before finally clearing. The base of the volcano had become a serene white marble temple with huge stone columns and a large courtyard. There were dozens of fountains that flowed with flaming liquid, Nix felt a huge surge of strength when started walking toward the entrance. 

Colonial System Message: A Fire Palace has been constructed on Glory Island. All Inferno Guild members receive a +50 percent to fire-based damage. All Inferno Fire mages receive a mana boost of 30 percent. The Fire Palace may be chosen as a binding point. All weapons made in the Fire Temple smithy are automatically fire-based weapons. 

Nix felt someone grab his arm, he turned to see an excited Pon. He had a half dozen robed women with him. "These your daughters Pon?" 

The old mage made a face at him but didn't reply. "These are all fire mages who volunteered to become Acolytes." 

"So many?" Nix glanced back at the temple, there was no sign of Shae yet. "Suppose I'll go get her." 

The group let him get several yards ahead before they followed him. Nix walked across the courtyard to the intricate red gold doors. They were quite warm to the touch and opened easily when he pushed against them. 

Inside were more columns and white marble floors, in the distance he could see an altar. He stopped for a moment and turned back to Pon. "Six isn't going to be enough Acolytes Pon." 

The old fire mage nodded, "I wasn't expecting this." 

Above the altar was a swirling mass of fire. Nix couldn't feel any heat emanating from it when he approached. There was also a set of green leather armor folded neatly along with a wooden staff, a rifle, a spear, a shield, a sword, and two daggers. 

Shae stepped from the fire a moment later. Her red hair seemed to be in flames as it floated casually in the air behind her. She wore a suit of red mail and held flaming swords in each hand. When she saw Nix, the swords faded into nothing and she stepped toward him. 

Nix returned the smile that she gave him. "These are pretty nice digs Shae. I wonder if my.." He was interrupted when she grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him. 

She released him but latched onto his hand. "It seems like meeting you has been one benefit after another for me. I've named you the Fire Palace Champion." 

Nix let himself get pulled closer to the altar, where Shae handed him the green leather armor. He slipped it on without a second thought. It was warm and comfortable. 

[Aura Ignitition] 

Green flames crackled and swirled around him, the fire mages nearby all stepped closer when they noticed they had received a fire-based attack buff. 

Pon read the buff out loud. "Emerald Champion +100 to Attack, stacks with all attack based buffs. Four-hour duration." 

Nix looked at the stats on the leather armor. 

Emerald Armor [Growth Type]

Unique: Elemental

All stats increased by ten.

Fire-based attacks use thirty percent

less mana. 

"My aura ignition causes an ATK buff?" Nix dropped his aura and watched as Shae handed out the weapons on the altar. Pon received the Fire Staff, Banzi received the spear and shield, Chael received the rifle, Jun Li received the sword and the two daggers went to Semmi and Wind.

Shae smiled and thanked everyone. "Once a month I can make armor and weapons in the Temple Smithy. Within a few months, everyone will have a set of fire-based weapons." 

Pon motioned for the Acolytes to move forward. "Shae these fire mages volunteered to serve here. I will find more when I can." 

Nix moved away from the group and accessed Deep Blue, he chose the Sea World and right away received a system message.

[You are accessing a personal seed world in the vicinity of your temple's seed world. As the Temple Lord, you may combine the two seed worlds. Do you wish to combine them?]

"Yes." He glanced at Shae, she was talking with the Acolytes. Why wasn't she the Temple Lord? 

[Please wait an additional four hours for the seed melding to take place.]


Chapter 46: Fortifying Glory

Nix arrived at Jenzi platform a few minutes before 07:00. All seven members of the Gladis Hub were waiting for him. He offered them membership in Inferno. 

Darsi seemed surprised by the offer. "What brought this on Nix?" She liked calling him Trip-Seven, but she didn't want to antagonize him further.

"It's for ease of travel. By joining Inferno, you will receive a Guild portal icon on your hud. That means you can leave the Gladis Hub unassisted." 

Darsi smiled at him, "I can make us all 'return to binding point' bracers. They aren't complicated at all. As long as our binding point is the Hub, we'll be able to go back and forth easily." 

Nix nodded, "that's what I'm thinking also." He held out his hand and Darsi grabbed it. A few moments later he dropped them off at the Gladis Hub and then returned to Glory Island. 

He covered a yawn when he stepped off the Glory platform. 

Guildchat: Nix: Going to check out the Sea-World now. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: If my houseboat is damaged, I'm going to want compensation!

Guildchat: Nix: Sure, just ask Shae for reimbursement.

The Palace courtyard was empty as he walked through it. The beautiful Red Gold doors were open, Nix could hear the sound of voices coming from within. Pon was there with three additional Acolytes, bringing the total to nine. They were all huddled around the old mage, hanging on his every word. 

Nix held up a hand and waved. "Hey guys, don't let me interrupt." He guilded all of the Acolytes as he passed through. To his surprise, each of them bowed low to him. 

Off to one side of the altar was a small platform. The temple in Cyphix had a similar one, it was where he had respawned after freezing to death the last time. 

[Initial Set up of the Fire Palace portal, please choose permissions from the following choices.]

1: Inferno Members only.

2: Access on individual Basis.

3: Unlimited Access.

"Inferno Members only."

[Access to Temple Seed World has been established. Please choose permissions from the following choices.]

1: Inferno Members only.

2: Access on individual Basis.

3: Unlimited Access.

"Access on individual Basis."

[Initial Set up has been completed. Please return to the platform menu to change any choices.]

Nix opened the guild roster and gave the original Inferno members access, then he stepped on the platform and chose the Sea-World. 

His feet stepped directly onto the beach. He breathed a sigh of relief to see that the marina was still intact. The small cottage on the beach had grown again. He turned to see acres and acres of rolling plains, covered in knee-high grass. The Seed World seemed to have doubled in size, with just about all of that being land. 

Guildchat: Nix: Everything is fine, none of the houseboats were damaged. 

Most of the Aquarions had remained on the Sea-World during the melding, they walked out of the water when they saw him. 

"I can't believe this is the same tiny world I use to play in as a child." Mina walked up behind him, she had used the Deep Blue bracer to access the world. 

Nix gave her portal access to the Sea-World and started adding Aquarions one by one. When she noticed what he was doing, She had them come up and present themselves. Adding six-hundred Aquarions to the portal permissions only took a few minutes. "Now each of you may come and go as you please." 

Fajii was one of the last ones to receive permission. "Thank you, Nix." She knew that he was giving up something quite valuable so that her people would have a safe haven. 

"Yes. Thank you." Mina placed a hand on his shoulder, they had been fighting alongside each other for weeks now and had developed a good sense of camaraderie. 

Nix used his guild portal icon again and walked toward his Tailor shop. 

Guildchat: Darsi: Can we chat later Nix? I'll meet you at the docks at 15:00. 

Guildchat: Nix: Sounds good. It' would be nice if each of your co-workers introduced themselves to the guild. 

Guildchat: Darsi: Sure Nix. I'm Darsi, I'm an Artificer.

Guildchat: Dalton: I'm Dalton, a cobbler. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: You make desserts?

Guildchat: Sharl: Oh god..

Guildchat: Dalton: Shoes and boots.

Guildchat: Pinwall: I'm Pin, I'm a Chef.

Guildchat: Lena: Lena here, I'm a Carpenter.

Guildchat: Sorbie: I'm Sorbie, I make jewelry. 

Guildchat: Blitz: I'm Blitz, I make bladed weapons.

Guildchat: Moki: I'm Moki, I am an armorer.

Nansu and Fajii were standing in front of the Alchemy shop when Nix arrived at his door. Nansu offered him a smile, "Are those people from Gladis going to open shops here?" 

Nix shrugged, "Not really sure, but I hope so." He knew from experience that the Gladis Hub possessed the best crafters. 

He spent a few hours working in the backroom. He made a few bins of both male and female undergarments, then moved on to swimsuits. Finally, he made a custom black suit for himself and slipped it on. He made two more generic versions for the mannequins. 

He stretched his arms over his head, it had been a long time since he had dressed up. Most of Inferno was at the Kindled Spirit when he walked in. The sudden silence pulled Hyai out of the kitchen. Nix waved and took a seat at the bar. 

Wind had been sitting with Banzi across the room, they instantly made a bee-line for him. King Lubo was sitting comfortably on his shoulder. He jumped nimbly to Nix's shoulder and patted his cheek. 

"Hail the King." Nix used a finger to rub his smooth stomach, the King half-closed his eyelids and enjoyed the attention for a moment before jumping back to Wind. 

Wind sat down next to him, "you make that suit Nix?" 

Nix nodded, "Yes. A hundred thousand credits. Currently, I can make blue, black and gray." 

Wind gave him a rare smile. "I'll take three, one of each color." 

Banzi nodded in agreement, "Same for me boss." 

"Pick them up at the shop tomorrow." He caught Hyai's eye and motioned for her to join him. She finished serving the table and walked over. 

"Looking great Nix! What's the occasion?" She was just finishing up with the lunch crowd.

"Just advertising my product. Want to head to Rhatia? It has a nice river-walk down by the channels."

"I don't have anything fancy to wear Nix." 

He handed her a white box, "There are a few different colors, I'll wait." 

A half-hour later, they were walking down the boardwalk that bordered the channels. The trees overhanging the walkway were blooming with yellow flowers. Hyai had chosen a simple white dress with spaghetti straps. She wore matching white sandals. They relaxed and enjoyed the night air while taking in the parade of boats that traveled the channel-way. 

Hyai leaned her head against him, a smile on her freckled face. "Been a while since someone has treated this old woman so nicely Nix." 

"For an old woman, you are getting a lot of looks from the men walking by. I may have to fight my way out of here to keep you." 

Hyai laughed at the comment, she was aware that several men had stopped to stare openly at them. 

By the time they had walked the length of the channel, they had a dozen people keeping tabs on them, both male and female. 

"Where did you get those clothes?" 

A man and woman were pulling a small cart down the walk on the opposite side of the channel, they had noticed them and had stopped to watch. It was the man who spoke loud enough to carry across the water. 

"I made them. I have a small Tailor shop on Glory Island." Nix pulled Hyai back toward the Rhatia platform, it was still early enough to meet up with Darsi. 

"I enjoyed the stroll Nix. Thanks for inviting me." 

************

Darsi and her group were standing on the docks when Nix returned. They were talking with Nansu, Kyla and Fajii. They seemed curious about Fajii, but since they were from the Gladis Hub, they had no real understanding of the ongoing conflict between the two races.

"Are these shop plots still available for sale?" Darsi was nearly done with a three-year sentence, if she could establish a business in Colonial, she could have something nice to fall back on when she got out. 

Nix understood the concerns of these crafters. "Yes. Not only that, when you leave Colonial, we will hold them for you until you are able to return." 

Darsi glanced at her companions. "We would like the remaining plots. Would that be acceptable?" 

Nix hid his smile, he had been hoping these crafters would start shops on the dock. Crafter made items were in high demand and in some cases were better then the equipment that dropped in raids.

"Nix!" Jun Li called his name, much louder then she meant to. She was with a small group, two men and three women. 

Nix used the Island menu to assign the Crafters their own shops and then walked toward Jun Li. All four of the people with her looked like pirates. "What can I do for you Juni?" 

Jun Li didn't mind him using her nickname, they had become good friends in recent weeks. "These are the captains I've hired for our ships." He had specifically asked her to hire five captains, she still wasn't sure what the last one was for.

Nix bowed slightly. "Nice to meet you. I"m Nix, the guild leader of Inferno." He glanced at the ship berths and noticed they were still empty. "Where are the frigates?"

"Semmi has them in Espana. It's possible to upgrade them with certain features before launch. Waiting until after increases the cost quite a bit." (Launch refers to removing them from their bottle)

Guildchat: Nix: Can you check out ferry shuttles while you are in Espana, Sem?" 

Guildchat: Semmi: Sure, how big are you thinking.

Guildchat: As big as they come. Once people realize what we have here, we should get a pretty big daily crowd.

Guildchat: Semmi: The biggest is a thousand passenger, just under 500 million.

Guildchat: Nix: Get it for me. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Um... you're paying me back right?

Guildchat: Nix: Sorry, you're breaking up.

"Nice to meet you guys." Nix waved at them and headed toward the palace. He hadn't checked out Shae's Elemental world yet. 

Halfway to the Temple, Nix slipped his green armor back on. As he approached the altar, Pon and a few of the Acolytes watched him. "Something on my face Pon?" 

The old fire mage shook his head. "What you doing Nix?" 

Nix pointed at the ball of flame hovering above the altar. "Right there. I"m going in." 

Pon shook his head, "Unless Shae brings you in personally, you'll probably be incinerated." 

Nix shrugged at them, "We'll see." 

[Aura Ignition]

Bright emerald-colored flames swirled around Nix and then pulsed outward. He leaped toward the swirling ball of flame above the altar and disappeared from sight.


Chapter 47: Brown Flames

Nix had been expected a world of flame and molten rock, however, the reality was quite different. The air was a bit heavier, and it bore the faintest hint of brimstone. There were dozens of pools with steam coming out of them. The entire area was lightly forested. 

"Nice of you to finally show up." A voice spoke to him from close by. He turned to see Shae floating casually on the surface of one of the pools. Her red hair was slicked back on her head, she beckoned him with a finger. 

He removed his armor while he walked toward her. "This is way more water than I was expecting Shae." 

He placed a barefoot in and right away pulled it out. "Trying to cook me?" 

Shae nodded, "That coincides with my plans to eat you... so yes." 

Nix laughed and ignited his aura. This time when he stepped in he felt only the pleasant warmth of his own flames. The bottom of the pond was a spongy porous stone that he had never seen before. "Is that brimstone?" 

"Yes..." She moved closer, not hesitating to embrace him despite his flames. She placed a hand on his shoulder and closed her eyes in pleasure. "Did you know that your emerald flames have an extreme pain modifier attached to them?"

"I figured it was something like that. Doesn't seem to bother you though." 

Shae laughed softly, "just the opposite actually. For me, there is a pleasure modifier. I dare say you could be very popular with fire creatures."

"Is that right?" Nix sent a dozen strands to her limbs, while he wrapped his arms around her waist. She could have easily broken free, instead, she leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. 

Shae let her arms and legs be spread apart, her breathing was labored from the pleasure. His warm hands gripped her hips tightly before he entered her causing her to arch her back and moan loudly. 

Her body glowed with red flames that mixed together with his green ones. The colors fused together, making a brown flame both participants seemed to become frantic with need as they pushed against each other. 

"Nix! The flames are brown!" Shae thrust her hips against him while she let the brown flames envelop her, her entire body vibrated as her moans grew louder. 

****************

Afterward, they lay in companionable silence on the grassy banks. Nix had his hands behind his head while he stared up at the reddish sky. Shae had her head on his chest and had decided to entertain herself by tickling him with a blade of grass. 

"Going to scorch that piece of grass in a bit." 

Shae laughed at him, "such scary threats Nix." 

"I've been told I'm scary, it's the eyes." 

She moved over him and planted a kiss on his forehead, "those lovely yellow eyes? Not scary at all." 

"What's the significance of brown flames?" 

Shae sat up slowly, her hand caressing his face. "Brown flames are a very high ranking flame, to advance further than Nemesis, I must cultivate a brown flame." 

"Oh... How are you supposed to do that?" 

Shae gave him a sly look, "until a few minutes ago, I had no idea." 

Nix grinned at her, "so we need more practice then?" 

"Undoubtedly." 

*****************

Nix stepped onto the altar and then hopped onto the marble floor of the Fire Palace. He suspected that time flowed differently within the Elemental World, he could see the rising sun through the open doors of the Fire Palace. 

He used the platform to access the Sea-World and stepped onto the soft sand. On a whim, he decided to check out the cottage. The home had increased in size, adding a second story, two more bedrooms, and a bathroom. The kitchen was now separated from the living room by a large island that had a half dozen stools around it.

Mina walked in while he was checking out the space, she had been living in the home ever since Nix moved into the houseboat. "Going to move back in Nix? There's plenty of room."

Nix shook his head. "Maybe when I get tired of the houseboat. I kinda like the gentle sway of the water."

"We can attempt an advancement in Mermaid City after Shae distributes some more fire gear."

Guildchat : Semmi: I hired a dozen shop workers in Espana today, one for each shop and two for the inn.

Guildchat: Nix: Nice job Sem. 

Guildchat: Semmi: And one huge ferry. Come down to the dock and see the fleet, the frigates have been launched.

Guildchat: Nix: Be there in a bit.

Guildchat: Semmi: Bring my 500 mil.

Guildchat: Nix: No idea what you are talking about. 

"Come on Min, you're going to be with me anyway." 

Mina followed him out the door to the new Sea-World platform that accessed the Temple. "What do you mean?" 

They walked through the Temple together, Nix could have used his guild icon to bring him to the dock area, but since Mina was with him he decided to walk with her. "It means I want you to pick a dozen of your best melee fighters, some of the new stealth ones would be great. You and I are going to do some privateering."

Mina looked confused but quickly changed the subject. "I've chosen another person for the spare Ricoli artifact." 

Nix enjoyed having pets, they made the sticky situations more survivable. "Who'd you pick?" 

"Fajii." Mina watched his expression turn into a frown. "You don't like the choice?" 

"It's up to you, but no I don't like the choice." 

Mina considered his words while they walked. "May I ask why?" 

"She's an Alchemist, in the event of her death you would lose two valuable assets." 

"She has high compatibility with magic, but you present a valid point. I will reconsider." 

Nix nodded, "And I like her. That shouldn't be a reason probably. I like you also, yet I gave you one." 

"It's nice that you want to protect us Nix. We want to protect you also." 

He stopped when he stepped onto the docks. The Navy Frigates were like nothing he had ever seen. Three Main masts and two additional smaller sails fore and aft. The cannons had been drawn out, he counted 56 of them. "That is what I call a ship." 

The nearest berth was occupied by the Ferry that Semmi had brought back, starting tomorrow he'd have it make a daily trip to the coastal city of Balta, which was part of Rhatia. The next four ships were identical except for the names. The Venture, the Scimitar, the Crane and the Phoenix. He smiled and stopped at the last one. 

"This one is mine!" Nix said it out loud, he had just noticed that Semmi and Jun Li were onboard the Crane. 

Semmi leaned on the rail of the Crane. "You like that one Nix?" 

Nix nodded and headed up the gangplank. A woman with short dark hair stood on the deck. Nix stopped abruptly. "Permission to come aboard Captain?"

The woman nodded and Nix stepped onto the deck. "Welcome Sir, I'm Captain Delphi. I take it the Phoenix is to be your FlagShip?"

"Without a doubt, tell me about the ship Captain." 

"She's a 56er with 24-pound cannons, dual deepwater rudders that can turn this girl on the head of a pin. Sturdy hardwood construction with berths for 130 sailors."

"Hmm... Can you pull those sails off for me? The smaller ones too, I just need them for a bit." 

"Er... You want to detach the sails, sir?" 

"Will that take a long time?" Nix examined the closest sail, there appeared to be dozens of attachment points.

"Well, strictly speaking the crew is loafing a bit since we're a new crew." Delphi considered it for a moment and then a smile spread to her face, "it'll be good for them. All crewmembers on deck, detach the three mains immediately as well as the fore and aft assists." 

He had the first sail next to his feet within five minutes, his inventory was opened while he considered his choices. Tailors had all sorts of choices when it came to changing cloth. They could color it, strengthen it, make it lighter and even choose from hundreds of patterns or images to be transferred onto it. He chose to make the cloth white, it was already an off-white, but the color difference was several shades. He cycled through his choices of images until he found a red phoenix that was covered in beautiful orange flames. He chose the sail to be modified and then combined it with white silk for lightness. The end result cost him 200 thousand credits. 

Phoenix Sail

Description: A beautiful white sail

emblazoned with the image of a majestic

Phoenix. + 20 to Sail Speed. + 10 to turn radius.

The grumbling crew watched while Nix changed the huge canvas sail. Within a few minutes, the replacement left them speechless. 

"Reattach it and bring us the rest!" Delphi barked at them, her eyes staring at the sail. 

Within an hour, the Phoenix Sails were in place, Nix was standing with Mina who hadn't taken her eyes off them. "You like them Min?" 

"I think so." Mina had only seen the briefest flash of red, but she did notice the sails seemed much whiter Only Nix knew exactly what the design was. Since they were quickly furled, no one could see them.

Nix gave her thumbs up and then turned to the captain. "I want to see the crew below deck please."

Captain Delphi nodded. "Right away Nix."


Chapter 48: Shake-down Run

Although the Phoenix was equipped for 130 berths, there were currently only 115 sailors on board. That was more than enough for a Shake-out Run. Pon, Sharl and Jun Li had each taken a ship out while Nix was below deck. 

"How can you do that so fast Sir?" Captain Delphi was wearing a sharp-looking red overcoat with red pants and a white shirt. In a relatively short period of time, he had made the crews uniforms as well. They wore red pants that stopped at the knee with a white shirt. He had added a swim component to the pants and an AC (Armor Class) component to the shirt. 

Phoenix Uniform

Shirt: Common

Description: + 100 to 

Cooling Effect. + 5

to AC.

Phoenix Uniform

Pants: Common

Description: +100 to

Cooling Effect. Underwater

breathing.

One by one the crew put on their new uniforms, the cooling effect was immediately popular. Nix had put the same effect on Delphi's uniform. 

Nix smiled at the three empty berths, "looks like they got the jump on us. How about you show me what the Phoenix can do?" 

Captain Delphi smile, she wore a red bandanna over her short hair instead of a hat. Her perfect smile was marred by a slight chip on her front tooth. "I'd love to Sir." 

"Just Nix is fine Captain." 

*****************

Jun Li and Semmi were at the front of the ship, enjoying the sea breeze as the Crane cut through the waves. To the right, they were kept pace by both the Scimitar and the Venture. 

Jun Li was watching the competition since the ships were the same they weren't able to gain much ground. Pon was the closest on the Venture while Sharl seemed content to bring up the rear on the Scimitar. 

"Maam! A ship has appeared behind us, it's gaining fast." Captain Hoki's deep voice carried from mid-ship. 

"Gaining on us? Are we being attacked?" Jun Li and Semmi both trotted to the stern of the ship, one of the crewman handed them an eyeglass. 

"Bastard." Semmi cursed under her breath and handed it to Jun Li. 

Jun Li couldn't quite make out the ship. "Looks like a frigate. Why is it so fast?" 

Semmi shook her head, "She couldn't be in our wind yet could she?" 

Captain Hoki was a rail-thin man with a bald head. His skin was dark brown from a life spent at sea. "No. She's not in our wind, she's just faster." 

The trailing ship started snaking in the water, quickly gaining on the Crane. Semmi watched as it continued to close, after a moment she scowled. "That's the Phoenix!" 

Jun Li stomped her foot on the hardwood deck. "What kind of fucking sails are those? How come we don't have them?" 

Captain Hoki was staring at the Phoenix Sails, snow-white with a bright Phoenix emblazoned on it. "Custom sails, I have no idea where they would have got them." 

Semmi shared a look with Jun Li. "I know exactly where they came from." 

The Phoenix moved into their wind, effectively putting the brakes on them before coming broad-side to them. Most of the Phoenix crew had moved to the rail to wave. 

Captain Delphi nodded her head to Hoki, before shooting a smile at Nix. "Permission to give them a proper greeting Sir." 

Nix shrugged, "Whatever you like." 

Captain Delphi yelled to her first mate. "Have the men greet them, Louie!"

Nearly a hundred sailors who had been at the rail waving turned around and gave them a half-moon. Nix roared with laughter when he saw them. 

Semmi sighed heavily from the deck of the Crane, "not even a full moon." 

Jun Li's face had turned bright red, "that's kinda rude! Even for Nix." 

Captain Hoki took it in stride, "those uniforms are very sharp." 

Just before sunset, all four frigates returned to Glory Island. Nix grabbed Mina and walked quickly toward his shop. "We should move fast before Junie pesters me about uniforms or sails."

When he arrived at his shop, there was a middle-aged woman waiting for him. She stepped forward and introduced herself. "I'm Nova. Would you be Mr. Nix?" 

Nix nodded, "Are you the shopkeeper hired by Semmi?" As Nix recalled, Nova had been one of the names on the list of people she had hired. 

"Yes, Sir." She looked relieved to finally meet him. All the people who she had been hired with were already assigned to a shop. 

"Just call me Nix, please. Do you have a place to stay?"

Nova nodded, "I'll be commuting from my daughter's house in Espana."

"That's going to get expensive. You may stay above the shop whenever you like, to cut down on the portal prices." Nix gave her one of the keys and then unlocked the door to show her in. 

"Oh my..." Nova glanced around at the products on display. "These are amazing Nix. You made all of this?" 

"Yep. I'll make you some comfortable work clothes." He glanced over at Mina, "Could you see if Kyla has a minute? I'd like to talk to her." 

Nix walked in back and started making a comfortable work uniform for Nova, while he was at it he made a few dresses and several sets of cotton undergarments. He was just finishing up when Mina came back with Kyla. 

"Making me a new dress Nix?" 

Nix returned her smile, "I'll make you a dozen nice dresses if you can take on an ultra-secret mission for me." 

Kyla raised an eyebrow. "Ultra-Secret? Is there danger involved?" 

He chuckled at her, "sure, you could drop something on your foot if you weren't careful. I want to hire you to customize my guns." 

Kyla nodded, "Sure Nix. Another rifle then?"

Nix shook his head and walked toward the front door of his shop. He opened the door slightly and peeked out. "Follow me, Kyla, be quick." 

A moment later he trotted down the dock toward the Phoenix, both Kyla and Mina followed him closely. He stopped at the gangplank and walked carefully toward the deck. 

The first mate was standing nearby watching him, he was a short muscular man covered in interesting tattoos. "You only need to ask permission once a day sir."

"Oh okay. Could you ask Captain Delphi if she has a moment to talk?" 

Louie nodded and then walked off. Nix brought them closer to the hold door. A few moments later Louie returned with the captain. 

Delphi still wore the bright red uniform he had made for her. "Got something else up your sleeve Nix?" She was already getting a good understanding of his personality. 

"Yep, take me to one of the 20-pounders, I need a standard firing crew also." They followed the captain below deck and exited into the cannon alley. 

Nix was looking at 28 cannons, each of them was on a rail and mounted on a pivot. They could fire in either direction merely by flipping them. One deck lower was a mirror image of this one, bringing the total to 56 guns. "Two-person crews for a cannon?" 

Delphi had two sailors with her. "That's correct, a loader and the fuser." 

"In a fight, are the cannons assigned? Or do they just grab the first one they come to?"

"They aren't assigned to a specific cannon."

Nix glanced at Kyla then back at the Captain. "What if they were?" He stepped closer and inspected the cannon. 

Steel Cannon: Twenty-pounder

Description: Fires twenty pound 

projectiles. Max Range: 250 meters.

Effective Range: 100 meters. 

Accuracy 3/10, reload 15 seconds.

Kyla admired the cannon, she liked the smell of new guns. "Why am I here Nix?" 

"Could you customize this cannon to the fuser?" 

Kyla's freckled face showed her surprise. "Customize a cannon?" 

Nix nodded, " it's really just a big gun right?" 

Kyla looked doubtful, "I'm not sure Nix." A small smile crept on her lips, "I really want to try though." 

She spent several minutes inspecting the cannon after she was done she had a list of items she needed. Most of them were basic metals. "I have all of these in stock Nix. You're a crafter so I don't need to tell you how spendy experimenting can be." 

"That's only for the first one, after that we'll be home free. Go get what you need, I will cover the credits." Nix waited, sometimes the cost of crafting new items bordered on ridiculous. 

Kyla returned a few minutes later and set up the first cannon. "Every attempt is 51 thousand credits." 

"Twenty attempts to start then." Nix crossed his fingers as she began to work. Too soon she glanced up at him. 

"That's twenty Nix." She smiled when he transferred more credits to her. 

"Twenty more." 

Halfway through the attempts, her face broke into a big smile. She looked up at him, "Take a look!" 

Steel Cannon: Twenty-pounder

Customized to Fedor.

Description: Fires twenty pound 

projectiles. Max Range: 450 meters.

Effective Range: 200 meters. 

Accuracy 5/10, reload 9 seconds.

Captain Delphi stared at the specs. "Holy Shit..." 

Kyla laughed at their expression. "I never even thought to do heavy armaments." 

Delphi glanced at Fedor, "from now on this is your cannon. Go roust the other fusers." 

"So..." Kyla gave Nix a sly smile. "That's a dozen dresses. Don't be afraid to mix up the colors and patterns. I like orange, but nothing pink, please. Oh, matching underwear too." 

He nodded at her, "I'll get to work on it, you stay here and finish up. Remember... Ultra-secret." 

**************

The next morning Nix sat on the rear deck of his Houseboat with Sharl, Pon, Jun Li, and Semmi. They were all reading the Sea-Farer Quest interface options. Since they had come to the aid of Broyan, the Inferno guild had aligned themselves with the Sea-Farer Faction. There were dozens of Quest options to advance through. 

Jun Li had read through all of the options the night before and had stayed up late discussing them with Semmi. "I think we should take on the Bellator Quest Line. It eventually offers additional ships and the option to upgrade our Guild Town." 

Nix had seen the quest, although it was unreasonable, he refused to touch anything with the Bellator name on it. Madrid Bellator had been one of the primary companies responsible for dumping toxins into water tables and burying barrels without proper insulation. "Sorry Juni, Inferno won't be doing the Bellator Quests." 

Semmi was watching him carefully, Nix didn't wear his emotions on his sleeve. "Which one then?" 

Nix pointed to a singular Quest. "This one." He activated the Quest and displayed in on his Guild Hud. 

Quest: Onion

Duration: Unknown

Description: Take 3-5 ships and scout 

the small island of Veshu. 

Reward: 5000 Sea-Farer faction points.

Jun Li read the question description, "it might be a good place to start. I like the choice."


Chapter 49: Onions

"Where's the quest start?" Mina was looking over his shoulder at the map. 

"We'll enter an instance at these coordinates," Nix pointed to an area in the middle of the ocean. He glanced casually at the rest of the fleet, they were keeping pace but only because Delphi was running at three-quarter sails.

"Contact Captain! Off the port bow!" Louie's deep voice yelled out, "Land-lubbers." 

Captain Delphi glanced at Nix, "Up to you Nix." 

Guildchat: Nix: Small detour, we'll catch up.

"Go get her Captain." Nix grabbed Mina and walked toward the bow where the Aquarion Assault team was waiting. They seemed more nervous than they should be, "relax everyone and work in teams. 

Mina summoned her Vila and assigned one to each of the two-person teams. There were five Aquarion pairs, her and Nix were the odd ones out, they would fight solo where needed. 

The ship they were chasing looked to be slightly larger than theirs, it turned toward the Phoenix and very quickly the distance began to shrink rapidly. 

"Hard to Port!" Captain yelled out the command at three hundred meters, the other boat was still closing the distance. 

Nix watched as the Phoenix turned sharply, by the time they were perpendicular to the closing ship, they were at two hundred meters. "Perfect timing." 

"Fire!" Delphi watched as both mains of the larger ship were shredded by the accuracy of the Phoenix's twenty pounders. "Hard to Starboard!" 

The Phoenix turned again, this time running parallel to the enemy ship, they were at three hundred meters. 

"Let's try our luck, Fire top cannons!" Captain Delphi had her eyeglass out as the top 28 cannons fired. Half of them hit the ship, three of them at the waterline. 

Nix grinned at Mina, "They're dead in the water." 

"Bring us around!" Delphi was about to give the command for fire order when the opposing ship ran up their white flag. She smiled at looked at Nix, "what do you want to do?" 

Nix took out his eyeglass and examined the ship, she was taking on water. The ship was called the Alabaster and belonged to the Nottingham Guild. "Loot it and leave it." Being too heavy-handed would paint a bigger target on them. 

The Phoenix pulled up broadside and a half dozen grappling hooks sailed over, a minute later the two ships were secured. The opposing crew opened their hold and stepped back. Nix was expecting angry faces, but the sailors actually looked relieved. 

"Thanks for the mercy." A voice from beside him called out. She was leaning against the rail also, only a few feet away. "There are too many ships at the bottom of the sea out here." 

Nix eyed the woman, she wore the tradition eyepatch of a pirate. He could see a bad scar that ran the length of her face, so he guessed the patch wasn't a gimmick. "You the captain?" 

"Yes, Captain Faryn, well-fought today." She extended her hand over the rail and they shook cordially. 

Nix noticed that the pinkie finger on her right hand was missing. "Will you be able to make it back to port?" 

She pulled off her bandanna and wiped her forehead with it, she had deep red hair that was tied up in a complicated braid. "It'll be close, we've only materials for half the low hits." 

Nix turned his head and looked at Delphi was had been monitoring her crew. Sometimes crewmen would be overaggressive and start fights with the losers, she didn't want this win to turn into a deck melee. "Can we spare some repair material?" 

Captain Delphi considered it for a moment before nodding, "I'll send what we can spare over." 

"Thank you, Captain." Taryn smiled at Nix and bowed low before turning. "Let's fight another day!" 

Less than half an hour later the Phoenix had resumed its route to the quest coordinates. They were at full sail while Nix and the Captain examined the loot. They had come away with six chests. 

Captain Delphi was all smiles, "it was a good win Nix. What's the split?" 

"Call it a bonus and split it up between you and the crew." Nix patted her on the back and walked away. He wasn't an expert, but he liked what he saw. A new crew had easily taken down the Alabaster. They would only get better. 

Guildchat: Nix: Dalton you around?

Guildchat: Dalton: I'm at the Hub if that's what you mean.

Guildchat: Nix: I'd like to put an order in for 120 pairs of deck shoes.

Guildchat: Semmi: You guys done already?

Guildchat: Nix: Yes, we are enroute.

Guildchat: Jun Li: How much damage did you take?

Guildchat: Nix: None.

Guildchat: Dalton: No problem.

***************

The entrance to the instance was a huge transparent arch in the middle of the ocean. It was a few hundred feet across and perhaps five hundred feet high. More than enough for the ships to enter side by side. 

Colonial System Quest Message: You have entered the Onion Instance.

Quest: Onion

Duration: Unknown

Description: Take 3-5 ships and scout 

the small island of Veshu. 

Reward: 5000 Sea-Farer faction points.

As soon as they entered, a map popped up on everyone's hud. The island of Veshu was shaped like a boot, almost all of it appeared to be densely forested. 

Guidchat: Jun Li: Pon, you go east with Nix. I'll go west with Sharl and we'll meet on the Northside.

The Phoenix took the lead, with the Venture close behind. Delphi lowered sail so that the slower boat could keep up. 

"It's a very nice beach." Nix had an eyeglass and was scanning the shore. It was nothing but pristine white sands as far as you could see. 

Mina was close by, she had her eyes on the water. The Aquarion assault team was still looking nervous. "Relax, we will be able to handle this."

Nix summoned Ducky and Soup and put them both in scout mode. They kept pace with the Phoenix for a few moments before rushing ahead. 

There were several minutes of quiet, as the seconds ticked by the tension seemed to grow. Suddenly there was an explosion in the water, about a hundred meters off the bow. Nix could tell instantly that it had been triggered by Soup's sonic attack. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Mines in the water!!

Captain Delphi was already moving. "Hard to starboard, quarter sail. Free hands to the rail!" 

The Phoenix slowed to a crawl, both Soup and Ducky returned to the ship. Nix slipped his armor off, and dived overboard. 

"We'll scout it out, Captain." Nix latched on to Soup's shell and moved her forward. A splash next to him announced the arrival of MIna. She had two of her Vilas with her. 

They submerged about twenty feet and slowly moved forward, within fifty meters they ran into the first mine. They were circular steel balls that were lined with spikes, someone had lined up hundreds of them. They were anchored to the sea-floor by a long tether that allowed them enough slack to drift a few feet in all directions. 

Nix returned to the side of the ship to talk with Delphi. "Spiked mines that are tethered to the ocean floor, just below the surface. You know anything about these?" 

The captain nodded, "cutting the tether sets them off, best if we find a route through them." 

Nix glanced at Soup, "How about if we just start blowing them up?"

Delphi shook her head, "might set off a chain reaction. That's the last thing you want in an instance like this."

Mina motioned for the rest of her team to join them in the water. "Let's leave the ship and scout as a group. We can easily avoid the mines." 

Nix nodded, "Anchor here, we'll be back." 

Guildchat: Jun LI: What's your status Nix? The Scimitar is hit hard and we have no place to go.

Guildchat: Nix: We were able to discover the minefield before we entered it. Continuing to scout the island without the ships.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Should we do the same?

Guildchat: Nix: If you're bored, take a team and head to the island. 

They had only swum for a few minutes before most of the Vila started acting up. Mina had them all stop. "The Vilas are scared Nix." 

Guildchat: Nix: Get in the water Pon. 

Guildchat: Pon: On my way.

The mines seemed to have cleared away, Nix swam to the surface and sat on Soup's shell while he waited for Pon.

The fire mage arrived a minute later, his eyes were grim. "Something feels off Nix."

A moment later the ocean exploded upward in a titanic mass of blackness. Pon barely had time to curse before a tentacle slapped him into a blood mist.

[Pon has been slain]

Nix summoned his white manta and leapt onto his back while ordering Soup to flee. "The fuck is that?"

A triangular shaped black head covered in bumps lay rose up from the water. It had a massive beak that sounded like cell door slamming when he chomped down the Vilas that lay stunned on the surface.

Guildchat: Wind: Pon was just killed by a fucking squid!

"Bring us about, full sails!" Captain Delphi spared a glance at Nix who had gained altitude quickly on his white manta. 

"Return to the ship Min!"

[Meteor Storm]

The sky took on a green tint for a moment, then emerald fire rained down upon the Kraken. 

A deafening screech of pain filled the air as the Kraken slammed its tentacles into the water. 

[You have been stunned]

Nix felt both himself and his manta falling toward the ocean. He slapped onto the surface and lay there gasping for air.

Mina flashed toward Nix, "Everyone retreat back to the ship!" She was almost to him when she was plucked out of the water by one of the smaller tentacles. 

Nix coughed once, holding his ribs.

[Combustion]

A faint green glow surrounded Nix, he caught a glimpse of Mina's flailing legs. "Bastard!"

The snapping beak echoed in his ears as he raced toward her, without a doubt, he wasn't going to make it. A flash of black announced the arrival of his ally, he jumped on Soups back and a moment later was flung into the air. Eight strands flew from his hands and grabbed the tentacle holding Mina. Another screech of pain from the monster and Nix was grabbed, he twisted enough to ensure that Mina had been dropped. 

The huge maw closed down on him, Nix tried to make himself as small as possible as he was tossed into its mouth. A bit of pain in his legs and then blackness.


Chapter 50: Beast Slayer

Nix retched, the sour taste of bile was exactly the same as he remembered. An unbelievably bad stench made him regret his keen sense of smell. He propped himself up against a wet, sloppy wall. The darkness confused him for a moment before realization set it. 

"That fucking squid ate me!" Nix focused for a moment. 

[Combustion]

A green light glowed around him as his wounds were healed. In the few moments of light, Nix could see foot-long cilia lining the creatures gullet. He gripped one with each hand. "Choke on me dumbass!" 

[Aura Ignition]

************

Captain Delphi had moved a good distance from the Kraken, she watched the giant creature, her entire countenance was gloomy. Her crew had pulled the injured Aquarion leader from the water. The other Aquarions were holding her down to keep her from going back in. 

Guildchat: Wind: Shit. The Kraken just ate Nix. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Damn...

Guildchat: Pon: I respawned at the temple platform, Nix is not here.

The Kraken gave another deafening screech, rearing almost completely out of the water, in its panic it wandered into the nearby mines. Dozens of mines exploded together setting off a chain reaction as the creature flailed in the water. It went on for nearly a minute, bright explosions followed by the maddeningly loud screeching. 

Delphi watched from a two hundred meters away, the waves from the struggle would have capsized them had they not been facing the Kraken. She watched the creature rear up one last time, nearly every mine in the area had been detonated, finally, it collapsed with a long wail. 

*************

Nix was thrown face down in the regurgitation once again, he spat in distaste and calmly extracted his tentacles from where he had anchored himself. His aura burned out finally, exhausted he staggered back to his feet. "Apparently, you're only tough on the outside."

[You have slain a legendary creature]

[A new Title has been awarded: Beast Slayer]

[You have received a promotion in the Knights of Colonial]

[The inferno Guild has received 200 thousand Sea Farer faction points]

Nix stumbled out of the beast's mouth and plopped down.

[Do you wish to skin the Kraken?]

Nix grinned and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Yes!" 

[1 Titanic Kraken skin has been added to your inventory]

[Do you wish to process the Kraken meat?]

"Yes." 

[All of your available cans have been filled, 1668 cans of Kraken meat]

Nix noticed the loot icon, so he activated it. 

You have received a City Upgrade Token.

You have received an Air Wisp companion.

421 thousand credits have been deposited in your inventory.

You have received the Kraken Armor. [Water Mage Only]

Soup Surfaced nearby and Nix climbed on his back. "What a good girl you are Soup." He rubbed its head fondly as they closed on the Phoenix. 

When Nix finally stepped back on deck, he was immediately accosted by Mina. The Aquarion leader hugged him tightly for several moments before letting go. "Thank you, Nix!" 

Nix placed a hand on her shoulder, "I'm glad you are okay Min." 

Guildchat: Wind: Nix is out and the Kraken is dead... 

Guildchat: Ronnie: Of course, who'd eat that sourpuss!

Guildchat: Nix; Let's continue scouting.

Captain Delphi went to quarter sails and moved ahead slowly, four Aquarions swam in front of the stern. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Found some abandoned buildings, with some documents, most of the progress bar on this instance has been filled.

Nix brought up the quest, they were a hair from completing it. Progress bars started out red, then advanced to blue when the minimum standards were met, finally they would turn green when full marks were received. 

Guildchat: Nix: Let's keep at it, Hyai will be cooking us some Kraken for lunch.

Guildchat: Sharl: I want to try it.

Guildchat: Pon: Count me in, I'm going to eat the hell out of that bitch.

After another hour, the Scimitar and the Crane came into view. Jun Li had returned to her ship and just when the ships came together, the progress bar on the Onion Quest turned green.

[Onion Quest Completed: Inferno Guild is awarded five thousand Sea-Farer Faction points.]

[Inferno Guild has attained Sea-Farer Faction Tier 3 and is promoted to a Level Three Guild.]

[Video Hud Guild Chat is now enabled]

Onion Quest: The Second Layer

Description: You have discovered

proof that marooned inhabitant of

the island was from Safarza, continue

your search.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Looks like we have to ask around Safarza for a bit to get the next part.

Guildchat: Semmi: How did we get to Tier Three Faction already?

Guildchat: Wind: Nix killed the Kraken.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nix killed the Kraken?

Guildchat: Nix: Technically it probably blew itself up. We also got an upgrade Town Upgrade Token.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Link it, please!

Guildchat: Nix: Sure.

Town Token

Description: Upgrades

a town by one level. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Don't use it Nix, that's the really good one. Most tokens say upgrade from level one to two. Save it for when we are already level two.

Guildchat: Nix: Sound good Juni.

The four ships were going to wait until the Scimitar finished repairs before exiting the instance, but Semmi was sure the damage would disappear when they left. 

An hour later all four ships were heading back to Glory. Nix and Mina were leaning against the port rail in companionable silence. 

Captain Delphi found them there. "Shall we open it up Nix?" 

Nix looked at the three ships trailing them and then nodded. "Show them our wake Captain."

A short while later, they came within sight of the dock, "Looks like the Ferry has brought us some business."

Mina gathered the Aquarions and activated her Deep Blue. "I'll catch up with you in the Sea-World Nix." 

Nix nodded and waved, the close call that Mina had still made his stomach upset. He walked down to the Kindled Spirit. The warm atmosphere of the Inn always made him feel better. For once, it was very crowded. He noticed Hyai walking into the kitchen so he followed her. "Got something for you Hyai." 

Hyai watched as he placed a few dozen cans of Kraken meat on her table. "Kraken? Hmm... Great Idea Nix." She pulled a big stand from behind the door and wrote Lunch Special: Kraken Stew on it.

"I'll put this out front hun." Nix grabbed the sign and headed back into the dining area.

"Nix! Make sure to take a quick bath, you must have stepped in something." 

He laughed all the way to the door and placed the sign in its place. "You aren't wrong Hyai." 

**************

A half-hour later Nix had cleaned up and returned to the dining room. He found an empty seat at the bar in between Ronnie and Sharl. The two sisters smiled fondly at him. "You guys here for the Kraken?" 

Ronnie nodded, "Everyone is Nix. I wanna get me some Kraken!"

"I picked you up something nice today Ronnie." 

Sharl cleared her throat, "just the younger?" 

"She is my favorite." Nix gave them his best leer. "Want to compete for it?" He only laughed when they both nodded. 

"When and where Nix?" Sharl leaned forward, her large breasts brushing against Nix's arm.

Nix shook his head, "I'm only joking, this will definitely help an archer." He handed Ronnie a small glowing ball.

Wilo'Wisp

Description: An 

air spirit, the best companion

for range fighters.

Ronnie stared at the ball in her hand and then back at Nix. A moment later she activated it, the immediate area was covered in a warm white light. A small creature appeared hovering next to her, she was no larger than Ronnie's hand. 

Wilo: Air Spirit

Description: An immortal Spirit 

Companion. While Wilo is active all

ranged damage is increased by thirty percent.

Critical damage to range attacks has doubled.

Featherfall is in effect.

Sharl whistled at the little creature who hovered in front of her sister's face. "Nix this isn't a low-level air spirit." 

"It came off the Kraken, so I didn't figure it was." He tried to pet the creature but it vanished quickly into Ronnie's hair. 

"Hungry Nix?" Hyai was holding a tray with several steaming bowls of Kraken stew, when he nodded she sat one down in front of him. 

"Thanks, Hyai." Nix dug in without saying anything else, having been eaten by the Kraken, it only seemed fair to return the favor. He chewed with his eyes closed, surprisingly it had a very delicate flavor and tasted more like mammal then sea creature. "I wish I had more cans." 

Sharl was still watching the air spirit while she ate. "We should take them hunting Nix, so she can get used to fighting with the wisp."

"Great idea, however first we need to bring her to see Shae." Nix smiled at the alarmed expression on Ronnie's face. 

"Why do we need to do that?" Ronnie stroked the wisps tiny head, it was standing on her shoulder next to a dark ear.

"She's an Elemental spirit Ronnie, this is Shae's domain." Nix finished off his bowl and was scraping the sides with his spoon when Hyai sat another one in front of him. "Thanks hun."

Sharl nodded at her sister. "She looks cute, but we did get her from a Kraken." 

Ronnie sighed heavily, "fine, we'll go see Shae."


Chapter 51: Fire and Air

Nix leaned back in his chair and rubbed his stomach. "How can Kraken taste so good?"

Pon nodded in agreement, he had also eaten his fill. "We should have just fed you to it right away. Saved us some trouble." 

Semmi laughed from the other side of Pon. "New tactic when facing Krakens. I like it." 

Nix left the Kindled Spirit with Sharl and Ronnie a few minutes later. The ferry would return to Broyan at 18:00hrs. "Not bad for a first haul, the captain said there were nearly 100 passengers."

Sharl glanced at the dock shops, they were still crowded with customers. "Those Hub crafters have already filled their shops with their product." 

"Once word gets out, the ferry will be full every day." Nix led the sisters to the Temple, there were near twice as many acolytes as the day before. 

They entered the temple, the only acolyte dressed in white greeted them near the altar. "How may I help you today?" 

The acolyte was a young fire mage with long wavy hair. She seemed too thin to stand up in a strong wind. 

"I'm going in to talk with Shae, my companions will wait here." 

The acolyte shook her head. "I'm sorry sir that isn't..."

Nix interrupted the woman by wrapping a half-dozen emerald strands around her. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she moaned softly. 

Ronnie stepped forward, "don't hurt her Nix." 

Sharl grabbed her sister before she did something stupid. "That woman isn't in pain Ronnie." 

"Tsk, tsk." Shae stepped onto the altar and floated slowly to the white marble floors. "Playing with my Head Acolyte Nix?" 

Nix released her, trying not to smile when she collapsed in a shuddering groan. "I wanted to come to see you. She was blocking my path."

Shae frowned and spoke in a soft voice, without a doubt all of her acolytes heard her words. "Never stop Nix from seeing me. He is the Lord of this temple, and I will deal harshly with anyone who thinks otherwise." 

"Not too harshly Shae." Nix smiled and helped the acolyte off the ground, she leaned on him for a moment before straightening up. 

"I'm Dervi," she bowed slightly. "Excuse my earlier actions."

"Hmmm, there is something different about you Nix." Shae studied him for a moment. "Show me please." 

Nix nodded, Shae had incredible perception. 

Beast Slayer [Legendary Creature 1/6]

Description: You have slain one of the legendary

beasts in single combat. +5 to all Stats. Your enemy's 

first attack will be reflected back upon them. 

"Basically he ate me and I ignited him from the inside. Then it wandered into an active minefield." 

Shae raised an eyebrow at him, "Emerald flames inside of a legendary Water Beast, it must have gone crazy with pain."

"It did seem to forget all about the mines." Nix smiled at her, "I'm here because it dropped something very interesting."

Ronnie stepped forward, the wisp was hiding in her hair. 

Shae pursed her lips, "oh I see... An air spirit. Come out please."

Regardless of being shy, the Air Spirit immediately presented itself in front of Shae. It hovered and bowed low. "Greetings benevolent Nemesis, I am Wilo." The tiniest voice you could imagine squeaked forth from the wisp. 

"You are closer to Lord rank than I would have imagined." Shae extended a finger, a moment later a tiny ball of flame floated toward the wisp. 

Wilo swirled her hands together and the ball expanded dramatically before flying across the temple and slamming against the far wall.

Shael smiled, "Air and Fire are very compatible little Wilo. (pronounced willow) If you wish to reside on this isle, however, you must make a vow, nothing that would conflict with your companion relationship.

Wilo nodded and bent down again. "I will defend this temple and your territory to the best of my ability whenever you have need of me." 

Shae bowed slightly in return. "Very well done, in return I shall lend you the use of my elemental world when it comes time for you to advance. I will also defend you while you are in my territory."

*****************

After visiting the Temple, Nix returned to his shop to make product for the next few days. His shopkeeper Nova notified him that the day had been a resounding success. He focused more on formal wear since the suits and the dresses had been very popular. It was late in the evening by the time he activated Deep Blue. 

Most of Inferno were socializing in the marina, Nix took a few minutes to play with Ducky and Soup in the waves. He played with the other turtles and a few of the dolphins as well. Once tamed, they seemed to always possess goodwill toward the Beast Master. 

He rinsed off in his houseboats shower and then walked up the stairs to his bed. A familiar face through the sliding doors caused him to put off sleep for a bit. Nix changed into a swimsuit and opened the door to the third deck. 

Surprisingly, the Aquarion in his hot-tub was not Fajii, but rather Mina. She smiled at him when he opened the door. "Fajii said she will be around later." 

"Min..." Nix slid into the hot-tub and closed his eyes, he had been thinking about his Aquarion friend all day. 

Her pale eyes stared at him and she moved closer until their hips were touching. She put an arm through his and leaned her head on his shoulder. "I was very scared today Nix."

"Same here, unlike me you won't automatically get rezzed if something happens." 

She nodded, "I know. I couldn't leave you laying there though." 

Nix grinned when she moved closer. "You here to exchange pointers?" 

Mina laughed at the thought and shook her head. "Your hair is much too dark, and there are no webbings on your fingers."

"So, I'm hideous?" 

"Just a bit." She kissed his cheek as if experimenting. "Did I do that right?" 

Nix nodded, "Yep. Did Fajii show you how?" 

"She did." A small smile curved her lips. "You are very important Nix, I hope to be standing next to you when we destroy the Artifact." 

"I insist on it." Nix leaned his head back and closed his eyes. A moment later he felt a hand stroke his head gently. He opened one eye, "this kind of thing leads to exchanging pointers Min." 

Mina shrugged and ignored his words. "What did you feel when I was grabbed by the Kraken?" 

Nix thought for a moment, it was an old feeling and very unpleasant. "Panic... Like someone grabbed my heart and squeezed." 

Min nodded in agreement, "I felt the same when it grabbed you. I was very angry when they pulled me from the water." 

"We will have to be more careful." 

"You're very brave Nix." 

Mina stayed a while longer, they talked quietly about moving forward in the Mermaid Trials. Everything they were currently doing seemed to be in preparation for that.

***************

Nix woke the next morning to someone sitting on his bed. He opened an eye to see the smiling face of Ronnie. "Hey... Bit early I think."

Ronnie shook his legs, making the entire bed shake. "Come on Nix! Me and Wilo want to hunt!" 

He rolled out of bed and quickly dressed, "let's hunt in Safarza, maybe we'll find a lead for the Onion Quest." 

"Yep, Wind thought the same thing." Ronnie was using a piece of her hair to tease Wilo, the sound of tiny laughter brought a smile to Nix's face. 

Wind was waiting on the beach, King Lubo was sitting on his shoulder. "Jun Li downloaded the information she received from the island, we'll be able to access it and search for clues." 

An hour later the three of them were riding Manta toward Safaraza. It was only a short flight and no one was in a hurry to get started. 

Nix pointed at the beach on the south side of Safarza, several Saltwater Crocs were sunning themselves in the morning sun. "Let's do some hunting and test out Ronnie's wisp." 

As soon as they landed, his hud vibrated, he opened it to see Jun Li's pretty face. "Hey, Nix."

Wind and Ronnie walked away to give them room to talk, neither wanted to hear about guild business. 

Ronnie couldn't keep the smile off her face when she saw King Lubo. "You brought the little guy today?" 

Wind nodded, while the tiny lizard stared at the wisp. The two of them seemed to be involved in a staring contest.

Wilo hovered in the air, moving closer to the tiny creature. Suddenly she shook her tiny fist at Lubo and started scolding it. 

[Fear the King]

Wilo screeched loudly and buried herself in Ronnie's hair causing her to frown at Wind. "Hey... keep that gecko in line!" 

A nearby laugh told them that Nix had seen the interaction. "Now she knows... Don't fuck with the King." 

The shaking wisp refused to untangle herself from Ronnie's thick hair. Ronnie scowled at the two men who were not even bothering to hide their amusement. "I think she piddled on my neck." 

Wind turned inland, staring at the high rocks. "Someone's coming Nix." Immediately he stealthed and moved away.


Chapter 52: Dunham's Cove

Nix waited patiently, he could sense someone closing on them, but they had stealthed. "Going to show yourself?" 

[Meteor Storm]

Nix placed the AE spell a few yards in front of them, Instantly a handful of fighters appeared, each of them screaming in pain while they tried to put out the flames. Ronnie had her speargun pointing at them.

The group looked frazzled when the effect finally wore off. They all wore the same light blue uniforms. "What is the meaning of this?" The only archer in the group gripped his bow while staring down an arrow at Nix. 

"You approached us in stealth when we asked you to show yourselves; our words were ignored. What should we have done in that situation? Wait for an unknown group to attack us?" Nix felt his patience fading fast. Why were there always idiots? 

The man sneered at them. "Disarm yourselves and follow me for questioning. Safarza isn't a place where riffraff like you can wander around." 

Nix raised his hand, and eight strands of emerald fire shot out, four men of the men were instantly immobilized, their screams filling the air. 

Wind appeared behind the speaker, his dagger at the leader's throat. Wind nodded, and the strands were released. 

"Please wait." A voice spoke from the distance; she stepped carefully down the rocky slope. The woman had long silver hair and eyes that were nearly the same color. She wore green robes and was holding a plain wood staff. "Please release the militia captain; he's completely harmless other than being a moron." 

Nix nodded in agreement, and Wind stepped away from him and lowered his blade. "We aren't here to cause trouble. I'm Nix, the leader of Inferno." 

The woman's face seemed to pale. "Colonel Nix! I'm Captain Wylie Solm, You've saved me the trip to Glory Island. I've been assigned to you, sir." She stepped closer and handed him a scroll. 

Nix glanced at the scroll and then handed back, "It says you have fifty men."

"Yes sir, we were previously attached to the Safarza militia to supplement the trade city of Garwiq."

"I see. And now you were reassigned to me?" Nix eyed her garb; she looked more like an acolyte than a knight. "Aren't knights suppose to be armored?" 

Wylie glanced at his green leather armor; she had never seen anything so intricate. "I have been lucky to walk the path of the Nature healer. Too many of my abilities are inactivate if I don't wear cloth robes." 

"I see...Why would you be assigned to me? I'm not undertaking any missions on behalf of the Order."

"All officers above the rank of Commander are required to have a protection detail assigned to them."

Nix stared hard, like Hyai, he wasn't sure if she was an NPC or a player. Some players chose to become ordinary workers or butlers in a castle. Not everyone came to Colonial with the intent of adventure and danger.

Guildchat: Nix: Hey Juni, was a barracks one of the new build options for Inferno after we were promoted?

Guildchat: Jun Li: Yes, but it's a waste of resources until we hire some troops.

Guildchat: Nix: I've been assigned fifty men by the Knight of Colonial.

Guildchat: Jun Li: I'll use the Guild menu to build one next to the Temple. 

Guildchat: Nix: Ok, but not too close.

"Fine captain, we are in the process of building a barracks on Glory Island, your people will have to put up a tent city until that happens."

"Sounds good sir." Wylie glared at the militia captain, "get back to the city." 

Nix's hud buzzed at him a moment later, he opened it to see both Semmi and Jun Li watching him. "What's up, guys?" 

Jun Li smiled at him. "We've been reviewing the documents left behind in the Onion quest. There was the mention of a Dunham several times. We assumed it was a person, but now we believe it to be a place." 

Wylie had been close enough to hear their conversation, "there's a Dunham Cove on the Northside of Safarza." 

Jun Li's face lit up, "that could be worth checking out Nix!"

Nix brought up his map and let Wylie mark the spot where the cove was located. "We'll check it out Juni." 

"I would like to come also. I'll contact my men and have them continue onward to Glory." Wylie smiled at Nix while he considered her words.

Nix nodded, "that's fine. Juni, have Min prep the Phoenix for immediate departure." 

***************

Nix returned with his group to Glory Island, by the time they arrived Mina had the Phoenix ready to depart with her Aquarion assault team on deck. 

Ronnie, Wylie, and Wind were talking near the stern while Nix sat comfortably with the Aquarions. The north coast of Safarza was just as unapproachable as the rest of it. However, lost in those caves and hidden nooks, lay all sorts of smuggler caves and stashes. Wylie had told them to expect three or four small pirate ships, but nothing big enough to threaten them. 

"Man the cannons, prepare for action." Captain Delphi received the brief from Nix, but she decided to be ready. 

Mina summoned a half dozen of her Vilas, "I didn't give the Ricoli artifact to Fajii, you were right in your assessment. She's a valuable alchemist and we can't risk losing her." 

Nix kept his face expressionless, Fajii was someone who visited him often. She had taught him a great deal about the Aquarion culture. "Can you wear this Min?" He handed her the Kraken armor that had dropped from the legendary beast. 

Mina touched it with one hand and then slipped in on. On her it turned a shimmering blue, she gasped in surprise at the effect. 

Kraken Armor [Water Mage only]

Description: This thick but surprising light

armor grants its wearer the boon of the sea.

+100 to Water abilities. Immunity to range damage.

All damage is reduced by thirty percent. 

Nix nodded in satisfaction. The armor fit her perfectly, there was a definite sense that her power had increased. "Looks good on you Min." 

Mina smiled at him, "This armor is amazing Nix." She was checking out her abilities. "The number of Sea-Beasts that I can train has doubled." 

"I was hoping that would happen." Nix walked to the rail and watched the coastline. "I feel better now that you are wearing it." 

"Coming around the point, all hands prepare." Delphi was standing at the rudder, she had her first mate standing at the bow. 

"Contact Captain! Three ships!" Louie was the first to see them, "all three are Galleons!" 

The range was less than a hundred meters, all three ships were coming at them. Captain Delphi made an instant decision. "Hard left, top cannons fire!"

The Phoenix turned sharply, it took a few moments for the ships to notice them. The middle ship took heavy damage. The two outside ships both turned toward shore. 

"Hard Right, bring us about!" Captain Delphi chose a sharp turn in the opposite direction, a moment later the near ship fired. 

"Clean Miss Captain!" Louie shouted out while drawing his cutlass. 

"Bottom cannons fire!" Captain Delphi waited until the barrage was complete, then he turned directly into the third ship. The second ship had been hit hard at the water-line by a half salvo, she was in danger of going down. 

"Incoming! Get Down!" Louie shouted again and dived to the deck as the forward assist mast was destroyed. Two rounds blasted into mainsail while a third bounced off the deck and into the captain's cabin. 

Nix moved toward the bow and kept low. "Prepare to board them!" Nix summoned his Manta along with the Aquarions and instantly they were flying toward the third Galleon. 

[Meteor Storm]

He targeted the ship and green fire rained down on their deck and sails, ignited everything. Something impacted his shoulder and knocked him from his mount. He slammed face-first into the deck. He rolled over and then climbed to his feet, just as the assault team joined him.

[Combustion]

Nix healed himself and looked for a target. Ronnie moved beside him a moment later, a group of five charged toward them. 

[Whirlwind Shot]

She raised her speargun and opened fire, all five sailors were scattered, two of them going over the rail. "Nice!" She continued to fire while Wind jumped into melee to help the Aquarions. 

Nix dodged through the oncoming fighters, using his strands to drag them and hold them down while his companions chopped them like firewood. He spotted the Captain, trying to fight off two of Mina's Vilas. 

[Comet Strike]

A three-round burst of green fire struck him full in the chest and knocked him to the deck. He was instantly torn apart by the beasts. Within a minute of the captain dying, the entire crew surrendered. The other two ships had waited for the results of the boarding before they ran up the white flags. 

The two surviving Captains were onboard the Phoenix. Delphi was watching them angrily, she was very unhappy that they had damaged her ship. "What do you want me to do with them Nix?" 

"Those Galleons are nice, put the crews ashore and keep the captains for questioning." Nix waited patiently while Wylie ensured he was unharmed. "We'll try to use the Manta to find Dunham's cove. Start making repairs on all ships. " 

*********** 

An hour later, Nix and the assault team arrived at Dunham's cove. Wylie was riding with him since she didn't have her own Manta. 

"You're a CC class Nix?" Wylie sat comfortably next to him while they flew a few hundred feet off the water. 

"Fire Mage actually, but I do have some CC abilities." He had noticed during the melee that she was quite vicious with her staff. "Is that it?" He pointed to a small lagoon lined with steep rocks.

Wylie nodded, "I've never been there myself, nor is it mapped since it isn't an official name."

The group landed on the shore near the entrance to the cove. Wylie was the only one who wasn't equipped with Aquatic gear, so everyone waited while Nix made her one. He summoned Soup and waded into the water. 

They explored the cove for half an hour before one of the Aquarions located a small entrance hidden near the ocean floor. Surprisingly the cave ended up being quite long, it took nearly an hour of swimming before they surfaced in a dark underground cavern. As soon as they surfaced, the entire area lit up. 

Colonial System Message: You have entered the Rite of Passage. Here you will undertake an individual combat trial, there are great rewards for those that do well.


Chapter 53: Trial of Strength (one)

Nix stepped onto the suddenly hot sand. They had been transported to an instance, both human and Aquarions were still together. Before them stood a huge sand-colored pyramid. A glance overhead showed the sun to be in the noon position, the group was already starting to suffer in the stifling heat.

"You guys okay Min?" Nix was worried about the Aquarions, a water race would definitely not be equipped for this kind of temperature. 

Mina nodded, her pale face seemed unconcerned. "We will be fine for now Nix." 

There were four entrances ahead with signs above each. The first door had a fist sign, the second a water sign, the third an air sign and the fourth a fire sign. Nix eyed the fire sign, "if this is an individual trial then you can go in whatever entrance you wish." 

Ronnie was smiling at him, "I have a wind elemental with me, should I try the wind trial?" 

Nix shrugged but Wind nodded in reply. "Most likely those are the benefits you will receive if you do well. I think I would take the chance."

Mina moved in front of the water sign. "Not sure if Aquarions are accepted in the trial, but I am going to attempt it." Without another word, she entered the trial. Three of the Aquarions entered the water entrance while the rest went into the Fist entrance.

"Yep, times wasting." Nix glanced at Wylie, "which trial are you going to attempt?" 

"Water, that has the highest compatibility with my path." She motioned toward the Fire Entrance, "you going in there?" 

Nix nodded and waved at Ronnie before she trotted into Wind Entrance. "Good luck!" 

****************

He stepped through the fire door, smiling as his ring engaged his aquatic capabilities. "Of course they send a fire mage to a water world." Immediately Nix summoned Ducky and Soup. 

He slowly turned in a circle. The door had taken him to a large room with a large raised platform in the middle. There were no other people besides himself. A few torches located on the walls were the only decorations. 

[Meteor Storm]

Nix aimed his only AE attack at the platform and then quickly stepped on. As soon as he did, three water beasts appeared and started to move toward him. Instantly all three were covered in green flame, their screeches made his ears ring. The beasts looked like hybrid Leopard Seals, he put four strands on each of them and held them in place. Within a few minutes, all three of them had breathed their last. 

"Guess the first level is supposed to be easy." Nix checked his surrounding, there was no change in the room. A moment later the platform started to slowly rise as the ceiling above him parted. "Oh, I see." 

The platform he was standing on inserted itself in the second-floor platform, effectively doubling its size in an even bigger room. This room had two of the Leopard Seals in each corner, these looked much stronger than the previous floor. Nix sent Ducky into the NW corner. 

[Command: Befuddle My Target]

Both mobs in the NW corner started gently swaying back and forth, unfortunately, the action aggroed the NE corner. Nix sent Soup in. 

[Command: Attack My Target]

Soup swooshed in toward one of the mobs while eight green strands of fire encircled the other. the sizzling of meat could be heard as the creature writhed in pain. 

An image of a hand flashed in front of his eyes, he hadn't seen the 'spell assist' since the first time he used the Fire Strands. He copied the motion and all eight strands combined and then broke off from his hand, they remained bound around the creature. 

[Core ability discovered, Fire Root.]

Fire Root [Emerald Flame]

Description: A painful root binds

your enemy in place for thirty seconds.

Creature takes on fire damage every second for

the duration of the spell. Any outside damage

breaks root completely. 

Soup took only a few moments before it crushed the other creature in its powerful beak, it expired with a pitiful wail. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: Nix there's a pet trial on the fourth level, Wilo just completed it and was upgraded!

Guildchat: Nix: I'm only on the second level, but if I see something like that I'll let Soup and Ducky give it a try.

Guildchat: Ronnie: You're only on the second level? Heh... I'm on the fifth.

Guildchat: Wind: Sixth. :P

Nix moved toward Ducky and was about to try out root when another image from the 'spell assist' popped up. This showed a single strand being used with the same technique as root. He focused a single strand and followed the image. 

A single strand of green flame entwined itself around the creature's limbs, immediately breaking Ducky's befuddlement. Wrapped in green flame, it screeched in agony and started making its way toward Nix. 

[Core ability discovered, Flame Snare.]

Flame Snare [Emerald Flame]

Description: A painful flame binding impedes

the target's progress by sixty percent. Creature 

takes on fire damage for

the duration of the spell. Outside damage

does not break snare.

"Hmm... I love an upgrade." NIx moved toward the southern section of the room and sent Ducky and Soup into the western corner. 

[Command: Befuddlement]

[Command: Attack My Target]

Ducky and Soup split the targets, with the water nymph mezzing one while the elite turtle attacking the second. Nix faced the eastern corner. 

[Fire Root]

Eight strands of green flame wrapped itself around the nearest target, effectively sealing it to the floor. The second creature immediately came after nix.

[Flame Snare]

The legs of the charging creature were bound by a single strand, causing it to slow considerably. 

Nix targeted the snared mob again. 

[Comet Strike]

[Comet Strike]

Nix hit it with two straight range attacks and then retreated toward Soup who was just finishing off his target. 

[Command: Attack My Target]

He sent Soup after the snared mob that was still chasing him before sending a dozen strands onto Ducky's befuddled target. He held the creature in place until it died. At his command, Soup finished off the last target, and the floor was cleared.. 

A moment later the platform started moving upward, signaling their advancement to the next level. 

******************

There was no companion trial on the fourth floor, as Nix progressed steadily he found the trial on the ninth floor. Through guild chat, he head learned that Ronnie and Wind both were stopped at the 8th floor. All of the Aquarions except for Mina were back and reported that they had made it to the ninth level.

Nix also directed Soup and Ducky to start the companion trial. "You two better not be shown up by that little gecko, even or worse the wisp!" 

As soon as they entered the small door, it slammed shut behind them and an Aquarion Mage was summoned. 

The mage immediately raised an arm and summoned a companion. 

[Meteor Storm]

Nix centered the spell on them and let it loose while he moved forward. 

[Fire Root]

He cast flame root at a reptilian creature with large bat-like wings, it stopped in place. The intelligent head turning to one side. A moment later it bathed Nix in flames. 

Reflexively he jumped out of the way, even though flames really couldn't harm him. He cast snare on the mage while he cursed him.

[Flame Snare]

"Why does a fucking Aquarion Water Mage have a Fire pet?" 

The mage was too busy writhing in pain to cast another spell. The green strands dug into him. "Let's really make your day!" 

[Aura Ignition]

His aura exploded outward and instantly a half dozen large tentacles gripped the Aquarion. He held it in place while it screeched, the companion finally broke the root and charged Nix. He put the rest of his aura tentacles on the pet, freezing it in place. "Immune to fire damage right? Too bad your master isn't." 

A minute later the Aquarion died with a pitiful scream, He put the rest of the tentacles on the pet, but it had no effect other than to immobilize it. They stared at each other, surprisingly the creature didn't seem aggressive any longer. Nix decided to inspect it. 

Fey [Fire Drake]

Description: A rare

creature companion of 

unknown rank. Can be used

to fight or as a flying mount.

Nix dropped the tentacles and the two stared at one another. He knew that since they were both immune to fire, he would either get torn apart or fight to a stalemate by holding it indefinitely. Unexpectedly the drake bowed its head. 

[Fey the Fire Drake has requested a companion bond. Do you accept?]

"Yes."

Fey [Fire Drake]

Abilities

[Fire Breathe]

[Stealth]

[Carpet Bomb]

Nix stepped forward and extended a hand," You can stealth? Damn... you are awesome." He glanced at the closed companion gate. "Too bad you can't go through it now." 

*Thank you for freeing me from this pitiful Water Mage" Fey pushed its muzzle into Nix's Chest as if speaking was normal. 

Nix stared at the Drake, before stroking its finely scaled head. "Why can you speak?" 

"Better question... Why is a Salamander pretending to be human?"


Chapter 54: Trial of Strength (conclusion)

Nix patted Fey's head gently, "Shae's going to love you." Nix waited for a short while before Ducky exited. Evidently she had passed, she had evolved into a higher tiered water elemental. He approached her and checked out her new stats. 

Ducky: Siren

Description: A siren has the ability 

to command up to three subordinates.

Abilities:

[Appear Human]

[Advanced Befuddle]

[Charm]

Ducky's transparent form solidified and within a few seconds took on the form of a young woman. Her eyes were completely blue, with no pupils or white visible. Her long hair was pale blue and hung down her back covering her shapely bottom. She held her arms out and spun slowly. "Do you like this Master?"

Nix nodded, her flawless pale skin and blue nipples were very interesting. "Just call me Nix. Is speech a new ability now?"

Ducky shook her head. "It comes with the human form. I can only wear it for a short time, It drains my energy."

"What's charm do?"

"I can persuade enemies to temporarily fight for our cause." Ducky 's face was starting to show some strain.

"Very well done, please change back at your leisure." 

Ducky sighed in relief and changed back to her water form. A moment later Soup exited the trial. Her appearance had also evolved drastically. She had doubled in size, her shell surface looked like it had been coated with green armored scales. Her overall color had changed to green. 

Soup: Royal Sea Turtle 

Description: High resistance to all

types of damage. Immune to

control effects. 

[Sonic Blast]

[Shield Ally]

[Battering Ram]

Nix rubbed the turtles head fondly. "Looking good Soup, now let's continue." He moved with his three companions back to the center platform. Slowly he was lifted to the tenth floor.

[Your companions have been bound and cannot fight]

Nix shrugged when all three companions vanished. He glanced curiously at the robed man standing alone. A moment later Mina appeared also, she smiled at him. 

"Two of you making it this far at the same time, it is uncommon." The man spoke with a deep voice that sounded like a foghorn. "It's is fitting that you fight each other for the final victory." 

Mina shook her head, "I could never bring myself to harm him." 

Nix stared at the man, "I concede. It's her win."

The man nodded in approval. "Staunch allies I see." He moved forward and handed them each a small ring. 

Allied Spirit

Ring: [Trial of Strength]

Description: Call Filamina

To your side in times of need.

Allied Spirit

Ring: [Trial of Strength]

Description: Call Nix 

To your side in times of need.

"I cannot reward a victory here, but perhaps this is more important." 

"We are looking for clues to a person named Dunham." Nix figured since the cove had an instance, then Dunham probably would have completed it also. 

"Dunham? Miki Dunham?" The dark-haired man seemed to think about the name for a few moments. "You should check Phelinomia, a small island called Lapu." He vanished suddenly without saying anything further. 

***********

A few minutes later Mina and Nix exited the Trial. Their group was waiting patiently for them to finish. 

"Let's get out of this heat." Nix could tell that the Aquarions were suffering so they quickly exited and made the long swim out. Captain Delphi was waiting with the Phoenix when they surfaced. 

That captain greeted the assault team and welcomed them aboard. "I sent the Galleons back with just enough men to sail them."

"Great thinking captain." Nix glanced up at the sails that had been damaged during the last fight. "Take those sails down and I'll do a proper repair." 

Ronnie walked up while Nix was sitting on the deck working. "Little Wilo is ready to advance to Lord class." 

Nix smiled at the tiny wisp sitting on her shoulder. "Want to help me Wilo?" 

When the wisp nodded, he targeted her and used her wind abilities as an enhancement. "Not sure if this will even work." 

Phoenix Sail 

Epic Enhancement:[Strong Wind]

Description: A beautiful white sail

emblazoned with the image of a majestic

Phoenix. + 50 to Sail Speed. + 15 to turn radius.

Delphi whistled when she saw the new sail, "she's already the fastest ship I've ever sailed." 

Nix laughed and accepted a hand up. Then he walked over to the rail and used a small fire strand to burn four notches in the smooth wood. "We should start keeping track." 

Ronnie was still watching the sail when the crew took it away. "Okay Nix, let's talk compensation." 

[Summon Fey]

The entire group jumped back when the Fire Drake happily flapped its wings. It was only slightly bigger than a warhorse. Nix jumped nimbly on its back, using a few fire strands to hold himself in place since they were harmless to Fey. "I'll meet you at the Inn Wylie!" 

The group stared as Nix flew away. Ronnie seemed the most surprised. "When did he get a dragon?" 

"Why are you separating from your group?" Fey spoke softly as she effortlessly glided through the air. She was much faster than any Manta Nix had ever seen. 

"You're a Fire Creature, you have to meet Shae before anything else happens." 

"Shae? Who is Shae?" 

"Shae is a Salamander Nemesis." 

"Your mate is a Nemesis?" 

"Shae is my friend, not my mate." Nix wanted to rap the drake between the ears, but since they were several hundred feet in the air, he refrained himself. 

As they got closer to the island Fey sped up. "Such power, I can feel the flames from here!" 

"Don't embarrass me in front of Shae, or I'll eat you." Nix had Fey land in the Temple courtyard. 

"Goodness... You gave your mate a Palace? Are you trying to make her Overlord of Colonial?" 

Nix clicked the drake on the back of one ear. "Follow me." 

As soon as they approached the altar, Shae exited. She was equipped in armor and had a flaming sword in each hand. She frowned at the drake that was trailing Nix. "What's this little fire lizard doing in my domain?" 

Nix felt Shae extended her aura over the pair of them, he was left unharmed but the drake had fallen to its knees. 

"Great Nemesis! I've sworn companionship to your mate, I have no ill intentions here." 

Shae raised an eyebrow at Nix, "you want this little thing?"

Nix nodded, "anything we can do about the constant chatter?" 

Shae clucked her tongue at it, "I can remove its head." 

Nix considered the idea for a moment, "let me think about it." 

She moved closer and kissed his forehead. "I'm glad your back, follow me and bring the drake."

Nix grabbed her offered hand and entered through the altar flame. A moment later he stepped onto the soft grass of her world. Fey immediately dived into the nearest pool. 

Shae undressed with a wave of her hand and she slowly made her way into the scalding water. "How did your quest go?" 

[Aura Ignition]

Nix waded in behind her and took a seat next to her. "A clue has pointed us to Phelinomia." 

Fey watched from a few pools away. "Stupid Nix... Not mates? Then what do you call that?" The drake cocked its head to one side when the flames turned brown. "No way..." 

The drake extended itself in the pool and relaxed. The elemental fire of this place was extraordinary. "This is better than sleeping in a volcano." 

*************

Semmi was waiting at the dock when Delphi returned with the Phoenix. Juni had increased the dock size to include four more berths. This was the max Glory could hold until they were upgraded to 2nd level City Guild. She noticed a silver-haired woman walking with Ronnie and Wind. "I'm Semmi. Are you the Knight-Captain?" 

Wylie smiled and bowed slightly. "Captain Wylie at your service." 

"We were going to place your barracks next to the temple, but opted for the North shore." Semmi could sense that she was a healer. "What sort of training do your men have??" 

Wylie frowned at the question, "they are quite green actually. This is my first command." 

Semmi clapped her hands together as if pleased. "Ever heard of Mariners?"

Wylie nodded, "a force trained specifically for fighting at sea." 

"Let me show you to your barracks first, then we'll head to the Inn to discuss specialized training.' Semmi turned and started walking away. Wylie paused for a moment to wave goodbye to her group and then hurried behind her. 

*****************

"You could just stop all this exploring and spend your days here." Shae lay half over him at the edge of the pool. 

Nix laughed at the serious look on her face. "That sounds like a good retirement plan." 

"Nix... this is very odd you know? I'm a new Nemesis, it should be decades before I even begin to cultivate a brown flame." 

"Are you able to cultivate it already?" 

"Just the most rudimentary flame, but the timeline is about fifty years too soon." 

Nix stepped out of the pool and started getting dressed. "Does this present any problems for you?" 

Shae shook her head, "It isn't harmful to me if that's what you mean." She smiled when he bent down for a kiss. "Fey can stay here until you need her, my domain will strengthen her over time." 

"Sounds good." Nix waved to Fey and then vanished into the warm air. 

Fey waited until she was sure he had left. "Why doesn't he know he's a salamander?" 

Shae scowled at her, "he's human, not a salamander." 

Fey bowed to Shae, she definitely wasn't interested in upsetting someone so powerful. She closed her eyes and remembered something she had heard once. Salamanders are the only creatures who can possess fire seeds. "Why aren't your eyes yellow? I thought that was a salamander trait." 

Shae eased herself into the water, "silly lizard. We are born with yellow eyes, but that changes when we get older."


Chapter 55: Gearing Up

Nix sat with Sharl and Ronnie at a corner booth in the Kindled Spirit. Hyai was busy with the dinner crowd so he decided to eat with the sisters. "Shae said to bring Wilo to the Temple, elemental advancements are very dangerous. She will make sure nothing happens." 

Ronnie nodded, her bright smile flashing. "Thanks, Nix." 

He glanced at Hyai who was serving customers. "Hey, Sharl... How can you tell the players from the NPCs?" 

Sharl followed his gaze, she had often wondered herself. "Outside of asking them, I'm not sure if you can. Colonial is an open-world game if you choose to become an innkeeper..."

Ronnie leaned forward and lowered her voice. "I read something interesting on the forums a while back."

Sharl rolled her eyes at her younger sister. "Not this again." 

Ronnie nodded, "listen... suppose Colonial got rid of all the computer NPCs. Your someone looking for employment, hey come work as a palace maid or even a King."

Sharl had to sit on her hands to keep from wacking her sister on the head. "You couldn't keep something like that quiet Ronnie. Role-playing an entire life span? From the birth of a character until their death?" 

Nix listened with interest, "what about someone like Shae then?" 

Ronnie grinned, at least Nix listened. "She'd be a person too. What we call a deep-stay." 

Nix took a long drink and then sat the mug down. "What's a deep-stay"?" 

Sharl had nearly forgotten that his game knowledge was very limited. "Some people stay in stasis for years longer than the standard 3-5 years. A deep-stay would be anything longer than ten years." 

"I see." Nix waved at Pon who walked in the door with Wind. "Scoot so they can sit with us." 

Wind and Pon squeezed into the booth. Right away Wilo hopped onto the table and stared at Wind.

Ronnie covered a laugh. "She wants to see the gecko."

Wilo stood patiently waiting while King Lubo was summoned. The gecko noticed her right away and hopped off of Wind's shoulder onto the table.

Nix shook his head, "let's not fight in Hyai's inn." 

Instead of picking a fight, Wilo smiled sweetly and stroked the tiny gecko's head. Ronnie nodded in approval, "Nice job Wilo." 

After a few seconds, the King had enough and hopped back on Wind's shoulder before disappearing. The wisp tried to follow him but he had disappeared. 

Pon had been watching the interaction with interest. "Was he able to pass the companion trial?" 

Wind nodded, "of course, he's the King. Although I can't tell what his new abilities are yet."

*************

Nix sat comfortably at his workbench, he was examing the Titanic Kraken skin he had received after the Sea-Beasts death. 

[Do you wish to process the Kraken Skin?]

"Yes."

[14,721 Kraken Leather have been sent to your inventory.]

"Hmm... that's a lot. Let's see what it looks like." 

Kraken Leather: Legendary

Description: Made from the 

skin of a legendary beast. Anything

made with this leather is given a

+100 AC rating and + 50 to Strength

"That's a game-changer..."

Guildchat: Nix: Moki are you still around?

Guildchat: Moki: I'm in my shop working on tomorrow's product.

Guildchat: Nix: Could you come see me? I'm in my shop."

Guildchat: Moki: Right away Nix.

A minute later he heard the front door open and footsteps walking toward his shop. Moki was an average looking man, his only standout feature was the enormous afro he wore. "What's up boss?" 

Moki liked to call everyone boss, so Nix didn't say anything about it. "You're the armorer in the guild, I want you to take a look at this."

Moki picked it up and immediately almost dropped it. "Are you kidding me?" He was examining the leather in detail, "I could make the best leather armor in the game with this. Not only that, by adhering metallic scales to the leather, I could make a scale armor that would rival the best plate armor in Colonial"

Nix nodded, scale armor was a hybrid between leather and plate armor. "Could you use any scales for adhering? Or does it have to be metallic?" 

"Anything that has appropriate hardness and strength." He handed Nix back the Kraken leather, "do you have something in mind?" 

"Not yet, but we'll look for an appropriate scale, until then could you concentrate on making leather armor for us? Two hundred sets ought to do for starters." 

Moki grinned when he was handed 400 Kraken leather. "I'll design something really nice Nix!" Without another word, he walked rapidly out the door. 

A short while later Nix was looking at his crafting setup. He was experimenting with different enhancement techniques. He discovered he could shorten sleeves or robe lengths without affecting the characteristics of the outfit. 

[Custom: Wylie] Shirt, [Qty] 1, Material [Kraken leather] Tool [Titanium Needle] Thread [Composite] Enhancements [Salamander Skin, Green Silk] Additional characteristics [Sleeveless]

[Custom: Wylie] Pants, [Qty] 1, Material [Kraken leather] Tool [Titanium Needle] Thread [Composite] Enhancements [Salamander Skin, Green Silk] 

Unexpectedly both recipes were successful on the first try. He had never experienced that before, perhaps because of the legendary material? He held up the shirt, "Woah... that's really nice." 

Chrysanthemum Shirt: Legendary [Set 1 of 2]

Description: Beautiful green shirt blended 

with the smoothness of silk, the fire resistance

of a salamander and the power of a Kraken.

+100 to AC. +50 to Strength. Mana Increased by

20 percent. +5 to all Stats. If both sets are worn

then the enhancements combine to +130 AC, +65 Strength

and + 8 to all Stats and Mana increased by 30 percent.

Chrysanthemum Pants: Legendary [Set 2 of 2]

Description: Beautiful green pants blended 

with the smoothness of silk, the fire resistance

of a salamander and the power of a Kraken.

+100 to AC. +50 to Strength. Mana Increased by

20 percent. +5 to all Stats. If both sets are worn

then the enhancements combine to +130 AC, +65 Strength

and + 8 to all Stats and Mana increased by 30 percent.

"Heh... too bad they don't stack." Nix cleaned up his area and left the shop, instead of heading to the inn he entered the Cobbler shop. A light on in the back told him that Dalton was still working. 

Dalton looked up when Nix entered, he was just cleaning up his shop for the day. "Need something Nix?" 

"A quick order." He placed four Kraken Leather on the counter. "One pair of caster boots, please. make then green if you can." 

Dalton nodded and picked up the leather. "Nix... this is legendary material."

"Yep..." 

He sat the leathers back down. "Know what crafters use legendary material for?" 

Nix shrugged, "making legendary gear?" 

Dalton shook his head, "making difficult recipes that would normally be impossible." 

"Huh? Wait, you put it in in the enhancement block?"

"Yes, legendary enhancements are very rare Nix." 

"Doesn't seem very rare. I've got nearly 15 thousand of them." Nix laughed at Dalton's expression. 

"These can be reused over and over as enhancement items. If every crafter in Glory had one, we could make a lot of really nice things." 

Guildchat: Nix: All crafters report to Dalton's shop, please. If anyone sees Kyla, have her come too. 

A few minutes later all of the crafters in Glory were crowded into Dalton's shop. Nix had Dalton explain the benefits of legendary enhancements and then he handed one out to everyone. Moki didn't need one since he was already aware of the benefits. 

"I want 200 complete sets of boots, armor, weapons, rings, bracelets. Whatever you can make. High defense against Water Magic is a must. When Shae makes more fire weapons in a few weeks, we'll be heading back into Mermaid City. Your payment for this order is the legendary enhancement you just received. If you feel it isn't enough, then hand it back and forget about what I just said." 

Dalton waited a few moments, no one was handing back the Kraken leather. "I know it's troublesome, but if you have our guildmates come by the shops, we can make custom gear."

Nix nodded, "good point. Custom is always a bit better."

Guildchat: Nix: I need everyone in the guild to report to the shops' area sometime in the next few days to put in their equipment orders. We now have the ability to make some legendary gear.

Guildchat: Sharl: Cost?

Guildchat: Nix: Our crafters have already been paid, so feel free to gear up.

Guildchat: Nix: Also, tomorrow morning I'm taking a team into Lapu, this is a great opportunity for those without Manta mounts to get one.

Guildchat: Ronnie: I'll come.

Guildchat: Semmi: Me too!

Guildchat: Jun Li: Let's make it a guild event then. 

Finally, Nix crawled into his bed on his houseboat. He hadn't been able to meet up with Wylie, but he passed her a message through Wind. She would join them for the Lapu raid. Footsteps on his deck made him sit up in bed. Fajii usually walked in whenever she liked, so most likely it was her. 

"Nix!" It was Fajii, but she was accompanied by Mina. The Aquarion Alchemist was being held up, her color was a deep blue. 

"What's the matter?" Nix jumped up and gave Mina a hand, they carefully set Fajii down on the bed. 

"She's very sick Nix." Mina covered her friend with blankets and stroked her head. 

"Sick?" Nix didn't even realize that you could get sick in Colonial. "Like a curse? Or maybe poison?"

"I've no idea, I was wondering if perhaps since she spends so much time here..."

Nix frowned, "perhaps I got her sick?"

Guildchat: Nix: Nansu, report to my houseboat immediately. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Very bold Nix... but Chael is going to flip out.

Guidchat: Nix: Tess and Rose come also. Wind, could you get Wylie for me?

Guildchat: Jun Li: That's all the healers Nix. Is something wrong?

Guildchat: Nix: Yes. Please hurry.


Chapter 56: Lapu Crater

An hour later all the healers from the guild were crowded onto Nix's houseboat. No one was able to figure out the issue with Fajii. 

Wylie shook her head, "it's some sort of infection. Like a poisoning..."

A glowing presence on the outside deck announced the arrival of Shae. The surrounding water creatures knew her well, but their instincts still told them to flee. She was wearing a red dress with her salamander suit underneath. Her bare feet padded silently toward the sliding door. 

Shae smiled the moment she glanced at Fajii. "Well... that's interesting." 

Mina stared at the salamander, her perception was far beyond anyone else in the Sea-World. "Do you know what's wrong with her?" 

Shae knelt beside the patient and placed a hand on her abdomen, her hand glowed for a moment before she removed it. "Nothings wrong with her, she has a fire essence." She glanced at Nix and clucked her tongue. 

The room went quiet, Mina squeezed Fajii's hand slightly. "What did you do Shae? Her color is already improving." 

"Hmm? Oh, I absorbed a bit of the girl's fire essence, it's building up too fast for a water creature." Shae was smiling at Nix, her expression unreadable.

"Fire essence?" Mina placed her hand on her friend's stomach, trying to sense something. "Why would Fajii have fire essence?" 

Shae shook her head and stood up. "Fajii having a fire essence does raise a lot of questions."

"Is it related to me having the Salamander's Path of fire?" Nix had been standing next to the wall while everyone examined Fajii, he moved closer and sat on the foot of the bed. 

"Perhaps it had something to do with Nix and I exchanging pointers?" Fajii was already looking stronger, a relieved smile on her face. 

"Pointers?" Jun Li looked confused, she had been following the conversation while working on the next day's raid. 

"They've been intimate." Mina cleared it up for everyone since Nix was oddly quiet for once. 

"Oh god..." Ronnie started chuckling at the door. Wind and Pon were struggling to keep a straight face. 

Jun Li's face had turned red, but she spoke anyway. "I've never heard of sex causing fire poisoning in Colonial. How many times are we talking about?" 

Fajii shrugged, "many times. We are very good friends." 

Shae patted Nix's head gently, "You've been so busy."

Mina still looked worried for her friend, "is she going to be okay? Will you be able to remove the essence?" 

"Not sure, but I will take good care of her." Shae picked up the Aquarion effortlessly and vanished a moment later. 

Shae leaving with Fajii caused the room to go suddenly quiet. One by one they started to filter out. 

Everyone had left except for Mina, Nix crawled back in bed. "I'm tired Min. Something else you need?" 

Mina shook her head, nothing that happened today was a surprise for her. "Are Aquarions ugly?" 

Nix pounded his pillow a few times, trying to find a comfortable position in bed. "Some are. Your brother was for sure." 

Mina smiled, "my brother was known to be extremely handsome by our standards."

"What would the Aquarion males here say if they were asked about Fajii?" Nix already knew the answer. 

Mina looked at the floor, her face gloomy. "Fajii is beautiful, no matter what my people say." 

"No argument." Nix stared at Mina, being an Aquarion she didn't understand that she was supposed to leave now. 

She made a face at Nix, "you aren't very handsome. Sometimes it's hard to look at you."

Nix laughed, "thank you Min."

She bent down and kissed the top of his head. "Good Night." She stopped at the door and turned toward him, "that doesn't mean you aren't very important to me."

"Right... I'm your ugly buddy." 

Mina nodded in agreement and then left with a quick wave. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Does this mean that Nix is Fire Mage trainer now?

Guildchat: Pon: Nix, you should make a list, we'll have to check everyone.

Guildchat: Nix: You two are hilarious. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: Sis does this mean we can't have sex with Nix anymore?

Guildchat: Sharl: Are you a complete idiot? 

Guildchat: Tess: Oh my... I didn't realize.

Guildchat: Wind: Nix is boss. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: So... Is that a no Sis?

Guildchat: Semmi: hahahahahaha

*****************

Nix woke bright and early, his back deck was empty for once. In the past Fajii would sit out there in the sun. "I'll go check on her when we get back from Lapu." 

Guildchat: Jun Li: We taking the ships today?

Guildchat: Nix: Yes. We get faction points whenever we win a sea battle.

Guildchat: Semmi: I'm already interviewing captains for the Galleons. 

Guildchat: Nix: Meet at the docks in two hours.

He slipped on his armor and ported to the dock area. His store was already open and doing business. Some of the ferry passengers from the day before had stayed the night in Glory. 

The Kindled Spirit was busy for once, Nix grabbed a table in the corner, ignoring the invitations of his guildmates. Hyai smiled at him when she came to get his order.

"What can I get you, hun?"

"Eggs with anything." Nix noticed that was she was hiding a smile. "Someone told you."

Hyai grinned, "I use to be a Fire Mage you know. Nowhere near as strong as you though"

"Let me know if you suddenly become super-powerful." He sipped the coffee that she had sat down in front of him. 

Hyai laughed at his expression. "Go burn something Nix, it'll make you feel better." 

"Great idea." 

***************

Lapu was one of the Phelinomia Islands, Nix had visited it twice before. All four Inferno ships anchored in the small bay, Pon, Chael and Mina's Assault team were left to guard them while the rest of the guild went ashore. Mina accompanied Wylie and Nix as they joined up with the rest of Inferno. 

They stood onshore for a moment, while the utility boats returned to the ships. Wylie was admiring the new gear Nix had given her. The green leather shirt and pants were much snugger than Nix had intended, it hugged the Knight Captain's curved figure. The kicker was the boots that Dalton had made, they were knee-high boots that matched the outfit. 

Wind watched as Wylie showed Jun Li and Semmi her outfit. They were all interested in its impressive stats. "You did that on purpose, right? " 

"No... but she does look good, " Nix admitted.

Wind nodded in agreement. "Can I have one of the Galleons as a flagship?" 

"Sure. You'll have to form an assault team." 

Guildchat: Nix: How are the applications for members looking?

Guildchat: Jun Li: We have about three hundred applicants.

Guildchat: Nix: Bring in about three dozen. No one gets in without knowing one of us personally.

Nix led the group through the shallows area, slowly they started clearing manta. "There should be way more manta here." 

Wind was sitting the fight out while getting patched up by Tess. "You took a lot of manta from here before right?" 

Nix nodded, "they should have respawned to normal populations. Scout out the crater, I don't like it." 

The scout vanished and Nix started cleaning up the manta. Skinning and harvesting their meat. 

"Thanks again Nix, the gear you made is amazing. Finally, something I can move around in." She thumped her wooden staff on the ground drawing his attention. "Those are my kills you are skinning. What's my split?" 

"Eighty/twenty." Nix smiled pleasantly at her. "Of course when I charge for processing, storage, and transportation..." He did the math in his head, "you actually owe me a few credits, but I'll take your share as payment." 

Wylie shot him a gloomy look, "I was only teasing Sir." 

Guildchat: Wind: Was there an Aquarion city here last time you visited?

Guildchat: Nix: A few Aquarions, but definitely no settlement. 

Guildchat: Wind: Then I have a nice surprise for you.

Guild vidchat opened up and the entire guild watched as Wind zoomed in on the city that had been built right in the middle of the nesting grounds. Mina was leaning over Nix's shoulder so she could see. 

Mina squeezed his shoulder with a pale hand. "Why are all the mantas white Nix?" 

Guildchat: Wind: Aren't white manta very rare?

Guildchat: Nix: Yep, only a couple in ten thousand. 

Guildchat: Pon: Boss, we are about to have company.

Guildchat: Nix: Who and how much?

Guildchat: Pon: Looks to be about twenty ships, two guild IDs-Nottingham and Marauder. You have an hour tops, so hurry it up.

Guildchat: Nix: You and Chael mount up and slow them down a bit, stay out of their range. 

Guildchat: Pon: Got it Nix, we'll buy you some time. 

Jun Li brought up a map of the bay. "Why would that many ships be heading this way?"

Semmi shook her head, "they show up after we arrive? My guess is that we are being hunted."

Nix scowled at the map. "We leave anyone back at Glory Juni?"

Jun Li nodded, "Tyrant is back there, he isn't quite high enough to join in yet." 

Guildchat: Nix: Tyrant, has the afternoon ferry come in yet?

Guildchat: Tyrant: No sir.

Guildchat: Nix: Conduct a quick search of all non-guild members. Find someone with a Nottingham or Marauder guild tag. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: they could be anonymous Nix.

Guildchat: Nix: Right, until I change the settings in the Island menu.

Guildchat: Jun Li: fuck yeah! Do it Nix.

Guildchat: Nix: Calm down Junie... Start the search now Tyrant, I'll change the settings. 

Nix brought up the guild leader menu and accessed Guild properties. He wouldn't have known that it existed if he hadn't been messing with it earlier. Under Island Access, there was an option to disallow anonymous visitors. He quickly selected it. 

Guildchat: Nix: Okay, find them for us. 

Nix waited while keeping up the game menu. It only took a few minutes for Tyrant to get back to them. 

Guildchat: Tyrant: There are two of them sir. A Marauder and a Nottingham person. 

Guildchat: Pon: Have the Acolytes grab them and bring them to the temple. 

Guildchat: Nix: Great idea. Do it.

Nix summoned Ducky and eased himself over the edge of the crater. The water was much cooler than he remembered. "Semmi, find us the best route in."


Chapter 57: Crater City

"We are awfully close to human territory. Doesn't this seem a bit off?" Nix couldn't shake the feeling that this city shouldn't be here. He was camouflaged by the weedy jungle growing up from the crater floor, Mina was so close that she occasionally brushed against him. Aquarions didn't understand personal space.

The entire raid was waiting in the seaweed, spread out over several yards. Semmi was looking for a way in, while Wind had snuck into the city looking for anything they might want. 

"I don't like it Nix," Mina whispered in his ear. "This city makes no sense. It only has housing." 

"What's your estimate of their population based on the housing?"

Mina considered the numbers while she counted the buildings. "Four thousand."

"Ducky..." Nix had her change forms for a moment and gave her specific directions. "There's an underground cave entrance along the north wall. Check it out please, do not be seen." 

[Command: Scout Area] 

Nix summoned Soup and had him stand by. 

Guildchat: Wind: Honestly there's nothing here worth taking. 

Guildchat: Semmi: We can take a direct route Nix, there a few stragglers but no guards at all. 

Guildchat: Nix: Min says that there's housing here for four thousand.

Guildchat: Jun Li: I recommend we retreat Nix. 

Guildchat: Nix: Wind and Semmi return to our staging area. 

Banza sat on the crater floor, his fire spear and shield in hand. He was studying the replay of the video Wind had taken. "This looks like a construction camp Nix."

Jun Li had moved over beside him, "See those cages? What's normally in them?" She pointed out a half dozen large metal crates.

Nix was looking at his own map when red dots started appearing from nowhere. They extended toward Phelinomia in a dense display of activity. "The fuck is that?" 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nix! My entire map is flooded with enemy!

Guildchat: Nix: We found our missing Aquarions, they are in the tunnels. 

[Guild Event: Onion Quest Updated] You have discovered a plot to destroy the Phelinomia capital city of Lohai. You will be awarded points based on the actions you take from this moment. 

Guildchat: Nix: Shit... Wind and Semmi head to Lohai immediately and warn them!

"Those cages are for Rock Worms Nix!" Mina wasn't following all of the conversations, but her map had been updated also. 

"Rock worms? Let me guess, they excavate?" Nix cussed under his breath. 

Mina nodded, "we use them to build tunnels." 

Guildchat: Nix: Fall back to the ship and prepare for a fight. 

Nix waited while Inferno started moving out. It was Mina who had noticed that he wasn't moving. "Nix? Why aren't you following us?" 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nix? 

"Follow them Min, I'm heading into the tunnels." Nix started moving toward the cavern entrance, he stopped with both Mina and Jun Li followed. 

Mina's alien eyes stared at him, "if you are going, then so am I." 

Jun Li moved closer and grabbed his arm, the normally stoic woman looked angry. "Hey! What do you expect to do by yourself?"

"Those of you with complete fire immunity can stay. Everyone else should go." Nix started toward the cavern, both of his arms were being held. "This is a dormant volcano, I'm going to see if there's a chance to create some problems for our tunnel rats." 

He flashed away before they could respond. Jun Li grabbed Mina's hand when she started to follow him. "Mina, trust your friends."

Mina stared in the direction Nix had taken, "I... okay. Let's go back." 

Nix resummoned Ducky and headed to the entrance. They both clung to Soup's shell as they plunged into the darkness. He slipped on his wolf mask and instantly the darkness faded. The main cave had been straightened and widened by quite a bit since the last time he had been here. The trio swam near the ceiling and in a straight line, not bothering with the side passages.

They stopped after about five minutes of swimming. Nix could sense the flickering of flame in the ground deep beneath them. "Ducky... take us to one of the rock worms." He watched her face for a moment, to make sure she understood. She retreated to the last side passage and took a right, a few meters from the entrance were three Aquarions and A long metal cage. 

[Command: Charm My Target]

Immediately the largest Aquarion grabbed one of the others and slammed him against the wall. Green strands shot out of Nix's hand as a half dozen of them encircled the third Aquarion. Nix put Soup on defense mode, having him protect Ducky. 

The charmed Aquarion pulled a dagger and plunged it repeatedly into the other. When the smaller Aquarion died, his killer stood motionless, awaiting further orders. The third Aquarion had been paralyzed from the pain of six emerald strands, it died a few seconds after the first. 

[Command: Attack My Target]

Nix sent Soup after the last one. Soup's strength was far greater than a single Aquarion, he crushed its head in his enormous beak and with a powerful wrench removed the head. 

After searching all three bodies, he peaked in the cage, there was a single creature about fifteen feet in length. Its enormous teeth reminded Nix of a shrew, short powerful looking arms mounted right behind the head. Five rather sharp looking talons hung from its paws. There were no back legs. 

[Command: Charm My Target]

Nix watched the animals eyes, right after Ducky charmed him they took on a blank expression. He opened the cage door and headed back toward the main tunnel. After arriving at the spot he had decided upon, he turned back toward his companions. "Ducky, have the creature dig here, straight down. Recast Charm as many times as you need to." 

Ducky nodded and pointed to the solid rock floor. A moment later the creature started digging. 

Guildchat: Nix: Ask Mina where to get Rock Worms at, these things are amazing. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: You okay Nix?

Guildchat: Nix: Yes, don't wait for me if I'm late. Get ready to take on that armada.

Guildchat: Semmi: We got this. 

Guildchat: Pon: We've disabled three of there ships by burning their sails. Now they have sharpshooters on the decks. 

Guildchat: Nix: Good job, watch yourself!

Nix hovered and descended slowly, the creature dug through solid rock about as fast as a person could walk. He couldn't see the front of the worm, but its teeth and claws cut through stone like it was cheese. A lumpy paste streamed out of its tail end, creating a passageway about three feet in diameter. He had been forced to unsummon Soup because he couldn't fit. 

They traveled steadily downward for several minutes, Ducky had to stop and recast charm a half dozen times. 

Finally, they punched through to a large open area. 

[Your charmed creature has been slain]

[Ducky has been slain] 

A blast of intense heat washed over Nix, instantly sending the water around him into a boil. 

[Aura Ignition]

Nix's green flame erupted outward, his face relaxing as the pain went away. He had come out in a large open cavern, the surface of the floor was magma, although it had cooled to the point where it seemed like mud to Nix's feet. 

"Who are you that comes to this old Lord's crater?" 

Nix turned at the voice, an old woman lay half in the lava and half out. Her hair had once been red but was now streaked with white. "A Salamander Lord?" 

The old woman struggled to sit up, but couldn't quite manage it. "Perhaps I once was, it has been years since I wielded that sort of power."

A skeleton figure lay next to her, "I'm Nix. I mean you no harm Lord." 

The old woman gave up her effort and caressed the skull next to her. "It's not fair... living on when the one you love dies." 

Nix nodded, unexpectedly his own memories surfaced and turned his thoughts dark. "No. That isn't fair." He moved closer and wrapped all of the green tentacles around her, slowly pulling her out of the lava. 

The old woman moaned with pleasure, her eyes opening wider. "What are you trying to do young man?" 

Nix sighed with embarrassment , "sorry... I can't control that part." Shae had told him that his flame was very pleasant for salamanders. He closed his eyes and tried to sense her flame, it was the barest flicker. "Please excuse me further!" 

He wrapped her up tightly and pulled her closer, Shae had used her mouth to transplant the fire seed to him initially so he tried to imitate the process. The old woman's eyes looked angry when his mouth covered hers, she struggled slightly and then arched against him, moaning as a large part of his fire essence sheared off from the Emerald Fire Seed. 

She screamed in protest, her voice growing louder and stronger. She glowed with green flames for a moment and abruptly they turned blue. Nix continued to feed the flames until finally she grabbed him and cast him aside. 

"Boy... You dare take advantage of this old Lord?" The Salamander's appearance grew stronger, her body seeming to reverse age until a middle-aged woman stood before him. Her white-streaked red-hair had turned to blue. 

"Forgive me, I was trying to strengthen you." Nix aura faded to nothing and he collapsed on the molten rock. 

"Foolish little salamander." She approached him and picked him up gently. "I chose my time already, this isn't what I wanted." 

Nix smiled weakly. "I apologize, I meddled in your affairs." 

The woman stared at him, her nostrils flaring. "Summon her now. Or I will most certainly destroy you." 

"Summon who?"

"Your mate..." Her old eyes watched him while he only stared back. 

"Sorry... I don't have a mate, even if I did there's no way I could summon her." 

"Place your hand on your chest, and concentrate on your need." She watched while he did what she asked. 

A moment later there was a flash of light and Shae appeared out of thin air. Her eyes glanced around and found Nix, then she gazed upon the old Salamander. If you've harmed him..." Shae left the sentence unfinished, the threat hanging in the air. 

"A Nemesis?" The woman bowed reverently, " He is unharmed great one, I am Severance."

Nix staggered to his feet, his strength slowly returning. "I'm fine Shae." He glanced up toward the surface. "Above us there are Aquarions digging a tunnel that leads to Phelinomia. How could we ruin their day?"

"Water creatures in my territory?" Severance scowled at the thought, "with help I could give them something unpleasant." 

Nix nodded, his thoughts still lingering on dark thoughts. "Let's burn them all!"


Chapter 58: Phoenix

"You ready Nix?" Shae was holding his hand, her long red hair brushing his arm. 

Nix nodded, the set-up reminded him of jumper cables on a car battery. He would ignite his aura and then place six tentacles on each of them. Shae would provide the juice while he relayed it directly to Severance. "Can't you just do it directly? What's the need for the middle-man?"

Shae leaned forward and kissed his forehead. "Because of our prior fire bonds, you can conduct my flames easily. I'm worried that without you here, it would be too much for her." 

Severance frowned, "don't look down on this old Lord!"

Shae kept her face expressionless, "Then defend your territory properly. It's infested with water creatures." 

"Okay... Who's ready to start?" Nix pulled Shae closer to Severance. 

Severance had changed her ragged clothes and tied up her dark blue hair. "This isn't my natural flame Nix, it's a combination of my dieing seed and the essence you gave me. I've no experience with blue flames." 

Shae stared at the old Lord, "Let's start. If this goes badly. I will kill you if it means keeping him safe."

Severance glanced at the skeleton still lodged in the molten rock, "I understand the sentiment." 

Nix felt the need to remind Shae that he could easily be respawned at his binding point, but he refrained. She was just making sure Severance knew what her priorities were.

[Aura Ignition]

A wave of Emerald flame burst outward from Nix, causing both Salamanders to jump. He put all twelve tentacles on Shae, slowly their two aura's combined. 

Severance waited, a slight smile on her face. More than anything she liked cooking water creatures. She gasped in surprise when her two companions flames merged. "It's brown! You have formed a brown flame... Amazing.

Nix gritted his teeth and faced Severance. Normally he would only merge the flames while he and Shae were having sex. The pools in her elemental world served to help him bleed off what he couldn't handle. Quickly he moved half of his tentacles to the fire lord. 

Severance was lit up in blue flame, the brown flame coming from Nix immediately overpowered her borrowed flame causing the old Lord to scream in misery. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she dangled from the brown flaming tentacles. 

Shae calmly watched her two companions, of the three she was the most comfortable. All she needed to do was meld with Nix's green flame. It was something she enjoyed doing anyway. She slowly cultivated the brown flame while the other two struggled. 

Nix felt blood running down his chin from where he bit through his lip. Even protected by his aura, his skin felt like it was being cooked and then peeled off. He concentrated on moving the flame toward Severance, who had filled the cavern with deafening screams since they started. 

The old Lord put up with it for several minutes before finally breaking free. "That's enough... protect him now!" Her voice brimmed with raw power, her bare feet causing the rock to splash like water. The brown flames swirled around her, "I shall burn them all!" 

Shae pulled Nix close and enclosed him in her flames. Even without his aura, this flame felt warm and gentle. She watched as the old salamander dived straight down into the rock and disappeared from sight. A few moments later, the ground started shaking while the lava quickly filled the room and moved into the tunnels above. 

****************

Mina waited patiently on the deck of the Phoenix. The rest of the Aquarions were wide-eyed with fear. They could feel the build-up of their elemental opposite. An explosion caused the ship to shift suddenly throwing everyone to the deck, the ocean itself starting to churn. The entire top of the crater exploded, sending a wave of pure power in all directions. Immediately afterward, a fountain of molten rock erupted upward sending smoke and ash high into the air. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Holy shit...

Guildchat: Semmi: That's got Nix written all over it. 

Guildchat: Pon: I'm so jealous right now I can't stand it. 

Guildchat: Wind: He just got blown up... you fire mages are crazy. 

[Guild Event: Onion Quest Updated] You have been summoned to the capital city of Lohai. 

"I shouldn't have left him." Wylie was standing next to Mina, she kept thumping her staff loudly on the deck. A blur of movement caught her eyes, she pointed upward. "There!" A winged creature blurred through the cloud of ash moving toward the ships.

Guildchat: Nix: Time to burn things!" 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Have at them guys!

Fey banked hard and dived toward the sea. Nix quickly summoned Soup and let him free fall into the water. The drake climbed quickly and turned back toward the armada while Nix targeted the nearest ship.

[Command: Ram My Target]

Jun Li and Semmi were at the rails of their ship, waiting to come within boarding range when they noticed the object in the water moving toward the enemy at a fast speed. A few moments later it crashed into the side of the ship and the waterline. Soup turned away and dived, immediately he was unsummoned. 

Nix frowned at the unsummoned notice, "so that's one and done skill? He aimed for a second ship and then banked Fey into them. 

[Command: Carpet Bombing] 

A long narrow swath imposed itself on Nix's target. A moment later dozens of tiny explosions blasted the ship at deck level, Nix felt something slam into his shoulder but he kept his seat. 

Fey climbed without being told, "their shooting at us Nix." 

He placed a hand on her back, "you get hit, Fey?" 

"Just nicked, nothing bad." 

Nix grinned and dived for the next ship, "pick me up on the other side!" 

"What?" Fey banked again when she felt her rider jump off. 

Nix landed hard on the deck and rolled quickly to his feet. 

[Aura Ignition] 

Nix ran down the length of the ship, slamming sailors with his tentacles, tossing them in the water, the smelling of singed flesh filling his nostrils. He slammed into the door to the cannoneer's top row. "Hiya guys!" 

He targeted the stack of powder charges.

[Comet Strike] 

He quickly exited and ran for the stern just as the first explosion hit. "Holy fuck!" The rail appeared before him and he jumped from it and leaped into the air. Fey dived hard and just managed to move beneath him as more explosions rocked the ship. 

With her rider safe, Fey climbed steadily and moved back toward the Phoenix. "I've taken a few hits Nix, nothing serious but I must land." 

They landed a moment later, just as the Phoenix turned back toward the armada, she had rushed out to sea to get out of range. Nix patted Fey's head and unsummoned her. 

[Combustion]

Nix felt his wounds disappear as the air around him glowed. 

"Nix!" An out of breath Wylie finally caught up with him. "No more running off on your own." 

Mina had caught up also, she gripped his shoulder firmly with her hand but didn't say anything. 

Captain Delphi noticed his arrival and bowed slightly. "We'll strafe the fleet a few times and then move into boarding range!" 

The Phoenix closed on the fleet quickly. The ships that had broken off to pursue them suddenly found themselves within their enemies range. Captain Delphi had lured them away. "Hard to port! Ready cannons!" 

At four hundred meters the Phonix turned broadside and lined up the pursuit. Both ships were still chasing since they were out of range. 

Captain Delphi wait a few seconds longer. "Top cannons fire!"

The nearest ship was hit hard, the main mast had fallen and the deck was in shambles. The second ship decided to turn. 

Delphi's smiled, "thanks for the bigger target. Fire bottom cannons!" 

The second ship was hit harder, a large portion of its hull was damaged causing it to take in water. 

Nix waited with the assault team. "That's the Alabaster, she's taking on water so they'll be desperate!" 

"Let them wait then!" Delphi steered the Phonix towards the first ship. "Prepare to board!" 

Grappling hooks flew from the Phoenix, holding the enemy ship in place. Nix targeted their deck.

[Meteor Storm]

The assault team waited while the green flames damaged both sailor and ship. Screams of pain filled the air while some of the sailors jumped overboard trying to put out the flames. 

Wylie was the first to arrive. She landed in the middle of a group of smoldering crewmen, one wide swing put the lot of them on the deck. 

******************

Within an hour the sea battle was over. The four remaining ships from the Nottingham/Marauder coalition had retreated. The ships from Inferno had taken too much damage to chase. Repairs were already underway even before the looting was finished. 

Jun Li and Semmi flew their manta to the deck of the Phoenix, Sharl, and Pon had already arrived. Jun Li shook her head at the lack of damage, did they even touch you guys?" 

Captain Delphi shrugged at the new arrivals. "We were hit lightly a few times." She had to bite her lip to keep from grinning like a fool. The Phoenix was fast and furious, Nix and the Aquarion assault crew were a complete nightmare. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Well done everyone. We starched them.

Guildchat: Sharl: That was very satisfying.

Guidchat: Ronnie: Where did your dragon go Nix?

[Inferno Guild has attained Sea-Farer Faction Tier-4. New Guild options are available]

Nix spotted a familiar face sitting on the deck among the captured crew. She had her hands tied behind her back and her eyepatch had been lost. He approached her and cut her bindings before helping her up. "Captain Faryn... sorry for the rough treatment." He handed her his canteen. 

Guildchat: Nix: Let's make sure we are treating the enemy captains respectfully. 

"Thank you, sir." Faryn took a long drink and then handed it back. The Alabaster was sunk and she was out of a job. 

Nix took the canteen back. "It was a good battle." 

Faryn sighed unhappily, "it was good for you guys. We outnumbered you and were still put on our heels." 

"Sorry about the Alabaster, but I'm glad to see that you are okay." Nix pointed to the rail. "Please wait here while Inferno discusses our options." 

Faryn bowed again, "Thank you." She watched as he walked toward his guild members. She silently vowed that in the future, she would avoid missions that involved going against the Phoenix.


Chapter 59: Expanding

Nix leaned comfortably against the rail. Jun Li, Sharl, Pon, Semmi, Wind, and Tess were all gathered in a circle as they discussed the ransom prices for crew and officers of the ships. He wasn't giving them his full attention because he was looking at the new guild options for Tier 4 Sea-Farer factions. 

"Hmm. So that's interesting and very nice." Nix realized that most of the new options were cosmetic, but there was one addition he liked. NPCs could be invited into the guild.

Filamina has joined Inferno.

Hyai has joined Inferno.

Kyla has joined Inferno.

Shae has joined Inferno.

Fajii has joined Inferno.

Delphi has joined Inferno.

Guildchat: Nix: Welcome to Inferno.

[Create a Raid Channel?]

"Yes." Nix decided that communication with the inhabitants of Glory Island would be important to future growth. However, he also realized that people doing missions should use a different channel. He assigned Mina as a 'Recruitment Officer' so she could add the Aquarion Assault teams to the roster.

[Please name new raid Channel.]

"Inferno" Nix closed the guild menu and turned his attention back to the group in front of him.

Inferno: Nix: From this point forward, this will be our mission and vital information channel. Guildchat will be used for all non-essential communication. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Our Aquarion allies will need access to both.

Inferno: Nix: I already included them. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: You still want me to open up recruitment for three dozen people?

Guildchat: Nix: Yes, today's additions were already part of our community, them joining didn't increase our capability. 

Guildchat: Tyrant: The Temple Acolytes are holding the two prisoners for us.

Guildchat: Nix: Great thanks. We'll have a chat with them later. 

Jun Li shook her head at the numbers. "Initial count was seventeen ships, right? Four were able to retreat, six were sunk, seven more were disabled."

Semmi nodded, "repairs on the disabled ships have already started. We are just a bit under-manned when it comes to repairs." 

Sharl was standing closest to Nix, she noticed that his thoughts were wandering. "Everything okay Nix?" 

He nodded and addressed Mina who was talking with a few members of her team. "How are Aquarions at ship repair?" 

Mina smiled at him, "I can direct repairs, there are a few others who can do the same."

"Start repairs on the six ships that were sunk. With those, you can start your own fleet." Nix had given the matter a bit of thought. The American Pacific fleet had been completely destroyed at Pearl Harbor. What many didn't know was that with two exceptions, those ships were returned to service before the end of the war. 

Jun Li had caught the tail-end of the conversation, "you want to return those ships to service?" 

Nix nodded, "after repairs are made, we should be able to do it with a little help from Ronnie." 

Sharl looked skeptical, "this I gotta see." 

Guildchat: Nix: What's the lunch special at the Kindled Spirit today?

Guildchat: Hyai: Kraken stew or fresh Cod.

Guildchat: Semmi: Lunchbreak?

Guildchat: Nix: Yep, we'll go in shifts. Things busy Hyai?

Guildchat: Hyai: Very busy. The ferry arrived a while ago, this time it was nearly full. 

An hour later Nix was having lunch with Ronnie, Banzi and Wind. He had chosen the Kraken special since there was no room in the main room, the four of them were eating in Nix's room.

Wind glanced around the luxury suite in appreciation. "Nice place Nix." 

Ronnie was playing with Wilo while she shared her cod with the tiny elemental. "She's read for promotion Nix, when are we going to do that?" 

"Tonight after the two of you bring the ships up." Nix leaned back in his chair, there was something very satisfying in eating a creature that had eaten you.

Wilo walked across the table, refusing to look at Nix's plate. She was scared to death of even trying the Kraken. Wind put out his hand and she stepped nimbly on it. "You're going to batten down the hatches and then have Wilo expand air into the hull?" 

Nix nodded, he knew that the quite scout had a sharp intellect. "All the hatches but one. If she can displace enough water, and if the repairs hold. Then that should be enough to bring them up." 

Wind considered the plan, "lets use manpower too. We can put a few dozen hands on the hulls and ease them up slowly." 

"I hadn't thought of that, good idea. I'll leave that to Mina and her people, they're the strongest in the water."

Ronnie finished off the last of her lunch, her dark eyes staring at Nix. "Are you really giving them those ships?"

"Yes. As we strengthen ourselves, we also need to look to our allies strength." 

Ronnie flashed him a smile. "You've changed a lot since we first met Nix." 

He returned her smile, "you mean when I carried you through those Elite Turtles?" 

She nodded in agreement, "my arrows just bounced off those things." 

****************

The Alabaster was the first ship they attempted to bring up. Mina thought it fitting that this would be the first ship to be part of the Souza Accord's new fleet. The hull repairs were completed and the Aquarions were in place ready to guide the ship to the surface. Ronnie and Nix had swum inside the hull. 

Ronnie glanced at him, "So... Wilo just pushes out all the air she can. Why are you here then?"

"I'm going to heat the air, causing it to expand further." Nix had left one of the lower hatches open so that the water could escape. 

Wilo hovered in the middle of the hull and started pushing air outward. 

[Aura Ignition]

Nix focused on his own flame, causing the air to immediately become super-heated. The water level slowly dropped in the main hull, when it had dropped to waist high, the entire ship shifted and started to raise up. 

Mina and the Aquarions guided the ship upward, slowly it rose to the surface. After a few minutes, the Alabaster sat on low on water. Nix sloshed through the knee-deep water in the base of the hull. "Get the pumps down here and lets clear this hull!" 

More Aquarions started showing up as Inferno worked hard through the late afternoon. By dinner time, they had completed the operation. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: That's all of them, great job Nix!

Guildchat: Nix: Well done guys. 

Guildchat: Filamina: I'll be assigning assault teams to each of those ships, they will need captains and crews.

Guildchat: Semmi: That's my thing Mina, I've been interviewing captains for weeks. I'll give you the list and you can choose.

Guildchat: Filamina: Thank you Semmi. 

Mina climbed on deck, taking a look at the broken mast and shredded sails. "I wonder if my tailor friend can repair these sails... maybe even make them better?"

Nix laughed at her expression, somehow coy didn't fit the Aquarion face very well. "Of course I will do my best Min, this going to be your flagship?" 

Mina shook her head, "I'm not leaving your side, my team and I are staying on the Phoenix with you." 

Guildchat: Nix: Want to take a trip with me, Junie?

Guildchat: Jun Li: We heading to Lohai?

Guidchat; Wind: Me and Banzi are coming too. 

Guildchat: Nix: Meet at the Phelinomia platform in an hour.

A few minutes later Nix was walking on the temple grounds, as soon as he entered the temple Acolyte Dervi approached him. 

The thin fire mage bowed deeply, her jet-black hair nearly touching the ground. "Temple Lord Nix, welcome back." 

Nix smiled at the reception. "Bring me the two prisoners, also a few healers." 

A few minutes later Dervi returned with two the two prisoners and a handful of Acolytes. Two of them were obviously healers that walked the path of air. The Head Acolyte motioned toward the two healers. "These two are Boola and Chakali." 

Nix nodded pleasantly at the two acolyte healers. They were both males who shaved their heads. "Keep these two prisoners alive please." 

Boola and Chakali glanced at the two men in irons, both of them were a bit scuffed up but neither had taken any damage. 

Two emerald strands shot out from Nix's hands, encircling the necks of the two prisoners. They immediately started screaming. A sound like sizzling bacon filled the air, the two men had fallen to their knees. 

The Acolytes watched wordlessly while Nix burned them. His yellow eyes showing no concern for their blood-curdling screams. Suddenly one of the prisoners died and Nix dropped his strands. 

[Balefire] 

Boola has been slain.

Chakali has been slain.

Since they were standing next to each other, they were both caught in Nix's balefire. Both acolytes respawned a moment later next to the platform. 

Nix ignored the dizziness from using all his mana, wordlessly he drank a mana potion. He shook his head while looking at the single prisoner, the other having died and respawned safely at his binding point. "So... these are the healers of Shae's temple?" 

Guildchat: Nix: Tess and Rose, please come to the Temple at once. 

Guildchat: Tess: Right away Nix!

Guildchat: Rose: On my way.

The two men had recovered and were standing next to Dervi. Nix gestured toward the temple door. "Find another place to practice healing. Leave now and never come back." 

Dervi's face turned pale as the healers walked toward the door. "Those are the only two healers in the temple my lord."

"Acolytes in the only Fire Palace in Colonial aren't allowed to fail. You serve a Nemesis, not some common Fire Lord."

Dervi shuddered when he turned his yellow eyes on her, she bowed deeply again. "As you say my lord!"

The surviving prisoner was still on his knees gasping for breath. "What are you doing? This kind of thing isn't allowed!" 

Nix turned his gaze toward the man. He was from the Nottingham guild. "My guild is comprised of NPCs whose death is permanent, please bear with me while I ask you a few questions." 

"Questions?" The man's voice was hysterical, the emerald flames were worse than anything he had ever felt. "You haven't asked anything yet!"

"Right...first I have to put you in the right mindset." Nix smiled pleasantly, "call it motivational." 

"Y-Your crazy." The man looked like he wanted to cry, he stayed on the floor not daring to stand.

"Crazy?" Nix shook his head, "it would be better for you if I was."


Chapter 60: City of Lohai

"Are you sure Nix?" Jun Li had felt sick to her stomach when he relayed what the prisoner had said. The Salamander guild had paid Nottingham and Marauder to come after them. 

Banzi scowled at the words, "they think we are easy pickings? We should teach them a lesson." 

Wind nodded in agreement, "the fact that these two guilds accepted means they have no respect for us. They should have stayed out of it."

Wylie was holding the prisoner, special shackles were attached to his ankles and feet. He was also gagged so that he couldn't speak. "Why are we bringing this person? There has been a ransom offer for him already." 

Nix was finding it hard not to stare at his Knight Captain. Since they were meeting the Royal family of Phelinomia, they were all wearing formal attire which Nix had made. Her silver hair was worn up, she looked stunning in pale blue. 

"Is there something on my face?" Wylie was smiling at Banzi, his red face was evidence that he had been caught staring. Wind laughed at his discomfort. 

"I'm sorry Captain Wylie, " Banzi's deep voice made her smile, everything about the Inferno tank was oversized and exaggerated. "You look like a princess." 

The Knight didn't seem bothered by the comment, "thank you Banzi. You look very nice also." 

Wind and Nix exchanged glances, but neither commented. Did those two like each other?

"I have my reasons for having him accompany us." Nix led them away from the Lohai platform. Lohai was one of the most beautiful cities in all of Colonial. White spires rose up on every block. The streets were made from large brown stones that had been buffed until they were smooth. There were well-armored guards on every corner. As they continued to walk down the main street toward the Palace, they eventually arrived at a cordoned-off area that was heavily guarded. 

A fully armored knight held out a hand when they approached. "Halt. This area is off-limits." 

Wylie stepped forward, "this is your superior officer, Colonel Nix. It was his people who stopped the invasion attempt." 

The Knight quickly saluted and stood to one side. "Colonel! I am Captain Haven. I will escort you to the site." 

Nix nodded and followed the knight while the rest of the group fell in behind. They walked half a block before they came upon a massive crater that had destroyed the street and part of two buildings. There were still Aquarion bodies littered about. "No one has tampered with anything?"

The Knight shook his head, "we were ordered to maintain security until you arrived to search the bodies." 

Wind moved to the side of the crater, he kicked a dead Rock Work into the hole. " You can see where they stopped digging. They were within fifty feet of breaking through." He pointed to where the smoothly dug sides ended. 

Jun Li knelt and examined one of the Aquarions, "they were boiled Nix. The water super-heated and eventually the pressure broke through the surface here." 

Banzi stepped toward the edge and peered down, "so there are thousands of Aquarions down there? All of them were boiled alive?" 

The Knight nodded, "we would have been caught by surprise. The Palace is one block from here, a few thousand Aquarions would have overrun the guard quickly." 

Nix spotted an object the size of a pineapple and picked it up. It was metallic and covered in squares that had been adhered to each other. He held it up for the others to see. "What is this?" 

Jun Li shook her head, "there are a few laying around. I've never seen anything like them." 

Wind held out his hand and Nix handed it to him. "You can bet its a weapon of some sort." 

"A bomb maybe?" Banzi refused to touch it, "put it down carefully until we know for sure." 

Wind smiled at his best friend, "nervous Banz?"

The big man nodded his head and backed up a few steps. 

"We should continue to the Palace. Captain Haven, I want you to clear up this site. Have a team enter this tunnel and remove everything that could be deemed useful. Then fill it in."

"Right away sir. We will send it directly to Glory Island." Haven saluted crisply and turned to one of his men. "Escort Colonel Nix and his group to the Palace immediately." 

The Inferno group followed the guard and within a few minutes were sitting comfortably in a waiting area outside of the Royal Court. 

A Royal page approached them. "I will be escorting you into the Court. Please follow me." 

Nix stepped into the Royal Court to the sound of loud shouting. "Introducing Colonel Nix from the Knights of Colonial and his trusted companions. 

Guildchat: Jun LI: fuck! When did I become a trusted companion?

Guildchat: Semmi: Hmm?

Guildchat: Jun Li: Never mind.

Phelinomia was ruled jointly by a King and Queen. They had a son and daughter that were standing next to the Queen's throne. Each of them had the same dark hair and tanned skin that were prevalent in the Phelinomia archipelago. The King was dressed in rich red colors and wore a large golden crown. The queen was wearing a lighter red dress with a simple silver circlet on her head. Her dark beauty immediately made Nix think of Sharl and Ronnie. She could have been their older sister. 

Nix stopped next to the page and bowed deeply. "I am Nix and these people are Banzi, Wind, Jun Li and Captain Wylie of the Colonial Knights. Each of his friends bowed when they were introduced. 

Neither the King nor Queen spoke, but their daughter did. "Well met Nix. I am Princess Festa. Would you please describe the events of this Aquarion invasion?" 

"Of course. While we were hunting for mounts at the Lapu crater we became aware of an Aquarion Assault force inside. At this time we declared a guild emergency and used all of our available resources to ascertain their mission. We were able to uncover a plot between the Aquarions and two human guilds to invade and capture the city of Lohai."

Guildchat: Jun Li: What the fuck?

Guildchat: Wind: Oh... you're good Nix. 

Nix paused until the Princess motioned for him to continue. "We sent a brave team into the heart of the volcano to ignite the inner core. Sadly everyone on that team was killed while carrying out their mission. Their efforts superheated the water in the tunnels that the Aquarions were digging."

"How many of your people died saving us?" The King finally spoke, his manner was calm but there was anger burning in his eyes. 

"Twelve Sire. We lost many more during the naval battle." 

The King nodded gravely, he had heard of the great battle. "Explain please." 

"While our team was heading into the volcano, we discovered the enemy invasion fleet moving toward Lohai. We intercepted them with our four frigates and destroyed most of their fleet. A few of them managed to limp away because our ships were too heavily damaged to pursue." 

The Queen lay her hand on the King's arm and then stood up. "This prisoner is a member of the invasion force?" 

Nix nodded, "The Nottingham and Marauder guilds thought they could rule Lohai, their ships were loaded with soldiers. The Aquarions were tunneling toward your Palace, while their ships were poised to take your docks to make you fight on two fronts." 

The Queen made a gesture and two guards grabbed the prisoner and dragged him away. "You've suffered loss because you chose to defend us. We shall not forget this." 

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Phelinomia has entered into an alliance with the Inferno Guild.

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Phelinomia has declared war on the Nottingham Guild. No members of Nottingham are allowed entry into Phelinomia. [Limit 120 Days]

Colonial System Message: The Kingdom of Phelinomia has declared war on the Marauder Guild. No members of Marauder are allowed entry into Phelinomia. [Limit 120 Days]

Guildchat: Semmi: What's going on over there? Both of those guilds have their headquarters in Phelinomia.

Guildchat: Wind: They've just been Nixed.

[All members of Inferno have been given the title of 'Knight of Phelinomia.']

[The Inferno Navy has been given a Legendary Shipyard to upgrade their fleet]

[For halting the invasion before it reached Lohai, you've been given a special gift.]

[New Guild Options available]

Onion Quest Part III 

Dunham's trail led you to discover a plot to invade Lohai. You discovered a mysterious map that he left behind. 

[Onion Quest Updated]

Onion Quest part III, Investigate the mysterious map. 

****************

A few hours later the group from Inferno returned to through the dock portal. There were dozen of crates full of gear and objects stacked neatly. Jun Li opened one of the crates. "Captain Haven works fast, it's the loot from the Aquarions." 

Guildchat: Nix: Could you come to the docks Min? There's some Aquarion gear here.

Guildchat: Filamina: Right away Nix.

Guildchat: Ronnie: When we going to see Shae?

Guildchat: Nix: Tomorrow morning, sorry I'm a bit tired. 

Nix was looking at the new options for the guild. They could build a shipyard and there was an option to build a Phelinomia embassy. The embassy came with a hundred Knights. 

Jun Li had been hovering close to him since they got back. "We can put that shipyard on the West side of the island."

Nix nodded, "I was thinking the same thing. The embassy can wait until we advance our town." 

Jun Li smiled, "let's see what the special gift is Nix." 

Nix held up the small wooden box he had received. "You mean this?" 

She tried to grab it but he moved it way. "Open it Nix!" 

"Fine." Nix opened the box, it was completely empty. 

[New Quest Available: Help Lionel out at the Phelinomia Quarry]

Jun Li sighed heavily. "It's a quest?" 

Nix shrugged, "guess so."


Chapter 61: Growth and Development

Nix was by himself on the docks by the time Mina arrived. She was wearing her traditional black gear that she used to travel about freely in the human cities. 

Mina offered him a polite smile and opened the crate he was standing next to. "This is from one of the elite Aquarion Assault forces, we can really use this gear Nix." 

Nix nodded, "it's all yours. Can't have your people undergeared when we are fighting the same war." 

She picked up one of the pineapple sized objects that had been found with the invasion force, right away she gasped in surprise. "Nix... Do you know what this is?" 

"No, but I'd assume it's some sort of bomb."

"Yes. There is a tiny air sprite enclosed within. When you throw it at something the liquid fire inside breaks the compartment and destroys the sprite. This causes a massive explosion of air."

"So it sends shrapnel blasting everywhere?" Nix shook his head, it was the magical version of a hand grenade. 

"These are very lethal but extremely hard to build because of the rarity of air sprites." Mina did a quick count, "There's fifteen of them, I'm surprised they were able to make so many."

Guildchat: Semmi: Nix have you read the forums?

Guildchat: Nix: No. Something I should know?

Guildchat: Semmi: Just that the guild HQs for Nottingham and Marauder have been reclaimed by the Phelinomia government. 

Guildchat: Nix: Serves them right.

Guildchat: Semmi: Not just that. All the businesses owned by the guild and its members in Phelinomia have been confiscated by the crown. 

Guildchat: Wind: The forum is eating it up too. With all the announcements from Phelinomia, everyone is convinced that they colluded with the invasion force. 

Guildchat: Nix: Taking a bite out of us needs to hurt. Are you still around Lena?

Guildchat: Lena: Yes. Do you need anything?

Guildchat: NIx: Coming to see you.

"Grab one of those Min and come with me." Nix walked with her toward the shops' area. 

Mina was holding the bomb like it was an egg, but she didn't look scared. "Lena is the guild carpenter?"

Nix nodded, "yep." 

Of all the people from the Gladis hub, Lena was the one who looked most like a criminal. She had a shaved head and was covered in tattoos and piercings. That was just on the outside however, Lena had been a social worker for inner-city youths. Nix wasn't sure what landed her in prison. 

Nix held the door for Mina as they walked into Lena's store. "Hey, Lena. Have you met Min yet?" 

Lena shook her head. "Not officially. Nice to meet you, Mina." 

"Nice to meet you also Lena." 

Nix smiled when he noticed all the carvings on the shelves. "What are the prerequisites for a carpenter?" 

"Construction and Wood carving," Lena replied. 

"I want to commission a figurehead for the Phoenix." 

Lena smiled at the request. "I haven't done one of those yet. I'm assuming you want a Phoenix figurehead?" 

Nix nodded, "I want you to add two enhancements, Air and Fire."

"You a crafter Nix so you know I'll need something to base those enhancements on."

Mina handed her the Aquarion bomb. "Careful this is an explosive." 

Lena carefully set it in her enhancement block, instantly her face lit up. "It has a strong Air enchantment, the fire part is much weaker but I can strengthen that a bit."

Nix couldn't stop smiling. "What kind of final result can we expect?"

"Not really sure, stop back tomorrow after 15:00 and I'll have something for you." Lena covered a yawn, she had been working all day. 

***********

A few minutes later Nix watched as Mina and her team removed most of the crates from the dock. They left the ones that were filled with the explosives. They had given Lena a good idea of what they wanted and then left her to her business. Finally, Nix head to the Kindled Spirit for some rest. 

Hyai was cleaning up the dining hall when he walked in. She offered him a smile, "want some company Nix?" 

Nix nodded as he trudged slowly up the stairs. "No matter what I'm sleeping in tomorrow." 

When she opened the door to his suite a half-hour later, Nix was sleeping soundly in the bath. She clucked her tongue at him and placed a gentle hand on his head. "Sleeping in the bath Nix?" 

"No." Nix denied it even though it was obvious he'd been sleeping. "I only closed my eyes for a bit."

Hyai held out a towel, "climb out of there Nix. Let's get you in bed." 

The warmth of thick blankets combined with the innkeeper's soft skin made Nix fall asleep instantly, even though he had entertained other ideas. His eyes opened for the first time when the morning light started to come in from the windows. He smiled sleepily, he felt as comfortable as he had ever been. 

Hyai moved slightly, propping herself on one elbow. "I have to get up in a bit Nix."

"Hmm... in that case." He pulled the warm and very willing Hyai on top of him. "I must apologize properly for falling asleep before my work was done." 

**************

The second time Nix woke up it was already mid-morning. Hyai was working when he finally made it downstairs he waved and headed outside. Ronnie and Jun Li were already waiting for him when he left the Kindled Spirit. 

Jun Li had her island map open and was looking at the best options for the shipyard placement. The legendary shipyard came with twelve berths for ships. More than enough to hold its rapidly growing fleet. "We decided on the west side of the island right?"

Nix nodded, "you get that built and I will head over to the temple to see Shae." 

Colonial System Message: The Inferno Guild has constructed the first Legendary Shipyard.

Guildchat: Semmi: Go us!

Guildchat: Pon: I hear if your ship is upgraded and you bring it to a legendary shipyard, it enhances it even further.

Guildchat: Sharl: Nix come fix my sails! I know you did something to the Phoenix to make it faster!

Guildchat: Nix: Fine. All interested personnel head over to the dock and talk to Captain Delphi. She will let you know how to upgrade the sails and weapons.

Guildchat: Pon: You upgraded the weapons too?

Guildchat: Nix: Can't have an old bastard like you showing me up. 

Ronnie and Nix entered the temple a few minutes later. Shae was leaning against her altar, her acolytes were close by, hanging on her every word. 

"Giving them some pointers Shae?" Nix noticed that her hair was braided, it was definitely Fajii's work. She had learned that braiding style from Nansu. 

Shae nodded, "can't have them continuing to disappoint the Temple lord." She gave him a kiss on the cheek before glancing at Wilo who was perched on Ronnie's shoulder. "Ready to promote? I'll take care of everything." 

Ronnie looked like she wanted to cry when Wilo entered Shae's world. Her gloomy face stared at the altar where she had disappeared. "She didn't even say goodbye." 

Nix threw an arm around her shoulders and squeezed gently. "She's focused Ronnie, this is a dangerous time for her." 

"Right... I'm being silly." 

Nix felt Shae's eyes on him, he waited until Ronnie left the temple before speaking. "Can I see Fajii?"

Shae shook her head. "Give it a few days Nix, she's at a very dangerous time." She handed him a small bag. "She made some potions for you."

Nix smiled and accepted the bag. "Hey, what happened to Severance after she ignited the volcanic core?" 

Shae shrugged and moved closer to him before grabbing one of his hands. "More than likely she is starting a new reign as a Salamander lord." 

Nix had seen first hand what the brown flames had done to her. Her age had quickly moved backward from a middle-aged woman to a younger version that looked to be about Shae's age. "You seem different Shae." 

"I'm progressing towards my next promotion decades ahead of schedule. We will have to stop cultivating the brown flame so often. No more than once every few weeks. Otherwise, my foundation will weaken." 

Nix nodded, "I have a few things to do Shae. Let me know if you need anything." 

Shae leaned closer and hugged him for a moment. "I will Nix." She smiled at his back when he started walking toward the exit. "Hey, Nix!"

He stopped and looked back. "Hmm?"

"If you start feeling really bad sometime in the next few weeks. Come find me immediately." Shae waved and disappeared from sight.

Guildchat: Nix: Who wants to investigate the Quarry quest with me?

Guildchat; Wind: I'll go.

Guildchat: Chael: Me too.

Guildchat: Pon: I'm in. 

Guildchat: Nix: Meet at the Phoenix in fifteen minutes.

Guildchat: Wylie need me to come Sir?

Guildchat: Nix: No, I'm setting up the Mariner training for the knights. You'll need to oversee it.

Guildchat: Wylie: Yes sir.

While walking back to the Phoenix, Nix used the barracks menu to bring up the Mariner training for Captain Wylie and her knights. There was also a Marine Commander training available, so he quickly lined that up for her.

Guildchat: Nix: I'll come by the barracks tomorrow and check your progress. 

Guildchat: Wylie: Look forward to being impressed, Sir.

Nix received permission to come aboard and shook Delphi's hand. She was standing at the notched rail where they kept unofficial track of their kills. "You're counting my two individual kills as part of the Phoenix's record?"

Delphi nodded with a sly smile. "You are part of her crew." 

Pon, Wind, and Chael arrived a few minutes later. They were a group that leaned heavily toward fire damage. Exactly the type of teammates you wanted if you ran into trouble. 

A few minutes later they left port, waving at the Ferry that was arriving just as they were leaving. 

Guildchat: Wind: That Ferry is packed today. Standing room only.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Make sure to upgrade the fleets sails as soon as possible Nix.

Guildchat: Nix: Bring all the sails to my shop tonight. I'll take care of it.

Nix opened the bag he had received from Shae. There were four small bottles in it. 

Transparency

Potion: Invisibility

Description: Offers an hour

of invisibility. Effect may be turned

on or off repeatedly for the duration.

Chael noticed the potion bottles right away. "Fajii make those?"

Nix nodded, Chael recognized them right away, Nansu made something similar for him. "She is still with Shae."


Chapter 62: Black Quartz

Pon was frowning at the Inferno guild leader. Mostly because he was angry with himself for not thinking outside the box. "You had the weaponsmith upgrade the cannons on the Phoenix?"

Nix nodded, "Lena is making us a figurehead for the ship, I'm hoping to add more enhancements before I bring it to the shipyard."

"Nansu has been asking about Fajii." Chael didn't mention how shocked he had been to find out the Aquarion and Nix were very close. 

Wind and Pon smiled at each other knowingly. Pon's old face wrinkled up in his version of a smile, "She's pushing you to find out the scoop right?" 

Chael sighed and nodded, "Nansu thought she was Fajii's best friend among the humans. 

Wind laughed at the comment, "apparently not." 

"Fajii and I are friends." Nix couldn't hide the smile from forming on his lips. The Aquarion alchemist was someone he liked being around. 

Pon made a face at him, "I'm surprised Shae hasn't scorched you." 

"Hmm? Why would she do that?" 

Pon shook his head in defeat. "You don't know women Nix." 

"Probably not," Nix admitted. 

Chael glanced over his shoulder to where Captain Delphi was standing, deliberately he lowered his voice. "So... Sharl and Ronnie?" 

Nix didn't answer. "You guys ask a lot of questions."

Chael shook his head, "you should settle down with one person." 

Nix nodded in agreement. "Who says I won't?"

Wind was leaning against the rail, listening to the conversation. "Just haven't found the right person?" 

NIx laughed at his serious expression, "maybe I have and haven't realized it yet."

Chael ran a hand through his blonde hair, when he had met Nansu, he had realized right away. "I've been researching the Onion Quest. Do you know that no one has made it past the first leg of that quest?"

Pon laughed, "that damned Kraken probably is the reason."

Wind nodded, "it seems like a high tier quest. First a legendary beast and then a major invasion force. We should strengthen ourselves before we attempt the next part."

Guildchat: Jun Li: Let us know if you need help with that Quarry quest Nix.

Guildchat: Semmi: I'm interested in seeing what sort of quest it is, considering it was part of a reward.

Guildchat: Ronnie: I miss Wilo Nix!

Guildchat: Nix: Few days and she'll be back.

Pon was staring at the armor that Nix had received from Shae. "Is that growth armor Nix?"

Nix nodded, "yep. + 10 to all stats and mana boosts"

"I thought so, that's the Temple Lord armor." Pon understood more about the topic than anyone else. "She named you Temple Lord Champion right? Do you understand the significance?"

Wind was listening to the two fire mages talk, everyone knew that Nix was the strongest noob around. "Let's see the stats Nix, we won't tell anyone."

Chael nodded in agreement, "yep, I want to see them too. Show us the boss stats!" 

When Pon looked at him expectantly Nix only shrugged. "Fine, it's not a secret or anything." 

Nix 

Level 50 [Locked: Actual Level 84]

Strength 80

Endurance 78

Intelligence 40

Dexterity 40

Perception 40

Mana 12000/12000

Cold Resistance 115 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 115 [Burning Aura]

Emerald Flame Strands 75 [Flame Snare] [Fire Root]

Fire Seed [Emerald]

Weapon Skills:

Primary: Path of Fire [Salamander]

Support Skills:

N/A

Primary Path Skills

Balefire

Meteor Storm

Combustion

Comet Strike

[Spirit Animal 3/4]

1: Soup [Royal Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Siren]

3: Fey [Fire Drake]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

"The fuck is that?" Pon looked like he wanted to cry. 

Wind stared at the stats, "you need to train a secondary path Nix. With that strength, you should take up a martial path also."

"Your strength is 80? That's stronger than Aquarions." Chael had seen Fajii strength stat once, hers was at 55."

"Some of it is from the Beast Slayer title and the armor." Nix hadn't looked at his stats lately, he decided he was going to start looking for a good support skill. 

"The significance of being Temple Lord is that you will defend the Palace in the event of a challenge." Pon old face looked worried, "That means if Shae chose not to step in, you could be taking on a Lord level elemental."

"I'm not worried." Nix closed his stat screen.

Wind had noticed the locked level. "How did your locked get so high?"

"It went up 15 levels with the death of the Kraken." Nix noticed the Phoenix was slowing." 

"We'll anchor here Nix, you can take the Utility boat to the shore." Delphi had marked the island that the Quarry quest was on. It was one of the larger islands in the archipelago."

"This is Tsani Island?" Nix shook his head at Delphi, "we'll take mounts in, keep the boat on deck."

"Yes sir. " Delphi watched as the team summoned their mounts. 

"Feel free to target any non-Sea Farer ships while we are gone." Nix climbed up on Fey and a moment later was airborne.

"About time you let me fly!" Fey stretched her wings and easily pulled away from the Mantas. 

"Right... you just sit around all day soaking in Shae's ponds." Nix patted the scales on her neck. "Are your wounds healed?"

"Yes." 

"I wonder if you can wear armor. We could shore up your underside a bit so we don't have to worry about range damage." Nix hadn't known before the last fight that most of the drakes protection was on the top, her underside was very vulnerable. 

"I'm not a dragon Nix. Weigh me down with armor and I probably won't be able to fly at all." 

"Hmm... I'll look into it. Just keep an open mind." Nix spotted the Quarry in the middle of the island and banked Fey toward it. 

"Keep the mounts out?" Wind always liked to plan an exit strategy.

"Sure, won't hurt to be ready." Nix walked toward the only building on the site. It was a small one-roomed hut. 

A tall thin man wearing a black mohawk exited the building when they approached. "Hello, friends. Welcome to the Phelinomia Quarry. I'm Foreman Lionel." 

Nix glanced at his companions, none of them seemed to know how they should progress. "We were sent here by Lohai city to help you out." 

"Help me?" Lionel shook his head, "I don't see how you can help me unless you can make seven trillion tons of quartz disappear." 

"Seven trillion tons?" Nix looked at Pon, the old mage was deliberately avoiding eye contact. "This is a rock quarry right?"

Lionel shook his head, "No, it's a black marble quarry. Somehow we've run into a large strain of black quartz. We have to get rid of it since it's useless to us." 

Guildchat: Nix: What do we do with seven trillion tons of black quartz?

Guildchat: Semmi: There's no market for quartz. Why do you have seven trillion tons of it?

Guildchat: Nansu: It can be crushed and used to make roads. Does that help?

"We can take the quartz off your hands. Is there a reward?" Nix knew the island was still kinda small, the need for roads was minimal. 

Lionel nodded, "of course. The reward is seven trillion tons of black quartz." 

Colonial System Message: You have successfully completed the Quarry quest.

"...." Nix.

"...." Pon. 

"Wow... that was easy." Wind kept the smile off his face, but it took effort. This quest had turned into a duck. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Um... You guys finished the quest right?"

Guildchat: Nix: Yep. How'd you know.

Guildchat: Jun Li: The entire eastern part of Glory is now buried in black rock. 

*******************

An hour later the group had returned to Glory island. Like everyone else they went to look at the mountain of black quartz. Jun Li and Semmi were already there. 

Nix sighed when he saw the size of it. "Somehow it was a lot smaller in my head."

"I've been checking the possible uses of quartz. This pile isn't going anywhere." Semmi picked up a piece and tossed it to Nix. 

Jun Li brought her map up, "I'm more worried about the space it is taking up. This could seriously hamper our development." 

Nix caught the quartz in his hand and immediately the guild menu on his hud came up. 

[Suitable expansion material acquired. Seven trillion tons of Black Quartz.] 

[Do you wish to expand Glory island?]

"Yes." The hud map came up. Nix was suddenly grinning from ear to ear. He moved the highlighted area on the map to the eastern shoreline. 

Instantly the mountain of quartz disappeared, it could be seen shimmering above the water just off of the eastern shoreline. 

[Glory Expansion in progress 6 hours]

"What the hell just happened Nix?" Jun Li was staring at the empty spot where the quartz had been. 

"The quartz is filler for island expansion. Looks like we'll gain quite a bit." Nix couldn't tell from his map how big the island would grow, but he estimated it at close to double. 

Semmi was clapping her hands. "This is awesome Nix! I thought it was odd that the reward on such an important quest would be a complete dud." 

Inferno: Filamina: Nix! Look to the North!

Inferno: Wylie: ALERT! All Knights establish defensive positions on the North Shore! 

"The fuck is going on?" Nix turned toward the north. There were hundreds of Manta coming toward them. They were still several hundred meters away.

Inferno: Filamina: I count at least five Matriarchs Nix! They have a Water Lord with them!

Inferno: Nix: Water Creatures invading a Fire Island? Ballsy... All available hands deploy the dock area.

Guildchat: Nix: Noncombat Personnel evacuate to the Sea World Immediately. 

Glory Island General chat: Nix: All guest please evacuate to the Fire Palace Immediately. An Aquarion invasion force is heading our way. 

Inferno: Shae: I'll get rid of the Water Lord Nix.

Inferno: Nix: No. Leave it to me.


Chapter 63: Water Lord

Guildchat: Nix: Hyai, please check the guild roster against the noncombatants currently in Sea World.

Nix summoned Fey, then immediately drank his invisibility potion, and activated the icon before climbing on her back. 

Inferno: Nix: Junie I'll leave coordination of fighters to you. Remember that those five Matriarchs probably have at least 20 Sea-beasts they can summon. 

Fey leaped into the air and started climbing rapidly. 

[Command: Stealth]

Fey disappeared from sight. 

Inferno: Pon: Shit, a stealthed mount?

Inferno: Filamina: The Souza Accord will hold the center, Junie.

Inferno: Jun Li: Captain Wylie, I want you to shift west so you can protect the town if they decide to start destroying things.

Inferno: Jun Li: Sharl, Banzi and I will hold the right side. DPS and casters will provide us with fire and heal support.

Nix was already high into the clouds when the first Aquarions were approaching the shore. 

Guildchat: Hyai: All non-combatants are accounted for Nix.

Inferno: Pon: Sweet heavens. What is that thing?

Inferno: Filamina: Careful Nix, that's a Manta Prime! It almost certainly has an ice attack.

The Manta in question was three times bigger than the standard white mantas. The Water Lord was standing majestically on its back. There were also two other passengers, both Matriarchs. 

Nix leaned closer Fey's back and whispered. "Dive right at it, when we get close, show them your fire breath!"

Fey extended her wings and then banked into a dive. "What then?"

"Carpet bomb the enemy whenever you get the chance," Nix pulled his legs under him and crouched on his knees. 

Shonie moved from her hiding spot behind the Kindled Spirit. When she heard the alert go off, she decided it was a good chance to complete her mission. Her guild master had sent her to Glory Island to scout out Inferno. No one really knew anything about them. Salamander regularly flamed them in the forums, but they couldn't be trusted. The Resolute Guild was looking for a strong, reliable ally, and the upstart Inferno guild was growing fast.

Shonie stealthed and climbed her way up to the roof of the inn, then she turned on 'Live Stream.'

At the same time in the Fire Palace, Shae sat unconcernedly on her Throne. Her acolytes were huddled around her looking worried. Dervi stood away from the rest, her Fire Staff was ready in her hand. "Highness... shouldn't we help them?" 

Shae's light brown eyes stared at her Acolytes. "You aren't ready. I want you to move to the door and watch. You should have a nice view." 

Fey steepened her dive, moving impossibly fast while Nix used his strands to anchor himself in place. The Prime never saw them coming. Thirty feet from their target she let the Manta have her flames at point-blank range. 

[Fire Breathe]

Nix leaped from her back, hiding in the flames as he slung himself at the Water Lord.

[Aura Ignition]

The Water Lord used an instant shield to protect himself and the riders, but the Prime was heavily damaged. There was a flash of green just before Nix slammed into the trio. He wrapped his arms and legs around the stunned Lord as a half dozen emerald tentacles encircled each of the Matriarchs. The four of them bounced off the Manta and plummeted toward the ground. The painful shrieks of the Water Lord and his companions rose above the din of battle. 

Fey banked away and immediately stealthed again. Nix had told her to stay at range with her AE attack, but first, she wanted to kill the Prime. She banked hard towards the wounded Manta. A near-deafening sound silenced the battlefield as Nix and the water creatures slammed into the ground, throwing a huge cloud of dust into the air. 

*Water Lord Azure has been stunned*

*Matriach Sorba has been stunned*

*Matriarch Vel has been stunned*

Unseen in the dust-filled air, Nix locked a death grip on the Water Lord, using all of his strength he pulled and twisted the water creature's head while his legs were anchored around its waist. The Lord was not trying to fight back, his only concern was escaping. The two matriarchs were trapped in the emerald tentacles the smell of burnt flesh permeated the air as the Emerald flames continued to swirl around Nix. Finally, after several seconds Nix's aura finally burned out and he staggered to his feet. 

[Combustion]

Nix's wounds began to heal, while the dust finally settled. The two matriarchs were charred to a crisp. 

"Nix!" Filamina had run toward him after dealing with the last Matriarch. She came up short when he tossed something on the ground. 

Nix smiled and drank a mana potion while kicking the object he had dropped. The Water Lord's head and several inches of vertebrae had been torn from its body. He booted the head toward the enemy line. "Fey!" He looked toward the air for his mount. "How many matriarchs are still alive Min?" 

"None." Mina called one of her Vila and jumped nimbly on its back before riding back to her people.

Inferno: Nix: They are retreating toward the eastern shore. Do not pursue. 

Inferno: Jun Li: We have them on the run Nix. 

The Glory defenders had first taken out the manta mounts of the invaders, leaving them on foot. The Aquarions were in full retreat as they ran for the eastern coastline. 

Inferno: Nix: Now Delphi! FIRE!!

Inferno: Jun Li: Fire?

A moment later the roar of hundreds of cannons brought everyone's attention to the east bay. The entire Glory fleet was present as their 56ers roared to life. They fleeing Aquarions had run straight into the lion's den. Cannon fire tore through the line, blasting through flesh and landscape while causing the ground to shake like thunder.

Inferno: Wind: Holy shit...

Inferno: Nix: One more round, then pursue and wipe out everything. 

**************

In the aftermath of the battle, Nix walked toward his Aquarion allies. They had taken much of the load during the fight. He could see that several of them were down. One of Mina's Vila was following him, "Did Mina assign you to protect me?" The vila just stared at him while shadowing his every step. 

Mina was kneeling on the ground next to two of her allies, they had both died from their wounds. She stroked their pale faces while murmuring something quietly. Nix waited off to one side until she had finished. 

"How many Min?"

Mina turned at his voice, "we lost two." Her pale features looked impossibly sad, she took a quick look around the battlefield before unsummoning her beasts.

Nix grabbed her hand and squeezed it gently. "What happened to the other three Matriarchs?"

"I killed them." Mina clung to his hand for a moment before stepping closer and embracing him. 

Nix stroked her head softly, taking down three matriarchs by herself was impressive. "I'm glad you are okay." 

Inferno: Ronnie: Gross Wind... what is that thing?

Inferno: Wind: It's the Water Lord's head. Going to have it made into a totem for the dock!

Inferno: Jun Li: Casualty report, please.

Inferno: Tess: All guild members have been rezzed. Two of our Aquarions friends have been killed. 

Inferno: Wylie: I lost four knights. 

Inferno: Rose: I rezzed Pon three times.

Inferno: Pon: Why mention that? 

Guildchat: Nix: Non-combatants may return to Glory. 

Glory Island General chat: Nix: All visitors may return to the town area. Because of clean-up requirements, the Ferry will be leaving for the mainland in thirty minutes. No overnight guests will be allowed tonight. Thank you.

An hour later the members of Inferno and the Souza Accord were gathered on the beach in the Sea-World. Nix was sitting on the warm sand between Pon and Mina. Jun Li and Wind were seated across from them.

The old mage had wounded two of the matriarchs badly before their creatures had torn him apart. "Why are your Vilas so strong now Mina?"

"I put all of them through the companion trials at Dunham's Cove." Mina's voice was soft and low, it had been a while since she had lost anyone. 

Nix had noticed that her Vila seemed heavily armored and quite a bit larger then he remembered. "That was good thinking Min." 

"Why did an Aquarion force single us out?" Jun Li had been thinking about it since the battle ended. "We had just stopped a major offensive in Lohai and suddenly we are attacked?"

"Good question. Seems like it shouldn't be a coincidence." Nix opened the Island menu, the expansion had another hour left. 

"It's because of us." Mina knew that sooner or later her people would come after them. Breaking off from established traditions wasn't allowed. The Souza Accord was the number one enemy of the Aquarion race. "I'm worried, next time the force could be much greater."

Nix nodded in agreement, "they didn't send enough. We should prepare a suitable reply." 

****************

Shonie stood at the rail of the ferry as it left Glory island. She had wanted to stay and speak with the Inferno leaders, but she understood the need for recovery. She had streamed the entire event, the forums were lighting up in response to the short but very decisive battle. The Aquarion assault force should have been more than enough to pillage Glory island, the reality was something completely different. Glory was a haven for hidden powerhouses, the Nemesis that protects the island didn't even bother to come out. 

************

Over the next four weeks, Glory would continue to grow. The guild city had been upgraded shortly after the eastern expansion had finished. A few days after that, Nix had used his upgrade token to upgrade it to level three. Level three Cities came with wall options and cannon emplacements. More shops applied to come to the island, these were carefully perused by Semmi before being handpicked. 

Inferno would continue to make small excursions into Mermaid City. Shae would finish another month of Fire-based gear, with this it was decided that it was time to advance their Mermaid City mission. 

The officers of Inferno had set up two important appointments. One was to meet with the leadership of a guild called Resolute. The other was a highly secretive meeting with the Kingdoms of Neptia, Valis, Trifelez, and Berma. Only Nix and Jun Li knew what their agenda was.


Chapter 64: Important Meetings

The black-cloaked figure turned down the dark alley and sprinted along the city wall, both of the warehouses he had targeted were already in flames. He slowed to a walk and checked his backtrail, suddenly the sound of footsteps echoed in the quiet evening, he had been found.

"He's up ahead Vera, close on him!" The one who spoke was holding her side while she ran, a bad fall from the rooftop had injured her.

"Damn it Tula, be more careful!"

Vera stopped at the wall, their prey was slowly scaling it. She pulled her pistol and pointed it at the arsonist. "Bastard ass! Making me run all this way." She was tempted to shoot him, but she had strict orders to bring him in. A quick death would mean his escape to his binding point. 

"My side hurts!" Tula finally caught up to her twin sister. That's when she saw the man on the wall. "Got you at last dumbass!"

"Do you?" The dark figure showed no sign of fear, he smiled when they approached the bottom of the rope.

[Fire Trap]

A shaped charge exploded and tore through the legs of the twins putting them both down. Tula had been hunched over holding her side, so the trap had killed her. Vera was not so lucky, one of her legs was gone from the knee down and the other was burnt beyond use. 

"fuck..." Vera picked up the pistol she had dropped and pointed it toward the wall but the man had disappeared. She looked down at her legs before cursing loudly and pointing the pistol at herself. 

A half-hour later Nix returned to the house in the Sea World. He had emptied one of the spare rooms and brought in shelves and a large workbench. Trap making was part of the hunting craft. Nix hadn't paid much attention to it in the past, but recently he discovered that it was quite handy. He changed his clothes and returned to Glory Island.

Glory had undergone extensive changes. A stone wall completely enclosed most of the city, only the dock area had been left unwalled, but there was a heavily guarded gated entrance. The dock shops and Inns had become thriving businesses but slowly a main street was developing as new shops continued to open. Semmi had some experience with city planning, so she was taking care of everything. 

He walked over to the Kindled Spirit and tiptoed up the stairs to his room. It was 03:00 and just about everyone was sleeping. After undressing he slid into bed, magically the person who had been there when he left was now two people. Apparently Sila had made a late-night visit and had been welcomed by Hyai. Nix felt that it was worth noting that both of Sila's wrists were still tied to the bedpost.

"Damn it... The hell did I miss?" He moved closer to his favorite innkeeper and closed his tired eyes.

Nix smiled in his sleep a few hours later, feeling a soft hand encircle his shaft before it was enclosed in the warm wetness of a mouth. 

Propping his head upon the pillow he watched while Hyai's head slowly bobbed up and down. "Is this how the Kindled Spirit keeps its guests returning?" 

Hyai let him slide out of her mouth before moving up to straddle his waist. "Complaining?" She was still holding him in her hand, with a soft moan she slid onto him. 

*************

A while later Nix woke up for the second time. He noticed the time and gently shook Hyai awake. "It's morning hun, maybe you can get the help to open some mornings?"

Hyai opened one eye, she often woke up next to Nix so it came as no surprise. "Hmm... I like opening the Inn for breakfast." She turned her face into his neck, kissing his skin. "You smell like smoke again Nix."

He kept his face expressionless. "Do I?"

Hyai shrugged, "I love the smell of smoke."

Nix nodded. "Me too."

She rolled out of bed and headed toward the dresser. "Are you still taking me to Jenza today?"

Yep, sometime before dinner." Nix watched as she casually opened a drawer in his dresser and took out a change of work clothes. She kept a lot of stuff in his room for moments like this. He watched with interest as the curvy innkeeper dressed. Hyai wasn't beautiful in the traditional sense, it was her warmth that was attractive. 

"Going to want something to eat Nix?" She finished putting on her uniform, well aware that her companion was watching her. 

"Yes please, but not for a few hours. Junie and I are heading to Neptia for a meeting this afternoon, so maybe I'll grab brunch after I get up." 

"Okay hun, I'll put something aside for you." Hyai waved and left the room quietly. 

****************

Guildchat: Jun Li: Hey Nix, let's meet up at your houseboat before we head to Neptia.

Guildchat: Nix: Sure, was just heading there anyway. 

Nix gated to the Sea-World. The warm sun of late-morning was very pleasant. He took the outside ladder up to the third level of his houseboat, the fact that he had the biggest boat in their marina still made him smile. A familiar face brought him up short.

"Hello, Nix!" Fajii smiled sweetly at him and stood up in the hot tub. Without any hesitation, she embraced him tightly. "I really missed you!" 

"Same here." He didn't mind the fact that she was wet. "Has Shae finally set you loose?"

Fajii shook her head. "Only for a few hours, until my training is complete, she has to monitor me constantly."

"Er... I'm scared to ask." Nix stared at her, there was something slightly different. 

Fajii nodded and held out her hand, the smallest flame appeared in her hand. It was a warm yellow flame. 

"Oh god..." Nix put his hand over it to test it, it was pleasant to his touch. "An Aquarion Fire Mage? Is that even possible?"

"Shae said that my people are strong mages, it's just that normally we have a complete intolerance to any kind of fire."

"This sounds very dangerous Fajii. I don't like it at all." 

"Shae said she will explain everything and asks that you come to visit us tomorrow in her world." Fajii hugged him again and placed her head on his shoulder for a long moment before finally stepping away. "Now that I've delivered the message I must return." She waved at him and quickly left. 

Nix watched her walk away. He understood the constant monitoring, Fajii would be killed by flame poisoning if left by herself before her own fire seed was fully developed.

"Permission to come aboard?" Semmi stood next to his gangplank, her normal bright smile was in place, Jun Li was with her. 

"Why start asking now?" Nix leaned over the rail, "come on up." 

"Was that Fajii I saw leaving?" Semmi liked to tease Nix, they shared an easy sibling-like relationship.

Nix didn't answer, instead he took a seat and waited for them to come up. 

Jun Li took the seat across from him while Semmi chose to lean against the rail. "Salamander was hit again last night, this time it was two warehouses that were burned to the ground."

Nix didn't hide his smile. "Good, let's find the guy and give him something nice."

Semmi nodded in agreement, "Like what though?"

"I was thinking we'd give him you." 

Semmi laughed at the comment. "What if it's a woman?"

"Then we'll give her Junie."

Jun Li turned slightly red. "What's that supposed to mean Jackass?"

Semmi winked at him. "I think it means women find you attractive."

"The fuck! A man would be more than happy with me!"

Nix gave her a defeated look. " Fine Junie, we'll give him you once we establish his identity."

"Yep," Semmi agreed with a quick nod.

Jun Li scowled at her two friends. "That makes six different Salamander targets."

"Seven," Semmi corrected. "The guild hall was torched twice."

"Right, seven then." Jun Li had been reading a first hand account of the incident written by Tula. "Seems like they nearly caught him this time." 

Semmi fixed a stray lock of blonde hair. "The forums love this guy. Shank has been shitting on everyone since he took over leadership of Salamander." 

Nix gave them both an unreadable smile. "If he's smart, he will lay low for a while."

Jun Li open her hud and transferred a document to Nix. "This is the contract that I wrote up for the establishment of an Independent City State that will be allied with the Kingdoms of Broyan." 

Semmi clapped her hands in excitement. "Do you think they'll sign?" 

Both Nix and Jun Li nodded. Safarza was the only Broyan Kingdom against it, but thankfully under the rules of the Broyan alliance, only 4 out of 5 votes were required.

Nix stood up and stretched his arms overhead. "Let's get on with it, we'll take the Phoenix."


Chapter 65: New Allies

Mina and her Aquarion Assault team were huddled closely together on the deck of the Phoenix. At the last minute, the Souza Accord leader had decided to accompany Nix and Jun Li. 

"You're going to fall overboard if you keep trying to get at it like that." Nix had to grab Jun Li's arm when she nearly slipped over the rail. 

Jun Li stared at the Phoenix figurehead in frustration. "Nix! You said you were going to tell us all of your secret upgrades for your ship!"

Nix had upgraded the entire fleet's sails and told them how to upgrade the cannons. The Soaring Phoenix head he would let them find out for themselves, although he had mentioned it in passing to Pon. "Where's the fun in that." 

Phoenix Figurehead

Description: A terror of the

seas. The Phoenix soars above all others.

+10 Fire Damage to cannons

+30 Speed to travel. All effects

are stackable.

Jun Li finally gave up, "thanks for not letting me fall overboard." 

Nix scratched his chin to hide the guilty look he was wearing. Letting her fall overboard had been very tempting. "No worries Junie." 

Jun Li was wearing one of the armor sets that Moki had made for the guild. With the inclusion of the Kraken leather, it was a legendary set. Moki had turned the leather Kraken armor into a beautifully scaled armor that was vastly superior to any plate armor at the mid-levels. "It was nice of Fey to donate scales to the cause."

"She loses them monthly." Nix had discovered that the pond Fey normally soaks in was saturated with her scales. Drake scales had given them the punch to create a legendary set of Scaled armor. He glanced at Junie, the scaled armor had a reddish tinge, her long black braid and pale skin added together to make her a striking figure. 

"I don't see Shae much nowadays." Jun Li tried not to sound like she was prying, but of course, she was. "Is everything okay?"

Nix didn't know how much to share, Shae had to constantly monitor Fajii's fire levels. The Aquarion chemist wouldn't have survived without the personal attention of the Salamander Nemesis. "Shae is in an important phase in solidifying her foundation. When she emerges, her strength will be terrifying." 

"Like yours?" Jun Li was too busy during the assault to monitor Nix, but she had heard the account from others. She had also seen the streamed version. He had pulled the head completely off of a Water Lord while killing two Matriarchs. A few days after that, she had received written apologies from the guild leaders of Nottingham and Marauder. The apologies had come with a promise of non-aggression and a large number of credits. Jun Li hadn't been fooled by the gesture, she knew they were scared to death that Inferno was going to swoop in and finish them off. 

"You were pretty impressive yourself Junie. I thought you were a DPS when we first met, but now you are tanking alongside Sharl and Banzi."

"I adjusted a few things so I could be used as an off-tank. Sharl is still the best tank at our level in Colonial."

************

Rhatia hadn't changed since Jun Li had led an assault team to save the black diamond in the King's crown. The capital of Neptia was a beautiful city with several cultural enhancements. Not the least of these was a university and a museum. The pale white stone streets gave it a heavenly appearance. Without a doubt, Rhatia was the cleanest city in Colonial. 

Nix and Jun Li were welcomed into a large stateroom along with several heads of state. Mina and her team had chosen to stay on board the Phoenix. 

Guildchat: Nix: Junie, where are the other Kings?

Guildchat: Jun Li: They won't be here for a simple signing Nix. Since they've agreed, their representatives will do the signing.

Guildchat: Nix: Damn... This doesn't feel very historical. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: King Cray will be in attendance, as the host he will reside over the signing.

Guildchat: Wind: For the record, I would like to inform everyone that the 'Gambler' has just made its first kill. 

Nix smiled at the statement. The normally reserved Wind was slowly becoming more sociable. He had been given a Galleon ship as his flagship. 

Guildchat: Nix: Great job Wind. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: I am so glad we aren't in the Terran faction, those bastards are lame.

Guildchat: Semmi: I agree.

The entire signing only took a few minutes, however, the discussion that took place before then was quite extensive. The other Kingdoms of Broyan had no real grasp of a non-monarchy government system. In the interest of moving things along, Nix had offered them Shae Balefire as the ruler of Glory Island. He had discussed the probability of this happening with her, although she was uninterested in ruling, she had no issues with being the figurehead.

An hour later Nix and Jun Li were boarding the Phoenix when the world-wide announcement was made. 

Colonial System Message: A new nation has joined the Broyan Kingdom Coalition. The Independent City-State of Glory Island has been formed. 

[New Guild Options are available]

[New Glory Island Options are available]

[New Fire Palace Options are available]

Guildchat: Ronnie: Can I be a princess?

Guildchat: Sharl: Are we really sisters?

Guildchat: Nix: Princess Ronnie? Hmm... I don't hate it.

Guildchat: Semmi: It does have a certain ring to it.

Jun Li watched while Nix interacted with Mina and her assault team. The Aquarions had accepted the Inferno members as allies, but they treated Nix like family. It was evident in the way they were always touching him. Aquarions often showed their friendship by placing a hand on your shoulder when they spoke. If the relationship was close they would embrace or stroke the person's head. 

Nix laughed at something one of the Aquarion males said and then turned his attention toward Jun Li. "What do we know about Resolute?"

Jun Li waited until he approached to answer. "Not much honestly. They are one of the few upper-tier guilds that don't have a mid-range branch."

Nix claimed a spot at the rail next to her. "What's their average level?"

"Mid-70s." Jun Li had to research them on the forums, most of her experience was at the mid-tier. 

"Why would they be interested in an alliance with us?" Nix knew that the power difference between the mid and upper-tier was substantial. 

"There are several guilds who have approached Resolute over the years. Until now they've shown no interest in alliances." 

"They want something from us." Nix had given it some thought. "Why else approach a guild that is obviously weaker?"

"What could we give them that they can't get for themselves?" 

"Not sure, but if it involves Shae in any way, the answer will be no." Nix had seen first hand how guilds were willing to double-cross each other if it meant getting their hands on a Salamander.

The Resolute guild was located in Espana. In the interest of speeding things along, the Phoenix returned to Glory island, leaving Nix and Jun Li to continue the mission with the use of portals.

The southern tip of Espana was called the Cattail peninsula, it was here that the guildhall for Resolute was located. The guild had a rather large navy of about forty ships, they also were part of the Sea-Farer faction. 

There was no obvious guard but when Nix and Jun Li walked into the Guild's courtyard, several people approached them. 

"Please state your business friends." A cheerful-looking man with curly brown hair and wide shoulders moved in front of them. Three others flanked the visitors, effectively sealing them off.

Nix didn't let the security bother him, unlike Glory, this place was easily approachable. "I am Nix from the Inferno Guild, this is my Raid Leader Jun Li." 

The cheerful man bowed slightly, "Jun Li and Nix? Welcome to the Resolute Guildhall. I am Caza, one of the vice-leaders here."

Caza led them through a set of double doors into a large stone building. Nix thought it resembled an old fashion Fort. They stopped at a large round table where several members were sitting.

Guildchat: Jun Li: This is like the Knights of Camelot. 

Guildchat: Nix: Agreed. So where is Arthur?

A rather plain-looking woman in leather armor looked up when they approached. Her short brown hair was faded to near blonde from the outdoors. Her face was liberally covered with freckles but it was her eyes that drew attention, they were the color of blood.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Okay, the eyes are freaking me out.

Guildchat: Nix: I don't mind them. 

"Nix and Jun Li? I am Sulane, the Guild Leader of Resolute." The freckled woman extended her hand and shook Nix's. 

"Nice to meet you Sulane." Nix watched while she shook Jun Li's hand also. The small smile she had offered them both had totally transformed her face. 

"I have to admit the recent announcement has weakened our bargaining position. May I be blunt?" Sulane gestured to two empty seats and waited until they obliged her before sitting down herself.

Since Nix had asked her to take the lead on negotiations, Jun Li jumped right in. "We prefer it that way also. Please tell us what you want and then we will start from there." 

Sulane nodded and took a deep breath. "There's an artifact we are interested in attaining. The only problem is that it resides in a place where we can't touch it."

Jun Li shared a glanced with Nix.

Guildchat: Nix: Mermaid City?

Guildchat: Jun Li: That would be my guess.

"A place where Resolute can't get to it? How is that even possible?" Jun Li smiled pleasantly and took a drink from the wine chalice they had offered her. 

"We are restricted by level. The artifact we require is in Mermaid City." Sulane watched them both as she spoke. Neither showed any surprise. From all reports, the Inferno/Souza Accord alliance were far ahead of the competition in Mermaid City. 

Jun Li nodded like she had expected it. "We have our own agenda in Mermaid City, but then you already know that."

"Resolute has been working on an important quest for more than two years. We stand at the last step, imagine our surprise when we found out that all of our members are now too high to finish the quest." 

Guildchat: Nix: We have to know what it is and what they are offering us.

Guildchat: Jun Li: I agree.

Jun Li leaned over and pretended to whisper something in Nix's ear when he nodded she looked back at Sulane. "We aren't touching this quest without knowing what it is."

Sulane and her guildmates exchanged several looks. 

Guildchat: Nix: Think we are being talked about in their guild chat.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Very likely.

"It's called the Earth Pearl, through this quest we now have the ability to activate it." Sulane waited patiently while considered her words.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Holy shit Nix.

Guildchat: Nix: Something important?

Guildchat: Jun Li: If it's real, then yes. The Earth Pearl will open up the Earth Mage path.

Guildchat: Semmi: Junie? Are you guys fucking with us?

Guildchat: Jun Li: No. 

Nix had heard enough. "We agree, however, we don't agree to the terms you are offering."

Sulane turned toward him, Inferno's infamous Fire Mage finally spoke up. "You haven't heard our terms."

"I don't need to. The only thing we will accept is the use of it for three days." Nix crossed his arms to indicate he would be inflexible on this matter. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: It probably has a recharge timer Nix! Better to ask for usages.

Guildchat: Nix: Darsi? If I give you a charged Earth Pearl, what can you do with it?

Guildchat: Darsi: I can make a single copy, but it will be exactly like the original. I won't know what is required until I place it in my queue.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Fine, ask for three days then. Don't mention our ability to copy it.

Guildchat: Nix: Obviously.

"We will agree to three days of usage." Sulane sighed heavily, "there's more. The two year limit to finish the quest ends in two days."

Jun Li smiled pleasantly, "that won't be an issue. Is there anything else?"

Nix frowned, something wasn't adding up to him. "Why can't you drop levels like Shank did when he took over Salamander?"

Sulane shook her head. "Part of the quest required a full raid into the Clam farm."

Guildchat: Jun Li: The Clam farm is a 50 level raid, very difficult, but unlimited numbers.

Nix let his confusion show. "Why does that matter?"

"The entire guild has already dropped their levels down." 

Guildchat: Jun Li: The level drop only works one time on each person. They are stuck now.

Guildchat: Nix: That explains why they are so strong. Let's do it.

Jun Li stood up and extended her hand. "We will agree to those terms. We will retrieve the artifact first thing in the morning. In exchange, once you charge it, you will lend it to us at Glory Island for three days."

Sulane also stood up, she smiled when she shook Jun Li's hand. "I will write up a contract and send it over immediately."

Nix nodded in satisfaction. "Come to Glory for lunch tomorrow. We will have it by then."


Chapter 66: Earth Pearl (one)

Nix listened to Semmi give the Earth Pearl brief. It was located on the third stage of an unguarded section of Mermaid City. An old abandoned temple housed the Earth artifact. Lore said that Earth mages were once a very large part of the Aquarion civilization, but that slowly with the passage of time, the Water Mages ran them out. 

Semmi brought up the only known map of the area. "As you know, there aren't many guilds at the third stage. We could expect interference from Salamander, but with their recent troubles, they've placed raiding on the backburner in the interest of protecting their resources."

Sharl was looking at the map, it seemed very straight forward, there were two approaches to the temple. "So two small raid teams? What is the thought process here?"

Semmi nodded, "A team of ten coming in the front, and a team of five trying to enter stealthily from the side entrance."

Jun Li was looking at the guild roster and trying to find their best options. This was too important to trust any of the new recruits. "The side team will be Nix, Chael, Wind, Semmi, and Milat."

Nix nodded in agreement when he heard the team. Milat was an Aquarion melee expert who had received a shadow bracer in the Trifelez raid. Since then he had fully embraced the silent kill methods of a stealth class. "Who'll be at the front then?"

Jun Li read the names she had picked, "myself, Sharl, Pon, Ronnie, Banzi, Gypsy, Tess, Mina, Donri and Nez."

Nix would have preferred Mina to be in his group, but he understood her dps would be needed in the front door group that was tank and healer heavy. "Will we be fighting Aquarions?"

Mina shook her head, "although many Aquarions had become Earth mages, the acolytes in the temple were a hidden race. No one knows what they were." 

Nix glanced at two of the first people he had grouped with in Colonial, Nez, and Donri. Since joining Inferno with Sila, they had worked hard on leveling and were now properly geared. More importantly, Nez was a talented healer and Donri a steadfast tank. He had given Nez secret instructions, keep Mina alive at all costs.

Jun Li decided she liked the groupings, since Nix had appointed her Raid Leader, it was her call. "We'll leave from the dock portal in an hour."

Nix decided on a quick meal before the raid. It was a bit after the normal dinner time, but the kitchen was still open. He walked through the dining room and stopped in the kitchen doorway. "Why do you look so happy when you are cooking?"

Hyai looked up from the oven and quickly closed it before answering. "Cooking makes me happy. When you get older you realize it's the simple things that are nicest."

Nix smiled and walked in, she served him a bowl of stew and they talked in the kitchen while she prepared the baked goods for the next day. "Our trip to Jenza is going to be later than planned."

"It's fine hun, my daughter has prepared a room for us." 

"Will I still be able to meet the Swordsman?" Nix had never really given the sword much thought. Guns seemed much more effective to his modern thinking. After raiding for a while, he felt something a bit more up close and quiet would also be nice. Hyai knew a master swordsman, more importantly, he was staying with her daughter and son-in-law in Jenza.

Hyai poured him some wine, then helped herself to the first drink. "He's a bit of an odd duck, but he will be staying the rest of the week."

Nix could learn the sword at any skill trainer, but Roaming Masters would oftentimes produce unexpected results. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: We have some new guild options Nix if you want to activate them.

Guildchat: Nix: Wasn't sure if those were wanted. Do what you think is best Junie.

[Inferno Members may now send personalized communications to each other and other guild personnel that have this feature enabled.]

Unlike other VR games, Colonial didn't come with a built-in communication package. In the interest of expanding initial networking among beginner players, this feature wouldn't be added until they joined an advanced guild.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] First!

Nix looked up at the blonde-haired scout, she gave him a small wave without saying anything else.

[Whisper: Ronnie to Nix] I wanted to be the first to send you a whisper!

[Whisper: Nix to Ronnie] Sorry... Semmi was first.

*************

Nix was standing in the shipyard with Captain Delphi. He had directed her to enter the first berth in the Legendary shipyard and then to have everyone disembark. 

[Legendary Shipyard Options] Which task do you wish to perform?

1) Build a new ship.

2) Copy an existing ship.

3) Enhance an existing ship.

Nix chose option three, he wanted to further enhance the Phoenix.

[Analyzing existing modifications]

Navy Frigate: Phoenix

Phoenix Figurehead

Description: A terror of the

seas. The Phoenix soars above all others.

+10 Fire Damage to cannons

+30 Speed to travel. All effects

are stackable.

Steel Cannon: Twenty-pounder

Customized Cannons

Description: Fires twenty pound 

projectiles. Max Range: 450 meters.

Effective Range: 200 meters. 

Accuracy 5/10, reload 9 seconds.

Phoenix Sail

Description: A beautiful white sail

emblazoned with the image of a majestic

Phoenix. + 20 to Sail Speed. + 10 to turn radius.

Craft Rating: Epic

[Do you wish to enhance the Phoenix?]

"Yes." Nix patted Captain Delphi on the back. "Keep an eye on things here. When I come back we are going hunt up some Terrans."

Delphi grinned and nodded. "I can't wait, sir."

************

An hour later Nix was huddled together with Wind, Semmi, Chael, and Milat." Both him and Chael quietly drank their invisibility potions since they were the only ones without natural stealth. 

Nix glanced at his hud, Jun Li and her team would hit the front first. Hopefully, this would pull most of the aggro to the front door. His team would fight as little as possible. Get the pearl and leave quickly. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Here we go. Please knock on the door Pon!

Inferno: Pon: It's a shame to fuck up such a nice door.

The Fire Mage targeted the door, it looked like a pretty solid metal door. There were intricate carvings that showed the talent of a true artist. 

[Balefire]

A blast of white flame passed through the metal door like it was paper, leaving a huge gaping hole through it. Bits of melted metal ran down the door. 

Sharl, Banzi and Jun Li charged to the front. A few seconds later a dozen hooded acolytes burst through the doorway. 

[Barricade: Sharl, Banzi, Jun Li]

[Shield Domain Established]

The three tanks utilized the same ability, by combining them they created a domain that must be destroyed before the enemy can implement any other strategy. 

***********

[Summon: Ducky]

Nix waited a few moments longer and then activated his tempory stealth icon. "Time to go guys."

The side door was locked, but Semmi and her support skills made short work of it. She noticed Nix's smile. "Dig a chick who can pick locks?"

Nix nodded, "who doesn't"

The other men in the group nodded in agreement. The group entered through the door and immediately came upon a choice, up or down? They stood in the landing of a massive staircase.

Inferno: Nix: Crap... if we choose the wrong one.

Inferno: Semmi: Let's split up, we'll take ten minutes to scout and then regroup.

Inferno: Nix: Two down and three up. I'll head down. 

Inferno: Wind: Me too.

Nix and Wind headed down the staircase, while the other three moved upward. 

Inferno: Semmi: If anyone finds it, let us know. Don't try to take it by yourself.

Nix and Wind descended several flights of stone stairs, finally, they came to an exit. 

[Whisper: Wind to Nix] I'll take this level.

With a flash he was gone, leaving Nix to continued downward. There were no other exits from the stairs, after several minutes the stairs ended abruptly in a large door with a barred window. To Nix's eye, this looked exactly like a dungeon. 

[Command: Scout Area]

Ducky nodded in compliance and disappeared through the door. Nix followed along much more slowly. A low hissing sound made the skin on the back on his neck crawl. The sound came from all around him as he entered a cell area. The prisoners were all cloaked and covered from head to toe. For the most part, they were shackled either to the floor or the wall. 

Ducky appeared a few minutes later. Nix checked his map, there were two red icons on it that were a bit further away.

Inferno: Chael: I found the Earth Pearl! It's on the top floor and it's guarded by three acolytes!

Inferno: Semmi: Great Chael! Everyone rendezvous on the top floor.

Nix looked around the dungeon, his thoughts seemed to slow a bit. Something was off, he really wanted to explore this area a bit more.

Inferno: Nix: Change in plans Semmi, proceed with the Pearl Extraction. I'm going to investigate something.

Inferno: Semmi: What if we can't handle the fight without you?

Inferno: Nix: Ask the King to help, then run like hell. I won't be long. If you aren't confident, then wait a bit.

Ducky grabbed his arm when he headed to the door on the far side of the open cells. She shook her head, fear evident in her eyes. 

"Something scary Ducky?" He patted her head gently and moved toward the door anyway. 

The room he entered was much brighter than the one he had left. A single Aquarion sat on a huge throne. He was obviously male, there was a large broadaxe across his back and a whip in his hand. His eyes looked maniacal as he whipped the prisoner repeatedly from his seat. 

Inferno: Nix: The fuck is that?

The woman was perhaps the most beautiful female he had ever seen, She looked like a bronzed goddess, her long light brown hair descended down her perfect bare back. Her wrists were bound with shackles and attached to a metal frame that forced her to stand. That absolute beauty stopped at her waist, where she turned into a snake. 

Inferno: Nix: There's an Aquarion here, and something else. Stay on the mission, I won't be long.

Nix shook his head to clear it, she hissed again when the whip cracked against her back. Her snake body started out the thickness of a woman's waist and then slowly narrowed to a tip. He estimated the snake part to be about ten feet in length. He recognized the race from Greek mythology, she was a Lamia.


Chapter 67: Earth Pearl (two)

Nix waited until the Aquarion was in mid-stroke of his next attack on the Lamia before he attacked. He placed four strands on the surprised water creature, one around each arm and two for his neck. 

[Fire Root]

[Flame Snare]

The Aquarion male was a melee, Nix stayed out of range until the man let out his last soundless scream. As fights go, he was weaker than most Aquarions. There were two chests by the throne, he stowed both of them in his inventory. 

"Human..." The hissing words of the Lamia sent shivers down his spine, there was a complete absence of emotions in her words. 

Nix moved a bit closer but was careful to stay out of harm's way. "What should I do with you?"

"Cut your own throat and then fall at my feet to be consumed." Her eyes glowed slightly when she spoke.

Nix felt an overwhelming desire to kill himself. 

[Salamander's resistance, you have broken the Lamia's charm]

"Well, since you played it that way."

[Aura Ignition]

"A Salamander? Wait, Lord..." Her eyes panicked for a moment before Nix fully embraced her. 

*****************

Jun Li slammed stabbed her sword straight through a charging acolyte. It faded into dust the exact same way all of them did once you killed them. 

Inferno: Semmi: We've got the Pearl!

Inferno: Jun Li: Okay, gate out immediately

Jun Li raised her sword to defend against another acolyte. Suddenly the ground started shaking, she dropped her sword and covered her ears as an inhuman scream tore through the courtyard. The acolytes they had been fighting vanished into dust. 

Inferno: Nix: Enter the temple and loot everything that can be used.

Nix stepped away from the corpse. Dropping to his knees he vomited the remnants of his last meal. There were several fang marks on his neck and shoulders that were streaming blood. 

[Combustion]

[You have Slain a Legendary Creature]

[Beast Slayer Title has been updated 2/6]

[Do you wish to skin the Lamia?]

"Yes." Nix looked at Ducky, "bring me a healer."

[One Complete Lamia Skin has been added to your Inventory]

[The Knights of Colonial have decided to send you more Troops.]

**********

Tess and Pon found him a few minutes later, he had already passed out. Tess placed a hand on his forehead, immediately her brows furrowed. "He's fully healed, but there is some sort of poison ravaging him." 

[Whisper: Pon to Jun Li] Come to the lower level at once.

Jun Li and Mina arrived a few minutes later, they had been directing the looting of the temple. Jun Li moved to his side, "Did you heal him?"

Tess shook her head, "I didn't have to. He was fully healed already. There is some sort of powerful poison in his body, it ignores both detox and cleanses."

"fuck..." Jun Li was the first to notice the scroll hovering above the dead body a few feet away. "It's a temple deed... which means that was the temple lord." 

Inferno: Jun Li: This is a Lamia temple... Nix's been poisoned.

Inferno: Wind: Let him die, won't that cure it?

Inferno: Tessa: The poison description says 'Persistent.'

Inferno: Sharl: Permanently poisoned? I've never heard of such a harsh poison.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Shae] Nix's has been poisoned by a Lamia. I'm not sure...

Shae appeared next to him before she could even finish the sentence. She placed a hand over his chest and closed her eyes for a moment. "How could this happen?" Shae scowled at the dead Lamia, "your race has long been dead, yet you strike at my mate?" She waved her hand and the snake-woman corpse incinerated. 

Mina had been watching off to one side, she wasn't a healer so she didn't approach. Her eyes were filled with worry. "What can be done Shae?" 

Jun Li placed a hand on his arm, "will he regain consciousness if he dies here?"

Tess shook her head, "I don't think so, one of the side-effects is loss of consciousness.

Inferno: Semmi: We've taken everything worth taking. What's the plan, Junie?

Jun Li grabbed the temple deed from the air and then turned to Shae. "We can't stay here."

Shae nodded and picked Nix up in her arms. "I will bring him to the Fire Palace."

*****************

An hour later, Nix lay comfortably cocooned in the warm red flames of a Nemesis Salamander. He was partially submerged in one of her pools, Fey and Fajii were watching patiently.

"Do not worry, " Shae smiled at the two of them, "Nix is going to be fine." She placed a hand on his forehead and ignited his aura. The flames around him instantly turned from red to green and then to brown.

Fey watched for a moment longer, "Is forcing metamorphosis on an unconscious person the best way to proceed?"

Shae nodded. "A while ago he aided me when I was attempting to advance. He absorbed an impossible amount of meta flames. This is partially responsible for Fajii's condition and his own Salamander path." 

"Are you going to join him?" Fey understood elemental metamorphosis, Shae had only recently become a Nemesis, to force herself to advance now would have deadly consequences.

"I wish I could walk him through it, however this time I can only watch from the side." Shae's light brown eyes watched him, "but if it goes badly and intervention is required, I won't hesitate."

Fajii stared at her sleeping friend, he looked like he might jump up at any moment. "What if the Lamia poison survives his metamorphosis?"

"It may do so in some shape or form, the process is about adapting your body through growth." Shae summoned a single fire cord and attached it over his heart. It was roughly the thickness of her arm and would serve as fuel for his flame. "I'm confident that even though he sleeps, he has an awareness of events." 

"The flames are brown Shae." Fey wasn't overly worried about his advancement, however, she knew that brown flames were especially dangerous.

"It's not unexpected. Nix has a natural ability to control all types of flames, it's uncanny that a human like him exists."

Fey nodded as though she understood. "That's because he's a Salamander, not a human," she muttered under her breath.

The flames grew hotter, making the water in the pond boil. Fajii moved further away, the heat radiating off him was still difficult for her to handle. She watched him, the brown flames surrounding him grew thicker and darker. Fey stayed close, being so close to a powerful flame was a boon for her so she focused on absorbing as much of the residual flames as she could. 

************************

Most of the guild sat in the Kindled Spirit late into the night. Hyai kept the bar open, but she wasn't charging anyone. She kept her mind focused by staying busy. 

Guildchat: Darsi: A lot of my customers have been complaining that the portal here is private use only.

Guildchat: Sharl: Understandable, they are used to instantly gating wherever they like.

Guildchat: Darsi: Are we going to open up the portal to public use?

Guildchat: Jun Li: No.

Guildchat: Semmi: The ferry runs twice a day, that's more than enough.

Guildchat: Sharl: Keeping the portal private lets us have better security.

Guildchat: Darsi: I've been examining the special item you retrieved. Duplicating it will not be a problem.

Guildchat: Jun Li: "They will charge it in the temple and then leave it in our care for three days. 

**************

Shae watched him closely, her mind lingering on his steadfastness. "I was expecting more struggle and discord." She shook her head in amazement, "this is the most peaceful adaption I've ever heard of. The poison has changed slightly and is being integrated."

Fey nodded, her scaled lids were half-closed as she basked. "The flame adores him."

The build-up of power started suddenly, Shae recognized it immediately for what it was. "Quickly, both of you retreat to the temple." 

Shae removed the bodysuit that Nix had made for her and fully immersed herself in his flames. She mounted him quickly, her mouth seeking his as she vanquished the cord feeding his flames and used her own aura. The flames they made together were much much purer and hotter than they had been earlier. It was a testament that his own emerald flame had become more refined. 

The brown fire aura continued to swirl around them, gradually forming a sphere. Shae could only watch and moan with pleasure. The sphere constricted around both of them, the pressure strong enough to make a Nemesis strain to withstand it. Then it exploded outwards in all directions, a wave of pure power that shook the flame world and the Fire Palace that was anchored to it. 

Nix opened his eyes a few minutes later and found himself face to face with a smiling Shae. "Taking advantage of me while I was sleeping?"

Shae nodded, "certainly." She placed a hand over his chest. "A few small changes. Show me."

Nix untangled himself from her smooth limbs and sat up. 

Nix 

Level 50 [Locked: Actual Level 90]

Strength 85

Endurance 83

Intelligence 45

Dexterity 45

Perception 45

Mana 18000/18000

Cold Resistance 120 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 120 [Burning Aura]

Emerald Flame Strands 90 [Flame Snare] [Fire Root]

Fire Seed [Emerald]

Weapon Skills:

Primary: Path of the Fire Lord [Salamander]

Support Skills:

N/A

Primary Path Skills

Balefire

Meteor Storm

Combustion

Comet Strike

[Spirit Animal 3/4]

1: Soup [Royal Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Siren]

3: Fey [Fire Drake]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

Beast Slayer [Legendary Creature 2/6]

Description: You have slain two legendary

beasts in single combat. +10 to all Stats. 

[Kraken's Strength] Your enemy's 

first attack will be reflected back upon them. 

[Lamia's Curse]

Your attacks add one stackable poison counter.

"Very nice Nix." Shae pulled him deeper into the pool. "I made you something nice, remind me to show you later." She closed her eyes and leaned heavily against him, her fatigue suddenly very obvious.

Nix wrapped her up in his arms and supported her. Unlike her, he had never felt better. "A present? I got you something too."

Shae opened her eyes, "really? Another dress perhaps? I hope it's red."

Nix accessed his inventory and removed the two chests that he had recovered from the Earth Temple. The first contained a large speckled egg, he handed it to her without saying anything.

"It's not for eating."

Shae took the egg in her hands and held it up to her ear. "A Lamia Egg?"


Chapter 68: Spellsword (one)

Guildchat: Jun Li: You really should be here Nix.

Guildchat: Nix: Sorry Junie, busy at the moment. 

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] What do I tell Resolute?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Nothing, our contract says we let them take the pearl long enough to finish the quest and charge it. 

[Whisper: Jun Li: Nix] What if they try to take it?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Have Shae greet them, if they try anything squirrely she will stop it.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] Fine. Then I just give it to Darsi?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li:] Yep

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] She's a criminal Nix. What if she runs off with it?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] In three months Darsi will leave everything she's made with us.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] Darsi is almost done?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] As part of her agreement with Gladis, her character will be reset to zero, along with her crafting. She'll be woken up and turned loose. It will be a few days before we see her again.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] You'll give her back her shop and all the credits?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Yes. It's a good deal all around. Being able to duplicate an artifact is pretty amazing. She hasn't said what she'll do when she returns.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] What should I do with the Lamia Temple Deed?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Give it to Shae when you see her.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] Fine. Have fun in Jenza. 

After grabbing a few hours of sleep, Nix had woke up just in time to grab the mid-morning ferry. He had insisted that Hyai take the day off so that he could keep his promise and bring her to Jenza.

Hyai stood at the rail of the ferry, it was the return trip back to Broyan, so it was completely empty. "Why didn't we just gate Nix?"

Nix shrugged, enjoying the warm sea breeze and the seagulls shrieking overhead. "You said you've never taken the ferry, it seems like a nice trip."

Hyai nodded and slid an arm through his. "Thanks, Nix."

Nix smiled, "you are helping me out by getting me an introduction to this mysterious swordsman."

Hyai nodded, "Bane says he's the real deal. Apparently he visits annually because of Bela's cooking."

Nix had originally been shocked to learn that Bane Ton was Hyai's son-in-law, he wasn't surprised that Bela was a great cook. "Taught her everything you know?"

Hyai gave him a wicked smile. "Just about cooking." 

"Mind if we stop by Shana's before we head to the Provost office to meet Bane?" Nix had been wondering how the shop and Shana were doing. 

"It's fine hun." Hyai took a deep breath and exhaled, "sometimes I miss the good old days."

***************

Sulane was flanked by Caza, she had been directed by Nix to only bring one other person with her to Glory. She ran a hand through her short hair and glanced toward her companion. "That fucking temple is amazing."

Caza nodded in agreement, "This is a Fire Palace, which of course dwarfs normal Temples." Caza was a Fire Mage, so of course, he had felt the buff the moment they arrived in Glory. He also felt a strong fire presence nearby. "The Palace Nemesis is definitely here."

They were greeted by an Acolyte the moment they entered the Temple, she was accompanied by an old Fire Mage. "Greeting friends. I'm Dervi and my companion is called Pon. He is one of the Inferno representatives."

Caza smiled at the old mage, they knew each other of course. "Pon, you old bastard!" He extended his hand towards one of his oldest friends.

Pon scowled and shook the offered hand. "I didn't realize that Resolute would let shitty Fire Mages join." 

Caza pounded him on the back, "I was going to say the same thing about Inferno. This is Sulane, my guild leader."

Pon nodded toward her. "Please follow me Guild leader Sulane." 

A moment later the two members of Resolute were standing in front of Shae and Jun Li. The Salamander was seated comfortably on her throne while Jun Li was standing to one side. Shae's long hair hung nearly to the floor, her red dress clung to her slim body. On the floor in front of her was a red cushion with a pearl sitting on it. 

"Greetings Nemesis Shae." Caza bowed deeply, his heart pounding in the presence of the Salamander. 

Shae stared at her guests, then gestured toward the pearl. "This is the Earth Pearl. As our agreement states, you will charge it and finish your quest. Then you will leave it in our hands for the next three days."

Sulane had been waiting to be introduced, but neither the Acolyte or her guildmate had done so. "It may not be possible to charge it successfully in Glory. I believe our chances are better if we take it back to Resolute HQ first."

Shae shared a glance with Jun Li, they had expected something like this. Resolute was reliable, but they wanted to keep and maintain possession of the artifact. "Charge the artifact or not, I really don't care which." Shae stood up and walked toward the duo, "however, no matter what. This pearl is mine for the next three days."

Sulane swallowed her words, she felt the aura of the Nemesis pushing at her. The two of them wouldn't be able to take it from the Salamander. Even with all of Resolute present, standing against Shae in her own territory would be suicidal. "Of course, please give me some room to work." 

A few minutes later Sulane and Caza both left the Fire Palace together, neither one of them had spoken after it was charged. They were more than willing to lend the pearl to Inferno for their efforts in recovering it, however, they had wanted to maintain its possession.

Darsi pulled back her acolyte hood and moved closer to the pearl. Shae had asked her to pose as one of her people so she could ensure there weren't any slight of hands from Sulane. "May I examine it now?"

Jun Li nodded, "Please do, then I'll escort you back to your shop."

Earth Pearl: Artifact

Description: The Earth Pearl grants

the path of the Earth Mage when activated.

This may be done once a day. When placed 

in an Earth Temple, the Earth Pearl gives

+100 to Earth abilities, Resistance to Fire and Earth Wall.

Earth Wall: +200 to temple and

city defense.

Resistance to Fire: Base on a percentage of indivduals current resistance.

Darsi whistled softly, "it won't take long to duplicate it."

Jun Li glanced at Shae, "As soon as the pearl is copied, we'll return it to you."

"Don't bring me the copy. Save that for the members of Resolute." 

Jun Li hid her smile, everything would be fine as long as the copy was an exact match. "Of course, we'll be back in a bit."

Shae waited until everyone but Fajii had left, then she pulled out the Temple deed and handed it to the Aquarion. "After you become an Earth Mage, you will activate this here and choose to integrate it into the Fire Palace."

Fajii nodded, she already knew that the fire within her was dangerous. If not for Shae's intervention she would have long been dead. They had been working on improving her resistance to fire in the interest of extending her life. Walking the path of Earth would probably solve her issues. "I understand."

Guildchat: Jun Li: Resolute has come and gone Nix. Everything happened just as we planned.

Guildchat: Nix: Great. Was there a recharge on the Earth Pearl like you thought?

Guildchat: Jun Li: Yes, it's once a day.

Guildchat: Nix: Two volunteers to walk the Path of Earth?

Guildchat: Ronnie: Me.

Guildchat: Chael: I would like to also.

Guildchat: Sharl: Don't even think about it, Ronnie.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Nix? I can, right?

Guildchat: Nix: Earth princess Ronnie, I don't hate it. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Two of our range dps.

Guildchat: Jun Li: It's fine, they can choose to move their primary to the secondary. Secondary dps comes with a forty percent penalty.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Ouch.

Guildchat: Chael: Harsh.

**************

Nix walked hand in hand with Hyai towards Shana's shop. Since he had been a total noob to Colonial, he had researched a lot of his questions. Secondary paths only did sixty percent of the damage the Primary did. When you choose the new Primary path, you have the option of moving the current path to Secondary. This saves a lot of time working talents, however, it is also very costly. Nix's circumstances hadn't given him that option. 

"We should buy Bela something at your friend's shop." Hyai could see the sign in the distance, she was well aware of Nix's close relationship with the shop owners. 

"I made both her and Bane something, but feel free. Everyone likes presents."


Chapter 69: Spellsword (two)

"Didn't know you had a soft spot for kids, Nix." Hyai teased him as they walked toward the Provost Marshal's HQ. Shana had clung to him like a baby koala; the young girl chattered nonstop the entire time they had been there. 

"My defense is weak," he admitted. Bane was supposed to meet them. Then he would escort them to his home. "Why are we stopping at the Provost? We could have gone straight to your daughter's house."

Hyai gave him a helpless shrug. "You're a pretty big deal in the Provost Office Nix. You are a high ranking member of the Knights of Colonial, the person who gave them the very profitable Manta trade and the Guild Leader of a City-State."

Nix sighed, "Am I being set up here?"

Hyai nodded, "only slightly. My daughter pushed it when she found out you were visiting. Bane is up for a promotion to captain. We don't have to go if you're against it."

"So sneaky." Nix smiled at her, "I'll say a few words if it will help. He was a big part of getting our friends back."

When they arrived at the Provost Office a few minutes later, Sergeant Ton was waiting for them. He was flanked by two men that were a head shorter than him. He bowed low to Hyai. "Nice to see you, Mum." 

"Thank you, Bane. You remember Nix?" 

Sergeant Ton nodded and greeted him with a crisp salute. "Colonel Nix, welcome to the Provost Office."

Nix returned the salute and then offered Bane his hand. "Good to see you again Sergeant Ton. I've been meaning to compare notes with you regarding the Aquarion raid and subsequent hostage rescue, your defensive formations were instrumental in holding the line against much stronger foes."

"Of course Colonel, I'd be happy to." Sergeant Ton gestured toward the man on his right. A slim older man who wore a bow like he was born with it. "This is Captain Belik, he runs the Jenzi office." Bane turned to the man on his left, "this is Director Chang, he is the district manager for the Northern region."

"Just call me Nix please." He shook both of the men's hands. "Nice to meet both of you."

Belik only nodded, but Chang put on a big smile and patted him on the back. "I hear your name daily Nix."

Nix laughed at the comment, "somehow I get credit whenever anyone from Inferno does something. The truth is I'm just a cog in the gear."

"I hear that the Fire Palace on Glory Island is very inspiring." Chang immediate shifted into political mode, unlike Belik who seemed very straight forward.

"Stop in and visit us, Director Chang. My reason for coming today is actually to offer Sergeant Ton a position at Glory Island." 

"You are starting a Provost Office in Glory? That's the southern district, under Director Kleau." Chang shared a glance at Belik. "Sergeant Ton is a big part of the Jenza Office."

"We are considering a Provost Office, given Bane's leadership and experience. He's the obvious candidate to head it up." 

Hyai placed a hand on his shoulder, "we should get going Nix. Bela is expecting us."

Nix bowed slightly to both men. "Nice meeting the..." An instant later Nix's head snapped forward and his body was thrown into the air to slam face-first into the outer wall of the Provost Office.

[Kraken's Strength: Reflection]

[Nix has been stunned]

Ton was the first to move, He pushed Hyai to the ground and blocked Nix with his body as he scanned the area. "ALERT, ASSASSIN!" Ton shouted into the building.

Belik shielded Hyai and drew back his bow, just as men streamed out of the door. "Bring her inside." Nix was just climbing to his feet, his eyes still dazed.

Guildchat: Hyai: Someone just tried to kill Nix in Jenza, in front of the Provost Office!

Guildchat: Wylie: On my way!

A woman's voice screamed out, drawing everyone's attention. Nix shook his head to clear it, immediately swallowing the taste of bile. 

[Aura Ignition]

He quickly summoned Ducky while he sprinted toward the scream. 

[Command: Scout Area]

A corpse lay on the boardwalk, the top of his head had been blown away. Even missing part of his skull, he was easily recognizable. On the ground next to him was a long sniper rifle. "It's Shank. The Guild Leader of Salamander."

Belik had followed Nix, while Ton quickly set up a perimeter. He threw a black disk onto Shank's corpse, his face showing anger. "An Assassination attempt in my town?" 

[Charm: Target]

Tula has been charmed.

The sound of fighting caused Nix and Belik to duck through the nearby alley to the back of the building. When they arrived, Ducky was watching while two women were locked in a bitter melee fight with drawn daggers.

"The fuck are you doing Tula?" Vera dodged her sister's slash and stepped in closer to drive her knee into Tula's stomach. There was no reaction from her other than to slash Vera across the face. 

Nix raised a hand and four strands encircled Vera. Tula mercilessly stabbed her sister in the stomach several times. 

Belik ran toward the combatants, tossing another black disk at Vera when she finally collapsed and then quickly tackled Tula before putting her in restraints. 

Nix took a deep breath and looked at his map. Ducky's scouting had only picked up the sisters. He glanced at Belik who had dragged the shocked Tula to her feet. "This is Tula and her twin sister Vera, they are both officers in Salamander."

The sound of heavy steps announced the arrival of Sergeant Ton, surprisingly he was flanked by Captain Wylie and her Knights. 

Belik's calm face was scowling at Tula. "Bring the prisoner and the two corpses inside the office."

Ton nodded and picked up Vera by one leg before dragging her through the street. The black disk that Belik had used was stuck onto her chest. 

"Salamander again Commander?" Wylie's silver hair hung loose, she was wearing the gear that Nix had made for her. 

Nix nodded, "Seems like the intel you found was accurate. Salamander was attempting to assassinate Director Chang."

Guildchat: Wylie: Commander?

Guildchat: Nix: Just go with it.

Wylie grimaced slightly, "good thing you were here sir. To try such a thing in broad daylight."

Belik raised a hand, stopping further conversations. "Let's return to the office and discuss this matter behind closed doors."

A few minutes later, Nix, Ton, Belik, Chang, and Wylie were sitting around a large table. The bodies of Vera and Shank were placed in a cell before being rezzed. 

Chang's face had turned lily-white. "You think I was the target?"

Nix nodded, "more than likely. I was standing directly in front of you."

Belik was still scowling, "you mentioned intel?"

"Our sources inside Salamander said the higher-ups were planning the assassination of a high ranking member of the Provost Office." Nix smiled apologetically at Ton, "this was the real reason for our visit."

"If I may sir." Wylie interrupted him, "Shank took the shot from the top of the build across the square, he must have aimed low because of the elevation. The two sisters were waiting in the alley with their mounts."

Chang swallowed heavily. "Why isn't Nix dead?"

"I wear an artifact that deflects first attacks." Nix didn't consider it a lie just because it was actually an ability. "What were those disks you used outside?"

Belik held up one in his hand, "it prevents recovering corpses and gating."

Black Hand [Artifact]

Description: You feel a terrifying

hand grip your neck and hold you in place.

You may not gate or resurrect without the permission

of the person who used it.

"May I see that?" Nix held it in his hand, it was cool and smooth to the touch. "Luckily you have these or else all three of them would have escaped." 

Belik nodded in agreement. "We only have a dozen of them, but you can have that one Sir."

"Thank you." Nix stared at the backroom where the Salamanders were being held. He couldn't bring himself to feel anger since he had been hitting them regularly for the last few weeks. "I do have other business to attend to. Mr. Chang, I recommend a full protection detail until we are sure the threat has been removed."

Belik stood up and shook Nix's hand. "The Director will return immediately to the district office. I must thank you for your actions today sir." 

A few minutes later Belik and Chang watched as Ton, Nix, and Hyai continued on their way. The Inferno Knights had followed them.

"What do you think Captain?"

Belik grinned, "it's hard to say. Sooner or later Nix will have to stand in front of the Cabal."

"Do you think I was really the target?" Chang no longer looked shaken or scared.

"No, he made that part up." Belik's eyes glanced toward the holding cells. "We'll have to act accordingly anyways or our plans will be exposed."

"I agree. Give the Salamanders a quick trial and then hang all three of them." Chang smiled nonchalantly like he was discussing a baking recipe.

******************

A few minutes later the trio was walking toward the Ton residence. Hyai would occasionally comment on something random, but for the most part the group was quiet. The events of the past hour had each of them thinking.

Nix was deep in thought. The truth was he hadn't considered a Provost Office, but the more he thought about it, the better it sounded. Glory was eventually going to be big enough to house a population of fifty thousand or so. At least that's what Semmi was counting on. She had taken over as the city planner for Glory Island. The Provost Offices was largely independent of each other. They were divided into four district branches, North, South, East, and West. They handled and investigated crimes in the city and the surrounding area on both land and sea.

Guildchat: Hyai: What will happen to Salamander?

Guildchat: Nix: Nothing probably, they'll pay for the release of their people and then come to me for payback.


Chapter 70: Spellsword (Conclusion)

Bela was waiting for them by the time they approached the Ton home. It was a nice two-story house with white stucco walls and a red tile roof. Mrs. Ton was a petite woman with dark hair and an easy smile. At first, Nix couldn't see the slightest resemblance between mother and daughter, but when the younger woman introduced herself, it was there in her smile.

Bela gave her husband a quick kiss before hugging her mother. The brunette turned her eyes toward their visitor. "Nice to finally meet you Nix." She grabbed both his hands in hers and squeezed them warmly. 

"Same here, Hyai has been wanting to visit you for some time." Nix handed her a box of Tailored goods, "these are for you and Bane."

Bela accepted the box with an easy smile. "Thank you Nix, please make yourself at home."

Hyai and her daughter disappeared into another room, leaving Nix alone with Bane. The big man glanced at the side door that led to their small courtyard. "Chiba is out there."

"Chiba?" Nix grinned at the name, he had a dog named Chiba when he was a child. [Prounounced-Cheeba]

Bane nodded. "He is the Sword Master that you've been hearing about. Just head out there and introduce yourself." 

Nix stepped out into the brown bricked courtyard. It was a square about fifty feet across. Several wine bottles were scattered haphazardly around the yard. A squishy feeling under his feet made him look down. "That's just gross." His nose wrinkled just as the stench of fresh vomit assaulted his nostrils. 

"HUHHH!" A moan right next to him caused him to start. An object Nix could have sworn was a shrub started to move and then staggered upward. 

Nix stared at the vagabond. His clothes were tattered and one side of his face was crusted in his own vomit. The man had close-cropped gray hair and stood about five feet tall. "Master Chiba?" 

"Master?" The man squinted at Nix, "I'm the master of your mum boy."

"You smell like the inside of a bottle, one spark and you'd be a bonfire." Nix was sorely tempted to turn the drunkard into a roman candle.

"You must be Nix?" Chiba was staring off into space, like a man seeing double and talking to the wrong image." 

"Over here, Master Chiba." Nix waved a hand in front of the man's face.

"Right... Has my assistant showed up yet? He's a great Master and I can't teach properly without his input." Chiba rummaged through the shrub he had been passed out under and grabbed a long sword.

"I'm not aware of any other visitors sir." Nix gave Chiba the quick once over, he was standing barefoot in his own vomit. His brown eyes were somewhat dazed and he seemed to be having a conversation with himself. 

"Baiter isn't here yet?" Chiba shook his head, "You must have run into him before you entered the courtyard."

"No sir, I didn't see a Master Baiter in the..." Nix stopped when Chiba started cackling. He had a creepy laugh that made Nix want to take a bath. "Very funny, Master Baiter... Are you a child or just an idiot?"

[Aura Ignition]

Nix felt an overwhelming urge to burn the idiot swordmaster. 

"Woah there handsome, just calm down a bit." Chiba stepped closer, unfortunately the smell also advanced.

"Handsome?" Nix decided that Chiba would be better off dead, Hyai would be sure to understand.

Chiba nodded, "awfully quiet. I suppose it's not every day you see a stunning beauty like myself."

"The fuck are you talking about?" Nix breathed through his mouth to ease his upset stomach.

Chiba grabbed his wrist and yanked it in a strong grip until it was against his wet crotch. Apparently the swordmaster had pissed himself when he was sleeping. "Feel that? Now you know what you are dealing with."

NIx yanked his hand away like it was on fire, his nose wrinkled in disgust. "You're a woman?"

[Balefire]

Having enough of the Master's antics, Nix decided to ash him on the spot.

A flash of a silver blade easily deflected the white-hot flame, it splashed harmlessly onto the bricks causing them to instantly glow red. Chiba smiled at him, "such a way to treat a fine woman like me."

"Right..." Nix raised a hand and six emerald strands shot out. The swordmaster blocked all but one, that one wrapped around the wrist of her sword arm. 

Chiba grimaced in pain but calmly grabbed the blade with her other hand and sliced through the strand. "Very nice," she rubbed her wrist that was quickly starting to blister. "I like your temperament. What do you know about the way of the sword?" Chiba had put her sword away and had her hands clasped behind her back.

"Nothing." Nix let his Aura burn out, even though the urge to scorch the ugly woman was still very tempting. 

Chiba nodded, her face looking quite pleased. "Perfect, nothing to unteach then." 

************

Bela sat in the kitchen of her home talking with her mother. The sound of swords clashing outside told them that Chiba had decided to train Nix. "Mother... It's not really my place but."

Hyai smiled at her daughter's hesitation. "Nix and I are close friends."

"I see." Bela decided not to pry further, it was no one's business if she wanted to warm a younger man's bed. "You seem very happy. Are you enjoying Glory Island?"

Hyai nodded, "it's quite lovely. I love the warmth of the south."

An hour later Nix reentered the house, a fine sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead. "Master Chiba decided to clean up a bit before dinner." He took a seat at the table, even though no food had been served yet. 

Bela noted with interested that her mother immediately fetched a pint for him. "Nothing fancy I'm afraid. Mum brought us some Kraken. Have you ever tried it?"

Nix nodded, "inside and out."

Hyai covered her laugh with one hand. "Nix killed the Kraken dear."

Bela's smile widened, "oh I see. I'll grab Bane from his study and we'll sit down to eat." 

Dinner was a quiet affair with easy conversation, Master Chiba did not return until they had finished. She motioned for Nix to follow her into the courtyard.

Nix followed the swordmaster without speaking. Chiba had cleaned up but still looked like a man. 

She pulled out her sword and gave Nix a hilt from her bag. "I want you to have this Nix." 

Nix turned the hilt over in his hand, The was the barest nub where the blade should have been. "Not much I can do without a blade."

Chiba shrugged. "Is that right? That was once the most terrifying blade in Colonial." 

Nix couldn't tell if the swordmaster was joking or not. He had discovered over the past few hours that Chiba had the humor of a teenage boy. "Where's the blade now?"

Chiba held her blade out in front of her with a very steady hand. "It's inside you, you just have to bring it out."

NIx sighed loudly. "If this is another masturbater joke, I'm going to kick your flat ass." 

Chiba looked over her own shoulder. "fuck... Is my ass flat?" 

Nix grimaced at her and held the sword in front of him. He stared at it patiently, trying to focus his attention on the blade.

Chiba nodded in approval, "that's the start of it Nix. Feel where the blade should be, remember the flame aura you used? Try to push the green flames into your focus."

She watched in patiently, every once in a while she would nod to herself. Nix's forehead was beaded with sweat, his yellow eyes glowed. After many long minutes, the hilt of the blade began to glow with the lightest shade of green. A moment later a long thin flame shot out from it.

"This is critical Nix, focus now on shaping. Exactly 33.3 inches in length, 1.88 inches wide and a thickness of .15." Chiba placed a calloused hand on his shoulder, "concentrate on exact dimensions."

[Achievement Gained]

You've learned the rare skill: Spellsword.

[Do you wish to appoint Spellsword as your secondary skill]

"Yes." Nix let out a long breath, the blade vanished when he relaxed. He smiled in interest, a quick thought made it appear again. "Oh... that is nice."

Chiba clapped his back hard. "That's not even the best part."

Nix stowed the hilt and turned to face the swordmaster. "What's the best part?"

"Secondary skills come with a forty percent penalty. However, since your blade has the backing of your Primary skill..." She left the rest unsaid.

"Are you saying I can use it as a primary skill?" 

Chiba shook her head, "better actually. So Nix..." She looked at him with expectant eyes.

"Yes?"

"Since I helped you out. Fancy a quick one?" Chiba winked at him. 

"Oh god..." Nix scowled at her. 

[Aura Ignition]


Chapter 71: Espana Bay

Nix and Hyai spent the night and left after breakfast the next morning. The mysterious vagabond swordmaster was nowhere to be seen. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nix are you guys still in Jenza?

Guildchat: Nix: Yep, about to take the portal back to Glory. Something up?

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nothing big, just that the Provost Marshal isn't releasing Shank and his sidekicks. They are going to stand trial!

Nix frowned, thinking of his own trial, the frown quickly was replaced with a smile when Glory popped into his thoughts. 

Guildchat: Nix: Isn't that normal for someone being charged with a crime?

Guildchat: Jun Li: Not in Colonial Nix, you get fined and perhaps a few days in jail if you can't pay.

Guildchat: Nix: It breaks my heart when bad things happen to ass hats.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Darsi has completed that project you requested, Shae has it.

Guildchat: Nix: Okay, I'll head there in a bit.

Nix escorted Hyai back to the Kindled Spirit. "It was nice meeting your daughter Hyai."

"Thanks for asking me, I don't get to see her enough." She squeezed his arm and opened the door to the Kindled Spirit, "will you make it for lunch?"

Nix nodded, "I'm planning on it, not sure when though."

"No worries hun, I'll save you something."

Nix headed toward the Fire Palace, spending time with Hyai always made him feel good. She was one of those people whose presence he found comforting. 

**************

Fajii held the Earth Pearl in her pale hands, it was smooth and warm to her touch. She glanced at Shae who nodded in encouragement.

[Do you wish to activate the Earth Pearl?]

Fajii inhaled deeply and let it out. "Yes."

The pearl expanded outward in a flash, trapping Fajii in a transparent sphere. The Aquarion started to panic slightly, pounding on the inner walls of the pearl She spotted Nix running toward her, instantly she calmed down. "Is this what's supposed to happen?"

Nix placed a hand on the outside of the enlarged sphere, "Not sure but I believe so Fajii. " 

A cloud of swirling brown dust started to fill the sphere, it grew larger and denser, completely obstructing any view of the inside. A coughing sound could be heard from within. The cloud condensed into solid rock and then expanded further, causing Nix to take several steps back. 

Shae placed a hand on his shoulder. "She is fine. It's not an easy process turning a water creature into an earth creature."

Nix felt the gathering of extreme power, suddenly Shae grabbed him and flashed away from the pearl. An explosion rocked them, tossing them into the air and skidding them across the smooth palace floor for several yards. 

[You've been Stunned.]

Nix saw Shae bend over him, a smooth hand on his cheek. Her mouth was moving but he couldn't hear anything other than a loud ringing sound. "Can't hear you Shae."

Shae nodded and helped him up. They walked back toward Fajii, the entire area was coated in a thick coat of fine brown dirt. A tanned woman with light brown hair lay curled up in a ball on the floor.

Nix stared in shock, "Fajii?" He lay a hand on her arm and helped her sit up. "Woah..." Her eyes had changed into a warm brown, he noticed that her ears and hands hadn't changed. "Still Aquarion I see, although not like the others."

Fajii held up an arm and stared at it, her calm face showing a bit of shock. "I was never like the others anyway." 

Nix patted her cheek, smiling widely. "Still beautiful Fajii." He pulled her to his feet, the ringing in his ears had faded. Fajii handed him the Earth Pearl. 

Shae's laughter filled the empty palace hall. "Look what you've done to my temple Fajii!"

Fajii took a look around the hall, there was dirt everywhere. "Maybe do this outside next time?"

Nix glanced at the pearl in his hand, it couldn't be used for another twenty-four hours. "Next time we'll have access to the Earth Temple also. Are we ready to activate the deed?"

Fajii held the deed in her hand, her eyes held the hint of power. "I would like to see what I can do Nix."

Both Shae and Nix nodded in agreement. No one had any idea what an Earth Mage could do. 

The darkest Aquarion in existence smiled brightly and held up the deed. "Fine, I'll do it your way."

[You have an Earth Temple Deed and there is an Earth Mage present. The following options are available.]

1) Activate the Deed at a different location

2) Merge the Earth Temple as a Subsidiary of the Fire Palace.

Fajii's clear voice was filled with anticipation. "Merge the Earth Temple please."

Fajii disappeared suddenly, leaving Nix and Shae by themselves. 

Shae cocked her head to one side as she read something that Nix couldn't see, "It's a four-hour build. We should go outside."

Nix followed her out of the temple, she grabbed him by the door and floated easily into the air, there was a large pit in front of the Fire Palace that hadn't been there before. It was completely clouded over, Nix could feel the static of raging power in the air. "Earth magic is fucking scary."

The Salamander nodded in agreement before putting him down gently on the far side of the trench. "Earth Elementals are by far the most powerful, however, they also keep to themselves and don't really involve themselves in the affairs of others."

"I've some things to take care of Nix, please stop in tonight after the merging is complete." Shae vanished with a quick smile, leaving him staring into space. 

"Sure would like to know how you disappear like that." He turned toward the Shipyard, seeing two familiar faces walking together he sped up to catch them. Mina and Delphi both slowed their steps when they saw him approaching.

Captain Delphi gave him a respectful bow. "I was just heading to see how the Phoenix is sorting out."

Nix glanced toward the shipyard, he had received a notice earlier that the work had been completed. "I feel like teaching Salamander a lesson. They've been coming at us since Junie and Semmi left them."

Mina's pale face looked excited, "I really can't wait to see her."

All three of them stopped at stared at the ship. It barely looked the same. 

Navy Frigate: Phoenix

Craft Rating: Legendary

The Phoenix soars high above its enemies, a terrifying

existence that seamlessly blends firepower with pure speed. 

When the Phoenix is outnumbered, she receives a +20 Buff to 

all stats for each ship going against her.

+150 to Sailing Speed.

+50 to Turning Radius.

+500 to Defense

56 Elite Cannons [Dual Loads]

Special: The Red Lady

Effects: Unknown.

Captain Delphi ran up the gangplank. "Dual Loads? What's that even mean?" She ran into cannon alley and skidded to a stop, her mouth dropped open in surprise.

Nix shook his head, each cannon had been intricately carved with the logo of the Phoenix, there were two side-by-side barrels on each one. "Doesn't that make this a 112 now?"

Guildchat: Filamina: All Phoenix hands report at once to the shipyard.

Delphi grinned and nodded her head. 

Guildchat: Wylie: Something going on Nix?

Guildchat: Nix: Shake out run, report to the dock.

Guildchat: Semmi: Mind if I join you guys?

Guildchat: Nix: Feel free.

Less than an hour later, all Delphi's crew had reported for duty. The Aquarion assault team along with Semmi, Wylie, and Nix were ready to go. 

Wylie approached Nix with a rolled piece of parchment and handed it to him. "There are 50 more Knights being placed under your command. "

Nix glanced at the parchment, Wylie normally took care of these sorts of things. "How is Mariner training going?"

"Sir we've completed the first stage, as soon as the new recruits join us they will undergo the same training." 

"I have a request, Wylie." Nix had noticed that nearly every Colonial Knight he had ever seen carried some sort of melee weapon as their primary offensive.

"I want all those with primary melee weapons to transfer it to the second position. All knights are to incorporate a firearm as their primary weapon. Unless that person is a mage of some sort." 

"Nix... " Wylie's face had dropped at the news, she looked like a person attending their own funeral. "That seems rather rash sir."

"Those who don't wish to comply will be offered a transfer." Nix pursed his lips slightly, his eyes falling onto the Fire Palace. "Also I want a half dozen volunteers from the company to undergo Earth Mage training."

Semmi came running up the dock a few minutes later. Banzi was tagging along, both of them were fully geared. She was out of breath by the time she was standing in front of Nix. "Where are we going boss?"

"How big's the Salamander fleet and where are they?" Nix gave her an innocent smile.

"Salamander? They are scattered all over the place on different missions. There should be a rather large contingent in the Bay of Espana." 

Nix caught Delphi's eye. "Set a course for Espana Captain."

Inferno: Jun Li: Nix are you going hunting?

Inferno: Nix: Just a quick shake-out run.

Inferno: Sharl: I'm getting my ship, wait for us.

Inferno: Wind: Me too!

Inferno: Jun Li: Looks like we are all going.

Inferno: Pon: Nix you cocky bastard, you better wait!

Semmi leaned back against the rail, "going to wait Nix?"

Captain Delphi was also staring. "Orders Sir?"

Nix looked around at the expectant faces of the Phoenix crew, even the Aquarions seemed excited. "Only prey waits. Let's go hunting."


Chapter 72: Bay of Flames (one)

"Nix..." Mina was leaning against the rail next to him, a pod of dolphins was keeping pace with the Phoenix off the bow. The Aquarion was watching them with great interest.

"You like dolphins Min?"

Mina nodded, "quite tasty."

Nix stopped his gazing and turned toward her, "that's a joke right?"

"Why would it be a joke?" 

"Nevermind." He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of the ocean, the sun warming his face gave him the urge to take a nap. 

"Have you seen Fajii lately?" Mina moved closer, her personal boundary was basically nonexistent. 

"Earlier today, I'm afraid that you won't recognize your friend next time you see her."

"Does this have anything to do with the Earth Temple?" 

"Yes." Nix gave up on watching the dolphins, the normally quiet Mina was too intent on talking. 

"Do you find Aquarion women beautiful Nix?"

"Some of them are I suppose." Nix kept a straight face, "especially Fajii."

"What about Wylie and Semmi?"

Nix turned toward the pair she had referenced. Wylie was technically very beautiful, but her demeanor was a bit cold for his taste. Semmi, on the other hand, seemed like a handful for anyone. It would be hard to explain to an Aquarion that female avatars are almost always beautiful. They are the reflection of how they want to see themselves. His own avatar was an exact match for himself, he hadn't known enough about the game to change his features properly. "They are both very attractive. What's with the sudden interest?"

Mina shrugged. "What about me?"

Nix clucked his tongue at her, "I would say you are average. Nothing really special about you in the looks department." He had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing at the expression she made. He didn't feel obligated to tell her the truth, not when she had repeatedly said how ugly she found him to be. Average was worse than being butt-ugly. For some odd reason, Chiba popped into his head, he shuddered slightly at the thought of her. 

Captain Delphi wandered over during the tail end of their conversation. "This ship fast Nix, I've never seen anything like her."

"We are going to teach Salamander a lesson." Nix summoned Fey, Ducky, and Soup. He knelt for a moment and rubbed the giant turtles head. "Going to torpedo something for me again today Soup?"

Fey snorted, a bit of smoke coming from her nostrils. "Don't spoil her anymore Nix. She's hard enough to deal with as it is."

Ducky made a face at Fey and then promptly hid behind Nix when the Drake stared at her. Nix felt a wet hand stroke his hair. The Siren had a water creature's fear of Drakes, but Nix didn't bother her. She spent a great amount of her time playing with Soup in the Sea World, so they were very close.

"That reminds me, Fey, I need to shore up your defenses a bit." Nix took a seat on the deck and started setting up his craft. 

[Fey] [Enhancement: Kraken Leather] [Thread: Ceramic twine] [Needle: Brimstone Hook] [Primary Material: Kraken Leather] [Secondary Material: Salamander Leather] 

[Do you wish to process the Lamia skin?]

"Yes."

[13 Lamia Leathers have been sent to your inventory]

Lamia Leather: Legendary

Description: Anything made with this material

gains a poison counter with each attack. 

+200 Poison Immunity

+100 Charm Immunity

Nix examined the queue again. "You don't really need the extra fire protection, so I'll just switch out Salamander for Lamia."

[Fey] [Enhancement: Kraken Leather] [Thread: Ceramic twine] [Needle: Brimstone Hook] [Primary Material: Kraken Leather] [Secondary Material: Lamia Leather] 

[There are two legendary items in this crafting attempt, do you wish to continue?]

"Why mention that? It's not going to blow up or anything is it?" Nix queued up the recipe grimacing at the amount. "9 million credits for one attempt? That's fucking highway robbery."

After one-click, he received a success notice.

[Primal Gear has been created. Please name the creation.]

"Death from Above."

[Primal Gear 'Death from Above' has been created.]

Death from Above [Drake: Fey Only]

Armor: Primal 

Description: Tremble and Despair in the face 

of certain death. A Primal beast soars the skies

and nothing is safe. Each successful attack places two

poison counters. Chance to deflect attacks. All-natural abilities have been greatly

enhanced.

+200 Poison Immunity

+100 Charm Immunity

+500 Strength

+500 AC [Armor Class]

+100 Flight Speed

Even with Nix's high strength rating, it was a challenge slipping in onto Fey. When he finished the armor was barely noticeable. 

"Nix!" Fey felt her strength surge, she raised her head spat flames. It was much thicker and hotter than her previous ones. "I feel stronger!" 

Nix stared at her, his face unimpressed. "That fucking thing was 9 million credits, I expect you to make it up to me." 

******************

Captain Delphi stood calmly, she kept glancing upward to the crow's nest where one of her sailors was keeping an eye out for enemy ships. "Make ready! Make half sails and open the cannoneer doors. We are closing on Espana Bay!"

Both Ducky and Soup slipped over the side and into the water together, they would keep pace with the Phoenix from below the surface where they would be much safer.

Guildchat: Jun Li: Semmi? Where are you guys now?

Guildchat: Semmi: Almost to Espana Bay.

Guildchat; Jun Li: What? 

Guildchat: Semmi: It's true Junie, the Phoenix has wings.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Nix! I want to be on your crew!

Guildchat: Sharl: Forget it, you are stuck with me.

GUildchat: Nix: I'll consider it princess!

Nix climbed onto Fey's back, the armor protection for her torso included a comfortably padded seat for the rider, it was positioned on her shoulders, just forward of the wings. He pulled out the hilt that Chiba had given him and poured his focus into it, a moment later the emerald flamed blade emerged, Nix took a few practice swipes in the air. 

Mina was watching from nearby, she took a step back when he pulled out the emerald sword. It hissed in the air menacingly. She held up a hand to the other Aquarions nearby that had also retreated from the blade. "It's still Nix, our ally grows stronger." 

A voice shouted down from the crow's nest. "Fleet spotted sir! Espana Bay dead ahead, more than thirty ships Captain!"

Delphi frowned slightly and glanced toward Nix. She was the Captain but it was his ship, he was always careful not to interfere with her command. "What do you think Nix?"

"I think they're a flock of sheep and the tiger has come down from the mountain!" Nix patted Fey's shoulder and without a word, she took to the air. She climbed much faster than she had previously, in a flash of brown she disappeared into the clouds. 

Delphi stayed at the helm and steered the Phoenix directly at them. "All hands prepare for battle, cannoneers ready your weapons! Assault teams prepare the grappling hooks." 

Mina put a hand on the rail and turned toward her assault team. "On me! We'll coordinate with Nix from beneath the surface." She dived effortlessly into the water, no splash marking her entry. A moment later her assault team followed. 

"Captain!" The crow's nest sailor shouted out again. "They have a Dreadnought!" 

Inferno: Delphi: Dreadnought spotted Nix. Center of their formation, the big black ship.

Inferno: Jun Li: We are ten minutes from the bay Nix! 

"The Aquarions have entered the water Nix." Fey's enhanced vision spotted their allies moving toward the fleet. She hid in the clouds, just out of the enemy's view.

"Min, move to the group of ships on the left! We'll take the middle ships and slow down the Dreadnought's progress." Nix stared at the Dreadnought, three hundred 50-pound cannons, enhanced armor and a full contingent of Elite commandos. 

He targeted the Dreadnought for a moment. 

[Command: Attack my Target] 

From the air, he spotted the trail of water moving toward the Dreadnought as Soup accelerated under the surface. He tossed down his last stealth potion and activated the icon. "Disappear Fey!"

[Command: Stealth]

"Are we going to hit the ugly black ship Nix?" Fey flew easily, her speed and strength-giving her added confidence. 

"First we'll slow down the front so the Phoenix can operate without worrying about the Dreadnought." 

Inferno: Nix: We'll scorch the four ships in the front and create a blockade.

Inferno: Delphi: We'll leave them be then, going broadside and hit the ships on the right flank. 

Inferno: Nix: Don't worry about the Dreadnought, for now, don't engage her.

Inferno: Delphi: Understood.

Fey climbed steeply for several seconds before apexing, her form seemed to freeze in place at the height of her climb, then she corkscrewed and banked toward the front of the ships. 

"Attack at will Fey."

"I love those words." Fey leveled off suddenly, Nix felt himself pushed further onto his seat by the sudden change of direction. From forty feet above the surface, she let them have it.

[Carpet Bomb] 

Hundreds of tiny explosions rocked the decks of the first three ships. Fey's bombs shredded the sailors, she banked away from the fourth ship, but not before she felt Nix leap into the air. 

Still stealthed, Nix landed hard on deck of the Neverwinter, the rolled nimbly to his feet and beheaded the nearest sailor who had sensed the hard landing. His head bounced across the deck like a ball, the sound was oddly loud given the noise of battle. There was no blood, just the smell of scorched flesh as his emerald flame blade instantly cauterized the fatal wound. 

A woman jumped at him, her blade flashing through his defense to slash at his side. 

[Kraken's Strength: Reflection]

The sword wielder gasped in surprise and leaped away, her wound dripping blood. 

[Aura Ignition]

"An expert?" Nix crouched slightly and moved in a slow circle, the rest of the crew quickly giving them space. 

The woman took one look at him, she wasn't the least bit scared. "I can tell you're new to the blade. Let this be your first real lesson."

Nix nodded wordlessly, she had moved so fast originally that he hadn't the time to react. Her silver blade was roughly the same size as his longsword, however, it was curved slightly. "Come at me then."


Chapter 73: Bay of Flames (two)

Nix grinned suddenly and retreated toward the rail when she advanced. "You have rocks in your shoes? Why so slow?"

"You call yourself a man?" The woman swiped her blade once, Nix felt something impact his shoulder and side. 

[Lamia's Resistance: Viper's poison has been resisted.]

"You handle a blade well, sadly I can't test you at this time." Nix ignored the woman and faced the rest of the sailors.

"You dare turn your back on Bree, the son of Calyph?" 

[Bree has been Charmed.]

Nix glanced at the rail, Ducky was shadowing his movements from the sea. "Wait... You're a guy?"

Breland flashed into the group of sailors and started cutting through them, his face was a mask of anger and outrage. Apparently charm didn't extend to facial expressions.

"We'll come back to that." Nix targeted the Mainsail. 

[Comet Strike]

Nix spotted the captain, he was still at the helm and barking orders. A thundering crash in the distance caused a lull in the fighting, everyone glanced toward the Dreadnought.

[Soup has taken critical damage and has been unsummoned.]

Nix moved from behind the blur of blades that Bree had become and sprinted toward the enemy captain. He raised one hand and six emerald strands shot out, completely immobilizing him. The captain dropped something he had been holding, it looked like an antique lantern. He sliced his blade across the captain's throat. "I'll take this since it looks important." 

[Bree has resisted charm]

Nix leaped backward, narrowly avoiding a slash from the swordsman. 

[Flame Root]

"You son of a bitch." Bree's long hair hung in his eyes, his overly pretty face was splattered with blood. The root held him in place, drool ran from the corner of his mouth as he howled in anger.

Nix shrugged, "I'm going to kill you too, but not until my Ducky has made you her bitch." 

[Bree has resisted charm]

He stored the lantern and then sprinted for cannon galley. The deck was suddenly bathed in flames, announcing the return of Fey. Nix ignored the pleasant feeling flames and kicked down the cannon galley door. He quickly targeted the black powder loads.

[Comet Strike]

[Bree has resisted Flame Root]

Nix ran for the rail but was cut off by Bree. "Resistant bastard, ain't ya."

"DIE!" 

[Leap Attack]

In a flash of silver, Bree appeared in front of Nix.

Nix dived to one side and used a magic attack to back him up.

[Balefire]

Bree blocked it easily, triumph written on his maniacal face. "Your tricks have been used up!"

[Bree has been charmed]

Nix swung his blade and neatly beheaded the swordsman, his silver blade clattered on the deck next to his head, with a quick grab he snagged the blade and jumped for the rail just as several explosions rocked the ship.

[You have been stunned]

A blast wave slammed into his back and tossed him head over heels into the air, a moment later Nix splashed into the sea. He lay motionless for a moment before a pair of arms grabbed him and pulled him beneath the surface. "Okay... that hurt a bit."

[Combustion] 

Nix's pain and wounds were washed away in a faint green glow.

Mina released him but kept ahold of his hand. "Are you okay?"

Nix shook his head dizzily, he had used Balefire by mistake when he was pressured. "Doing noob stuff again," he quickly drank a mana potion.

Inferno: Jun Li: We are five minutes out.

Inferno: Pon: Damn you punk! I see the smoke from here.

Inferno: Nix: Sorry Pon... Attack at the edges, we've disabled the front ships. The Dreadnought is temporarily out of the battle.

Inferno: Delphi: She took some damage from your companion, but not near enough to sink her. 

Mina pulled him with her, the Aquarion assault team following closely. "Come with us back to the Phoenix." 

A few minutes later Nix and the Aquarions climbed back onboard the Phoenix. Fey was waiting for them. 

Nix patted her scaled head before glancing at the helm. "Status Captain?"

"We've torn the right flank apart, four ships down, two more disabled." Delphi had turned the Phoenix away from the battle to come-about and make another strafing run. "Nothing can take our teeth!"

Nix noticed that Ducky had climbed over the rail, she looked lost without Soup. "Ducky you'll stick with me, Fey you can take a break."

Fey nodded her scaled head, "Thanks to my gear, I was able to fight hard for quite some time. I need some rest."

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] Nix... We are being threatened. 

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] So? Someone is always doing that.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] It's Salamander Nix, they have made demands.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] fuck Salamander. We are kicking their ass.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] Wrong Salamander Nix, this is the upper level one. Level seventy and above.

Nix understood that both Sharl and Jun Li were once guild leaders in the mid-range guilds. The Daybreakers and the Salamanders both had at least one higher tier guild. 

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] fuck Salamander.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] The Dreadnought in the bay belongs to them, they loaned it to their mid-tier guild. They have five more and they are all headed toward us.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] fuck Salamander... Wait. Did you say they have five more Dreadnoughts?

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] Aye.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Can they do that? Higher-tier guild coming at a mid-tier like us?

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] It's against protocol, but usually mid-tier guilds have their own high-tier guild to protect them.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] What are their demands?

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] They want the unconditional return of the Silversword. Did you kill Bree? Calyph's son?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Is that the very attractive female that is actually a guy?

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] This is very complicated Nix, you should consider returning the sword.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] I'm sure it is. Let's dumb it down a bit. They want something we have and are threatening us to get it.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] When you say it like that, it makes us look like bitches if we give in. fuck Salamander!

Inferno: Nix: New plan, concentrate your attacks on the right flank. Let's take the Dreadnought.

Nix spotted Semmi standing next to Delphi, "I have a mission for you."

Semmi nodded, "I need something to do, we haven't even boarded anyone yet.

"I want you to scout out that Dreadnought from below. Soup hit it pretty hard, she was bound to do some damage."

Milat was standing close by and overheard the conversation. "I'll accompany her."

"Fine, stay stealthed and don't engage." Nix watched Semmi and Milat go over the side together. "Captain, find us a ship that we can board."

Delphi scanned the bay carefully, a good portion of the ships was still on fire. Counting the ships that Nix and the Aquarion Assault team had sunk separately, Inferno had put a half dozen ships on the bottom of the bay. A half dozen more were on fire but remained battle-ready. The issue was that they couldn't maneuver properly. She spotted a ship moving away from the battle and immediately steered toward her. "There! We have a runner."

Nix smiled when he saw one ship retreating, "Looks like one of them has some common sense."

Wylie was standing at the rail staring at him, the Knight Captain did not look happy. "Sir quit going off on your own."

"Sorry. You can be my battle buddy when we board this ship"

Wylie raised an eyebrow, she wasn't familiar with the term. "What does that mean?"

Nix grinned at her expression. "Nothing bad, just that we'll count on each other when things get dangerous."

"Of course Sir." She smiled suddenly, her cold demeanor instantly unfreezing. 

Inferno: Ronnie: We are here Nix! You are rescued.

Inferno: Wind: Leave anything for us?

Inferno: Semmi: Just scraps.

Inferno: Nix: Focus on disabling the perimeter ships. 

Inferno: Pon: Nice of them to crowd together like this.

Inferno: Jun Li: They were here to deter a fight with their numbers. Who would pick a fight with thirty ships?

Inferno: Sharl: We would.

Inferno: Wind: Damn straight.

The Phoenix cut through the water, easily overtaking the slower vessel that was fleeing the battle. 

"Prepare the hooks, bring her in!" Delphi watched as a few dozen grappling hooks sailed into the space between the ships. She was quickly reeled in. 

Nix was the first on the deck. 

[Aura Ignition]

Unexpectedly the deck was suddenly filled with fully armored men streaming up from the hold.

Wylie was flanking Nix when she saw them. "Why would there be Knights on this ship?" She shook her head at the idiocy. Wearing such heavy plate armor on a ship was a sure way to end up on the bottom of the ocean. 

Inferno: Nix: Everyone pick your kills very carefully here, it looks like there might be a high-value target onboard.


Chapter 74: Bay of Flames (conclusion)

Nix sliced downward across the blade of a sailor that had rushed him when he jumped on deck. His strength caused his opponent's blade to be knocked to one side, a quick backslash opened up his throat. The pounding of heavy feet caused him to turn back toward the hold. Two knights were charging at him. 

[Fire Root]

Both knights wore heavy red plate armor, the one who he rooted was carrying a shield and a mace, while the other closed quickly with a wicked-looking ax. 

Nix backed away and allowed two of Mina's Vila to attack. He motioned for Ducky to come closer from the rail. "I need you to find someone, Ducky. They are in one of the rooms downstairs. Look for someone different than the rest. Do you understand?"

[Appear Human]

Ducky nodded, "Find someone different and bring them to you?" 

"Do your best but also be careful." Nix watched her walk calmly away. She didn't have traditional stealth, more like an ability that caused others not to pay attention to her presence. Since she had been promoted to Siren, her abilities were much stronger. 

Nix jumped forward just as Wylie used her staff to sweep the knight's legs, he didn't fall completely but he did drop to one knee. Nix grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him overboard like he was weightless. 

[Flame Snare]

Nix slowed the knight attacking Min, her Vila were hard-pressed to deal with the other

two dozen heavy armorer wearers. The Aquarion was wielding a water mace that her opponent was fending off with a kite shield. The power of the strikes sounded like the beating of a drum. Nix was about to attack when an image of him leaping, spinning and striking appeared on his hud. "You kidding me? I'm not a fucking acrobat." He leaped into the air, doing his best to imitate the movements of the tutorial. 

[Flight of the Gryphon]

He leaped into the air and landed behind the knight, slashing across his back, he instantly brought him down. The emerald blade cut through plate armor like it was warm butter. Nix's emerald flame blade hissed as it burned off the blood that splashed on it. The sweet coppery smell made his eyes water. 

"Was that a jump attack?" Mina finished the spasming knight off with a blow to the head. Her assault team and Vila were slowly clearing the deck of knights. Many of them took a page from Nix's book and chucked their opponents overboard, no one was going swimming with a hundred pounds of steel on them. 

"Yes, unless I miss my guess, there should be at least one more." Chiba had told him that eventually, his repertoire would include a dozen or more attacks. 

A moment later Ducky returned leading a young man dressed as a merchant. Nix could tell by his face that he was charmed. "Grab this guy Wylie and bring him back to the ship."

"Are you returning also?" Wylie was starting to understand how Nix operated, he didn't like to endanger other people.

"In a bit." Nix doused his flame sword and stowed it away. "Mina, bring your team and follow me."

He headed into cannon galley and started loading up on charges. The charges were made of very light paper and shaped like a cylinder. Each one held the exact same amount of power. "Grab as many as you can carry." 

Nix picked up an entire pallet of charges and headed out. He entered the hold and moved down a dark walkway to the front cargo area located just under the deck. He sat the pallet down and turned back toward his Aquarion friends. "Let's pack this room full of these."

Over the next few minutes, they completely filled the forward hold full of the cannon charges. Nix took a few minutes to craft the largest shape charge ever attempted. By the time they were done, the rest of Inferno had logged several kills. The bay was a cluttered burning mess of wrecked ships. The ships that could still fight were boxed in and could only watch in frustration. 

Inferno: Semmi: We're back on the Phoenix Nix. You were right, Soup really hit that Dreadnought hard.

Inferno: Nix: Is she taking on water?

Inferno: Semmi: She was but not anymore. Her hull is compartmentalized, only a small area was affected.

Inferno: Nix: Anything else?

Inferno: Semmi: It would be an easy thing to enter the ship through the flooded compartment.

Inferno: Nix: I am curious about what we might find in her hold.

Inferno: Semmi: Me too. Are we going?

Inferno: Nix: Head back there with Milat, I'll meet you there in a few minutes.

Inferno: Ronnie: Can I go too?

Inferno: Nix: No. I've got a special mission for you. I'm giving you a flagship.

Inferno: Sharl: What?

Inferno: Jun Li: What?

Inferno: Pon: What?

Inferno: Ronnie: Hey... Why so many?

Inferno: Nix: Come to my location, Captain Ronnie.

Inferno: Ronnie: Yes!

A few minutes later Ronnie was onboard and standing next to the helm. Her pretty, dark face was frowning at Nix. "You want me to ram the Dreadnought?"

"Yep, I'll leave you with a skeleton crew, just steer right into her." Nix placed a hand on her shoulder, "Don't forget to have your manta out or you'll end up back at Glory Island."

Ronnie sighed heavily. "Fine, I'm a team player you know." 

"Thanks, you handle this properly and we'll feed Salamander a big shit sandwich." Nix couldn't keep the smile from his face, Ronnie was someone who never put on airs, she said and did exactly what she wanted.

Ronnie nodded, her bright smile returning. "Count on me Nix."

*****************

Inferno: Jun Li: Who is the prisoner?

Inferno: Nix: Unknown at this time.

Inferno: Jun Li: I tried talking to him, but he wasn't interested.

Inferno: Semmi: Give him something to make him sleep, we don't want him communicating with anyone.

Milat led the way toward the Dreadnought, they approached the huge ship from a few hundred feet beneath the surface. The calm of the blue depths contrasting with the smoke-filled inferno that raged overhead. Nix felt the close presence of Mina as she swam next to him, lately, she seemed to always be closer than usual. 

They stopped under the Dreadnought. She had an exceptionally deep keel, which meant she'd run aground in shallower seas. There was a dark hole about four feet wide near the forward bow. Soup had come from underneath her and angled upward. They swam into the damaged compartment, there was a three-foot space near the ceiling that hadn't flooded.

Nix activated his flame blade. "We'll go in here and take a look around. We'll give ourselves five minutes."

Semmi nodded, suddenly Nix brandished his sword and swung at the ceiling panel. "Hey, Nix! Don't do th..."

A hole formed and instantly all four of them were shot through it to slam into the ceiling of the room above. They bounced loudly on the floor, each of them struggling to shake off the bone-jarring collision. 

Nix grimaced at Semmi, "I suppose you understand the physics of what just happened?"

Semmi nodded, "smooth move Nix."

Milat stealthed, "I'll scout a bit."

Semmi also disappeared, "you two wait here. Try not to break anything Nix."

Nix and Mina followed them at a distance, he was placing small traps in the doorways and tripwire in the darker passages. "Let me lead on the way back, or else we'll end up taking the shortcut home."

Semmi had come back when they hit a dead end. "Shouldn't you be marking the locations down? What if you forget where you put one?"

Nix winked at her. "It's like you don't trust me."

Semmi nodded, "it's just like that."

"Nothing is here." Milat had come back last, his pale Aquarion face seemed to glow in the near darkness of the hold. 

"It was worth a try, let's head out and let Ronnie do her thing." Nix headed back toward the hole in the floor, everyone followed except for Mina.

"Wait please, " Mina placed her hand against one of the walls. "There's a water artifact on the other side of this wall."

"Hmm?" Nix walked over, had it been a fire artifact he would have sensed it the moment they entered the ship. "A false wall?" 

Semmi winced when Nix slashed at the wall with his sword. "Please don't randomly slash things Nix. What if you break something valuable?"

"Oh? Did you bring a saw by chance?" Nix cleared away hole he had cut, there was a small room with a decent stockpile of weapons and a silver chest. He ignored the weapons and grabbed the chest. 

Inferno: Jun Li: They are opening up a path through the wreckage to get to the ship that we boarded.

Inferno: Semmi: That could mean they don't realize she's been taken over. With all the smoke in the bay, visibility is shit.

Inferno: Nix: Okay, let's head back. Ronnie, start moving toward the Dreadnought, it's likely that they won't even try to stop you.

The group swam directly toward the Phoenix, by the time they were back on board, Ronnie was moving steadily through a channel that had been opened up.

**********

Ronnie glanced at the sailors that had been assigned to help her. "Okay guys, everyone overboard now and swim back to the Phoenix."

"You going to be okay captain?" An older man with bowed legs was the last to leave.

Ronnie's face lit up in a big smile, "I'll take it from here, thank you." 

She summoned her manta and steered through the wreckage. Inferno had managed to do a lot of damage in a relatively short period of time. She sighed heavily, "this is a really nice ship too." 

When Ronnie was within a few hundred feet, the Dreadnought crew finally realized something was wrong. By then it was too late. Ronnie jumped on her manta and summoned Wilo.

[Air Barrier]

Ronnie didn't look back, she kept her manta climbing steadily, the shield around them took several hits before she got out of range. A moment later a thundering explosion shook the bay as the Dreadnought was rammed head-on, a few tons of black powder, aided by Nix's shape crafting, completely obliterated the front of the Dreadnought.

Colonial System Message: Major Faction Event, the leader of the Terran faction has been taken hostage. All Terran factions will receive a substantial penalty if they fail to recover their leader. This event will take place twenty-four hours from now. A ceasefire is in effect until then.

Colonial System Message: Major Faction Event, the Sea Farer's have taken a high ranking member of the Terran leadership. All Sea-Farer ships are ordered to the vicinity of Glory Island.

Inferno: Pon: Shit. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Now we know why there was a Dreadnought and an entire Armada just sitting in the bay. 

Inferno: Nix: All ships return immediately to Glory Island. 

[The Phoenix has been placed as the Flagship of the Sea-Farer Faction. There are currently seventeen fleets responding to this Faction Event.]


Chapter 75: Earth Temple

The mood was unusually somber on the way back to Glory Island. Pon, Wind, Sharl and Jun Li had all moved to the Phoenix to discuss the upcoming events. 

Nix sat the silver chest on the deck and opened it. A pale blue stone the size of a fist was the sole occupant, there was a gasp of shock from the Aquarion's watching. 

Mina approached immediately and knelt down. She picked it up in her hand as if to verify something. "Why would humans have a Reverence stone?"

Reverence

Water Element: Precious Stone

Description: A priceless blue-colored

stone.

Nix held his hand out, immediately he gave it back to her. The moment he touched the stone it felt like dozens of fingernails raking across a chalkboard. "What does it do?"

"It's basically an Aquarion promotion stone, simply put, it's a substantial increase in power." Mina sat it back in its place.

Pon stared at the stone but didn't touch it, it gave him a feeling of danger the moment Nix had opened the chest. "From the description, I would guess that no humans have guessed what it is." 

Semmi nodded in agreement. "In the past, these stones were used as mounts in rings and crowns. They bring in a lot of credits if you decide to sell."

Nix closed the chest and handed it to Mina. "Its biggest value to us is in strengthening our allies."

Guild: Nix: Darsi, how's the Ricoli duplication coming?

Guildchat: Darsi: I don't have enough resources to make any. I did craft two dozen Black Hands.

Guildchat: Semmi: Are those the black disks that prevent gating and rezzing?

Guildchat: Darsi: Yes. 

Guildchat: Nix: We have a Reverence stone, see if you can duplicate it before one of our Aquarion friends activate it.

Guildchat: Darsi: An Aquarion artifact? You just made my day Trip-7.

Jun Li opened a map of Glory, "no matter how you look at it, our town is going to be a battlefield."

Semmi was sitting against the rail, trying to keep from smiling whenever Ducky would touch her hair. The siren was apparently fascinated by blonds. "Let's put our different offenses on the table and devise a working strategy."

Nix opened his faction map, he was listed as Faction Admiral for the event. "The list of fleets has jumped to 22, plus our own ships."

Wylie seemed calm, the knight captain had the right temperament for battle. "We'll have one hundred knights by the start, fifty of them are trained Mariners."

Pon's wrinkled face wore a grin, he sensed a battle of epic proportions was approaching. "Glory has its cannon emplacements." 

Jun Li listed them as they were mentioned, "Can we count on Shae?"

Nix nodded, "No worries, she definitely won't sit this one out. Also, I can place mines wherever they are needed. " Mines fell under the traps category, as a hunter, he could make a wide variety of devices. 

"Resolute has contacted us, they want to put a large land force on the ground in Glory." Jun Li gauged the reactions of the others, although they were paper allies, Resolute and Inferno were still not completely trusting of each other.

Nix shrugged, "they'll fight to protect their interest, which of course is the Earth Pearl." 

"The members of the Souza Accord will be in full force. I will have my Vila there also." Mina and her assault team were normally the only ones who engaged in fighting, there were several hundred other Aquarions who could also participate." 

Sharl studied the detailed map that Jun Li had opened. "The problem is that we have no idea how many we might be facing."

Pon swore under his breath, "everyone we've pissed off will be jumping on the bandwagon." 

Unexpectedly, Nix started laughing loudly. The members of Inferno watched him with curious eyes, but he didn't say anything further. They didn't understand his thinking. Gather your enemies all in one place, and then wipe them out with a baptism of fire. He had utilized that method himself before his incarceration. The trick was staying alive long enough to 'stick it to the man.'

"How many mines can you come up with Nix?" Jun Li looked at their current assets. "We could use minefields to slow down their march on Glory."

"I can come up with five hundred or so." Nix was thinking about the event, "do we know the win/lose criteria yet? Besides losing our hostage?"

Semmi nodded, "there's a posting on the official forums already, it's counting down from four hours. At that time we will get the details of the event."

Nix noticed that Mina was staring at him, "Mina, I'll want you and your people in the water."

"Nix... I want to stay with you. We fight best together." Mina's normally calm face seemed upset.

"You and your people are water creatures Min." He placed a hand on her shoulder, "I need you at your strongest."

Milat shook his head also, he had been standing nearby and was listening intently. He had gotten to know Nix since receiving the stealth artifact. "The Aquarion people prefer to fight alongside you." 

Nix shrugged helplessly. "My decision is final, the Souza Accord will lend their strength where it is most needed, or they can sit it out in the Sea-World."

****************

A few hours later, Nix was alone once again and walking toward the Temple. He stopped and stared the moment it came into view. The Fire Palace had been a beautiful white marble structure built into the side of a volcanic crater. The size of it was larger than any temple Nix knew of. He realized now that he should have been building forces for its defense. The steps leading up to its impressive doors now had two sets of stairs leading downward. He descended slowly, at the first landing the Earth Temple came into view. It was placed directly under the Fire Palace. It was a pyramid-shaped structure embedded directly into the volcanic foundation of the Fire Palace. Nix was immediately reminded of the Egyptian pyramids he had seen pictures of. In place of a Sphinx, there was a large statue of a Lamia. 

"Do not be alarmed Nix." Shae's voice called out to him a moment before a half dozen lamia acolytes surrounded him. 

Nix gave out a soft whistle. "What's going on here Shae?"

A movement from inside the sand-colored archway drew his attention. A tanned woman who moved with the lithe grace of an earth creature walked toward him. She had light brown hair and warm eyes of the same color. Fajii was all but unrecognizable, the webbing on her hands seemed to have shrunk a bit and her ears were starting to point slightly. "This is Nix. You will never harm him nor impede his progress, he is the Earth Temple Champion." 

The acolytes nodded and hissed their acknowledgment before moving away. Nix stared after them, his mouth still hanging open. "Where did the Lamia come from?"

Fajii continued to approach him, "they are part of the temple build. Two hundred acolytes to protect the temple." She grabbed his hand and pulled him through the doors. In one hand she held the Earth Pearl. She stopped before a large stone altar and inserted it carefully.

Colonial System Message: An Earth Temple has been constructed on Glory Island. All Earth Mages receive +50 damage and a twenty percent increase in mana.

Shae stood off to one side, staring at the Earth Pearl. "I must show you something Nix."

Nix was staring at the Earth Pearl, it had the same mesmerizing effect that the Lamia Queen had. It was a challenge to look away. "There's more?" 

****************

A short while later Nix, Mina, Shae and the officers from Inferno were sitting in a circle on his houseboat. "You all need to see this." He used his hud to show them the new Earth Temple option.

[Earth Temple Upgrade Options Available]

Your Earth Temple has been combined with a Fire Palace. This gives you a unique upgrade option.

[Scorched Earth Temple]

Pon stared at the words. "So... not only do we have the only Earth Temple in Colonial, but we can upgrade it also?"

Nix nodded, "I'm not sure it's a good idea. We don't even know what other kinds of benefits our Earth Mages will have, and we have no idea what a Scorched Earth Temple is."

For once Ronnie was paying attention, she was next on the list to be given the Earth Mage path. "It has to be like it sounds right? An Earth Mage with elements of Fire." 

Mina caught herself staring at Fajii, Milat was also captivated. "What if the Scorched Earth Mage is some hybrid that is actually weaker than the Earth Mage variety?"

"Why does that matter?" Jun Li had spent several minutes searching the forums, no one had ever heard of Scorched Earth Temple. "Our Earth Pearl won't change, even if the temple does."

Shae shook her head, "the option is only available when the Earth Pearl is placed in the altar. There is a strong likelihood that the upgrade includes the Earth Pearl itself." 

Sharl looked around at the other Inferno leaders, only Fajii seemed relaxed. "We should put it to a vote since all of us could be affected."


Chapter 76: Scorched Earth

"Would you mind showing us your abilities as an Earth Mage?" Nix noticed that the Aquarion Alchemist was staring longingly at his hot-tub, some things never change. 

Fajii nodded quickly. "I actually haven't assigned myself a path yet but I will show you what is available for Tier 1. 

Earth Mage

[Three available Paths: Crowd Control, Defender, Assault]

[Crowd Control-1st Tier]

Earth Mire I: Area Effect 

Your opponents are mired in mud and unable to move. Mire can affect

up to five enemies. 45-second duration. Cooldown=1minute

Dust Bowl I: Single Target

Your target is surrounded by a cloud of dust and unable to see. 60-second duration. No Cooldown.

Ground Quake I: Area Effect DoT [Damage over Time]

A sudden quake takes your enemies by surprise. You're at the epicenter and all enemies within

20 meters of you will take 1500 damage per minute. 3-minute duration. Cooldown= 2 minutes.

Silent Earth I: Single Target

Your target has breathed in a large amount of dust and is unable to speak or cast spells. 60-second duration. No Cool Down.

[Defender:1st Tier]

Rock Wall I: Mass Buff

Your allies receive a rock shield and will take no damage until the shield is destroyed. The amount

of damage a shield can take is equal to the allies hit points. Duration based on damage taken. Cool Down=5-minutes.

Earth Shield I: Single Target

Your ally receives a personal shield and will take no damage until the shield is destroyed. The amount of damage a shield can take is equal to twice the allies hit points. This effect may be stacked with Rock Wall. Only one Earth Shield may be placed by each Earth Mage. Duration based on damage. Cool Down=5-minutes.

Rock Blade I: Mass: Buff

Your allies' weapon is modified to do Earth damage. This effect stacks with whatever type of damage the weapon normally does. Duration: Persistent,

Earth Mother I: Single Target

The power of nature returns your ally to life. No Cool Down.

[Assault: 1st Tier]

Boulder Slam I: Single Target

A large boulder slams into your target. This strike causes no damage but the target remains stunned for 5 seconds. The effect may not be avoided or countered. Duration: 5-seconds. Cool Down-60 seconds.

Ground Spear I: Single Target

A deadly shard of rock shoots upward from the ground and strikes your target. This strike adds a poison earth counter. Counters stack up to ten times. Duration: Instant. Cool Down: 3 Seconds.

Rock Pelt I: Multiple Targets up to 5.

Hundreds of rock bullets pelt your target. Rock Pelt also damages gear and equipment. Duration: Instant. Cool Down: 15 seconds.

Rock Golem I: Summoned Pet

The Rock Golem is a front line tank. He has the ability to completely shield one target until he is destroyed. If Rock Golem is used as an attacker, he does half the damage of the owner.

Rock Coating: Self-Only weapon buff.

Adds a rock coating onto your current weapon. Damage is changed to Earth damage and increased by fifty percent. 

Nix glanced at the Earth Mage 1st Tier stats. As someone who didn't have a gaming background, most of it went over his head. However, he was surrounded by experts. "Thoughts?"

Chael was staring hard at the Assault Mage path. "Rock Coating will enable me to use my rifle without the penalty of having it as my secondary path." 

Semmi nodded in agreement. "There's a bunch of nice CC abilities, including a silence. However, the big hit is the Rez. Earth Mages have a real rez." 

Jun Li had only needed to glance at it to realize that it was a powerful path. Comparably the 1st tiers of fire and water were much weaker. "It's nice, but not overpowering. I think we should consider the upgrade. They wouldn't call it an upgrade if it makes the class weaker."

Sharl was staring hard at the Defender path, "The Defender path will be huge in keeping tanks alive. It would be tragic to lose stackable buffs that effectively quadruple your life expectancy."

"Let's vote then." Nix looked around at the group, by their expressions he couldn't tell what they were thinking. 

Inferno: NIx: Change.

Inferno: Sharl: Keep it.

Inferno: Jun Li: Change.

Inferno: Mina: Keep it.

Inferno: Chael: Change.

Inferno: Fajii: Change.

Inferno: Shae: Change.

Inferno: Semmi: Keep it.

Inferno: Wind: Change.

Inferno: Pon: Change.

Inferno: Ronnie: Keep it.

Inferno: Chael: Keep it.

Inferno: Milat: Change.

Shae smiled at the results, they were split but the majority wanted to upgrade the temple. "The upgrade will take six hours. Fajii will need to initiate it as the Temple's Earth Mage."

Jun Li opened her hud and checked the countdown on the forums. "There is still a bit over two hours until we get the details of the event."

"I will initiate the upgrade in an hour." Fajii could feel the eyes of her Aquarion friends staring at her, she turned to face Milat and Mina. "I'm still me, perhaps even uglier in your eyes, but inside I haven't changed.

Milat shook his head, "You've become beautiful Fajii. I'm sorry for staring."

"Oh?" The brown-haired Aquarion raised an eyebrow and held up her hand. "What about my shorthand?" (Refers to the webbing that stops at the first knuckle.)

Milat looked at the ground without commenting. The Aquarion males had never paid much attention to Fajii, even though she was exceedingly good-natured. 

Mina sensed that Fajii was being honest, although she hadn't commented in the past, the opinions of her people had affected her. "The changes suit you Fajii."

****************

A few minutes later only Fajii remained. Nix assumed that she wanted to relax in his hot tub for a few minutes. "You don't have to ask Fajii, make yourself at home." 

Instead, she approached and sat next to him. A brown hand touched his face. "What do you think Nix."

Nix shrugged, his yellow eyes catching the small change in expression. It seemed she was easier for him to read, less alien somehow. "Still beautiful Fajii."

The Aquarion leaned forward until their lips brushed softly, her light brown hair fell against his face. "Thank you for saying such nice things Nix. I know you actually mean it when you say that."

He tried to keep the grin off his face when her hand rested against his leg. "Are we having a conversation? Or is this going somewhere?"

Fajii returned the smile, "well... We could exchange pointers if you like." 

**********************

Nix was sitting in the Inferno Guild Hall with Pon and Wind. The two of them, along with a dozen Aquarions, had volunteered to help Nix place the mines in the waters around Glory island. He pointed to the Northern part of the island. This is the only section we don't really need to worry about. The formation of the Fire Palace has made this area unpassable."

Inferno: Jun Li: Nix, I believe we are going to be outnumbered at least two to one.

Inferno: Nix: Not as badly as you think. As part of the Broyan alliance, we have allies ready to come to our aide.

Inferno: Jun Li: They are going to help us?

Inferno: Nix: Of course, that's what allies do Junie. Shae put in a request, we can expect three additional fleets.

Inferno: Sharl: Let me know when the temple upgrade is finished. We need to get Ronnie spun up for this fight.

Inferno: Nix: I wonder if her looks will change.

Inferno: Sharl: I hope so.

Inferno: Ronnie: You can't improve on this obviously.

Inferno: Nix: I agree. 

"We'll leave the bay itself open, but I'll mine the fuck out of the rest of the shoreline, in the water and the beaches." Nix wasn't worried about winning the battle, his biggest concern was the safety of his Aquarion friends and the sacking of Glory. Like last time they would evacuate all non-fighters to the Sea-World. 

Inferno: Wylie: I just received a communication from Colonial Knight HQ. They are sending a battalion of Elites to aide us.

Inferno: Wind: Expect the opposition to recruit a few heavy hitters also.

Inferno: Semmi: I agree. They know there is a Nemesis here. I wouldn't put it past them to find their own.

Inferno: Shae: There aren't any. However, if they were to gather enough Water Lords, it could present a problem.

Inferno: Nix: Did you contact Severance?

The former water-filled crater in Lapu had been the domain of a dieing Fire Lord. During the mission, Shae and Nix had helped restart the dormant volcano. Severance had also received benefits. She had been silent since the operation. The crater was no longer dormant, it frequently rumbled and spewed molten rock high into the air.

Inferno: Shae: Yes. She will be here.

Inferno: Semmi: Okay guys. The Event details have been posted. Everyone meet at Guild HQ and we'll discuss it. 

Inferno: Nix: Finally, now we can start planning our strategy properly.

Inferno: Shae: I won't be there Nix, I'm preparing to defend the Palace grounds.

Inferno: Nix: No worries. I'll stop by after and give you the details.


Chapter 77: Earth and Fire

Nix stopped by the Kindled Spirit on his way to Guild Hall. As expected Hyai was still there. She was sitting at the bar with Sila, enjoying a pint. "I want you to stay on my houseboat until this blows over."

Hyai nodded and glanced at Sila. "You sitting this one out?"

Sila nodded, "My dps is crap right now, I am really considering a transition to another path."

"Let's talk about it after the event Sila, there are some options available." Sila had leveled up since joining Inferno, but she wasn't strong enough to do much in this fight. "I'll feel better if you keep Hyai company for the duration."

Hyai smiled and handed him a boxed dinner. "Make sure to eat something Nix. Oh, try and keep my Inn from being razed to the ground."

"I'll do my best. Don't wait too long before heading over to the Sea-World." Nix headed out the door with a quick wave. He was very curious about the event. Would there be some sort of compensation if all of Glory were destroyed? 

"Hey, Nix." Wind's voice broke into his thoughts. The scout was heading toward the Guild Hall, Pon was with him. 

Pon's face showed his excitement. "Let's take bets on who dies the most!"

"Hmm... that will be you obviously." The quiet Wind seemed to have been replaced with a more chatty version of the scout.

Nix nodded in agreement, "yep, it will definitely be you old man."

"fuck you two clowns. I'm going to be standing on top of a mountain of Terran bodies when this is over." Pon radiated heat when he became angry. He was practically glowing when he began scolding the two younger men.

The long table in Guildhall was already crowded when the trio arrived. In the past Inferno had used the Sea-World for these meetings and the hall had gone mostly unused. There was an empty spot next to Jun Li waiting for Nix so he slid in while everyone was talking. Semmi was using her hud to copy down the requirements on a big wall screen in the front of the room. 

After a few minutes, she was finished and turned to face everyone. She smiled at Nix, "shall I do the honors boss?" When Nix nodded she continue and the screen lit up with information. "Please read and then we'll discuss."

Major Faction Event: Keep the hostage from being rescued.

Event Start 13:00 hours tomorrow.

Event Completion: 17:00 hours tomorrow.

Event Location: Glory Island and surrounding area.

Sea Farer Faction 

Hosting Guild: Inferno: 

[Participating in Sea Farer Faction]

Resolute

Judgment

HOSS

Tea Leaf

Silent Night

Midnight Tea Party

Baker's Dozen

Scimitar

Daybreakers

Holy Infantry

Vesuvius

Red Riders

Bitchin Betty

Caretaker

Iron Palm

Street Cleaners

Tabula Rasa Lives

Unreasonable

Ghost Battalion

Widowmakers

Red Dawg

Stiletto

Nighthawk

One Trick Pony

Terran Faction

Hosting Guild: Salamander [Upper Tier]

[Participating in Terran Faction]

Salamander [Mid-Tier]

Thunderstone

Nero

High Speed

Quick Strike

Taiga Su

Defective Thoughts

Angel Blade

Potentate

Guardian

Kings X

Lion Heart

Focus

Zero Chance

Baca Noire

Lava Junky

Storm Riders

Fire Dome

Crazed Killers

Nottingham

Marauder

Jambo

Moza Forte

Blind Side

Rage

Tsunami

Edgewater

Arctic Blast

Phenom

Zeus

[Faction Event Description]

Sea Farer Command Intercepted a Top-Secret missive that alluded to the movement of a top Terran official in Espana Bay. Under direct orders, Inferno was deployed to ascertain the accuracy of the intel. During their mission, they inadvertently came in contact with the Terran VIP and proceeded to capture him. Against overwhelming odds, Inferno escaped with the prisoner and are now keeping him at their home base on Glory Island. 

[MISSION: SEA FARER]

Assist Inferno in holding Shidai Oruk. You may bring ships to defend the seas around Glory Island. If you manage to hold off the Terran attack fleet for two hours, the mission will be successful. 

In the event that the sea battle is lost, fall back and help defend Glory with your land troops. Hold the opposing forces until 17:00 hours so Sea Farer HQ has time to evac Shidai Oruk back to Sea Farer HQ.

[MISSION: TERRAN]

Destroy the fleet surrounding Glory Island and set foot on its shores. You must accomplish this before 15:00 hours. If you manage this you will advance to the second part of the mission.

Attack Glory Island with your land troops. Defeat their forces and kill the Alliance Commander. If you fail to accomplish this before 17:00 hours, you will fail this objective.

[Mission Details]

During the Sea Battle, victory or defeat is decided if either side loses more than eighty percent of their vessels. No landfall is allowed until the defending fleet has been defeated.

During the land battle, victory or defeat is decided if either side has lost more than eighty percent of its land army. Additionally, the Terran force must kill the Alliance Commander before 17:00 hours.

[Mission Restraints]

All ships, buildings, and personnel participating in the mission may take part until they are in critical condition. Upon reaching critical condition all assets will be moved to a holding area. When the mission is over, all assets will be returned to their previous location unharmed and in good condition. 

Sea Farer Flagship: Phoenix [Non-Transferable]

Sea Farer Naval Commander: Nix [Transferable]

Sea Farer Troop Commander: Jun Li [Transferable]

Sea Farer Alliance Commander: Nix [Non-Transferable]

[REWARDS]

The First Tier of awards will be based on whether or not your faction won the Sea battle.

The Second Tier of awards will be based on whether or not your faction won the land battle.

The Third Tier of awards will be based on your role during the mission as well as individual contributions.

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] You've seen the Mission write-up in the forums?

[Whisper: Suland to Nix] Yes, it seems pretty straight forward.

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] Your choice, command either the sea or land battle.

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] I'll opt for the land battle if you don't mind. 

Mission Event Message: Do you wish to assign Sulane as the Troop Commander in place of Jun Li?

"Yes." Nix opened the menu and moved Jun Li to Naval Commander. 

Jun Li was watching him work. "It's a good choice to bring Sulane in as the troop commander. She's a tactical genius."

Semmi was studying the screen, "more than likely our sea forces will lose. We must hold as close to the deadline as possible." 

Jun Li breathed a sigh of relief, her first choice would have been sea battle commander. "Every minute we hold is a minute less they get to fight our land forces." 

Pon laughed at Nix's expression. "You got a big target on your back now smart ass." 

"I'll be standing next to Shae, so let them come." 

Semmi started listing the individual fleets belonging to the guilds. "I'll get a list of commanders and send them to you Junie." 

Wind was sitting back listening to his friends make plans, he continued to study the events closer. "The mission criteria means that our NPC friends are safe right? No permanent death?"

Jun Li nodded, "I'm taking it that way. Even an instant death strike should only result in a critical hit and them being moved to the holding area."

The group spent the next few hours coordinating sea and land forces. Sulane joined them in the Guild Hall with one of her vice commanders. 

Suddenly the entire building shook, chairs and tables tossed about like a storm was raging inside. It continued for nearly a minute before it stopped. 

Colonial System Message: A Temple of Scorched Earth has been completed on Glory Island. All members of Inferno receive +100 to Earth-based damage and + 50 to FIre-based damage. All Inferno Earth Mages and Fire Mages receive a mana boost of 30 percent. These buffs stack with existing Temple structures.

Sulane read the notification, her lips pursed together tightly. "You've constructed a Scorched Earth Temple?"

Nix shrugged, "it's just a small upgrade to the Earth Temple we built." 

The shock was written plainly on the Resolute Guild leader's face. "How did you manage to construct an Earth Temple?"

"We killed the Earth Temple Guardian and claimed the Temple deed." Nix gave her a vague smile, he didn't know Resolute well enough to share more details. "If you'll excuse me, I have a few things to take care of."

*************

Nix trotted toward the Fire Palace, the smell of smoke and fire was much heavier than it had been earlier. He took the stairs down and stopped on the first platform when the Scorched Earth Temple came into view. The light brown stone was now much darker and cracked in many places. Those cracks oozed liquid rock and gave the temple a sinister look. The smell of sulfur and brimstone made Nix think of Shae's elemental world. He felt his strength surge and immediately checked his buffs. The combination of the two temples had essentially increased his mana by sixty percent and + 100 to Fire Damage. It couldn't have come at a better time.

He felt a comfortable surge of warm air push against his face when he passed through the archway entrance. There was the barest hint of earth mustiness in the air, it reminded him of his parent's vegetable cellar. He spotted Fajii right away, she had changed once again. "Did you become a Scorched Earth Mage?"

Fajii nodded at him. "As the Temple's Earth Mage, I change with it." 

Nix stared at his Aquarion friend. Her light brown skin might have grown slightly darker, there were dozens of red streaks in her hair that hadn't been there earlier. The biggest change was in her eyes. The light brown eyes now had verticle irises, like the Lamia Queen. "How do you feel Fajii?"

Fajii smiled the same friendly smile she always did. "I guess I'm quite ugly now." She held up her hand, the webbings were still there, but her Aquarion ears were replaced with a more human-looking ear that came to a sharp point. 

"Still the same Fajii to me. Your eyes have changed by the way. " Nix wasn't carrying a mirror so he couldn't show her. "I like them." 

"I'm next!" Ronnie had entered through the arch with her sister Sharl. "The conversion is quick, I'll need a few hours to get used to the new abilities."

Sharl had come with Ronnie to dissuade her, but when she saw Fajii she decided against it. She could feel the power radiating off of the Scorched Earth Mage, besides class changes in Colonial were quite common. "Let's do this so you have time to study the paths and choose one." 

Fajii waited until Ronnie approached, then she led her to the altar with the Earth Stone. "Kneel on the altar and activate the Earth Pearl."


Chapter 78: Prelude to Glory

Ronnie knelt on the altar, her Wind companion sat peacefully on her shoulder without moving. Wilo seemed to be worried and clung to a strand of the ranger's hair. "Go hang out with Nix until I finish this please." 

Wilo frowned, her grip on Ronnie's hair loosened and she flew easily to Nix. "I shall be watching closely." The wind elemental had recently been promoted to Lord rank, no one, including Shae was sure how strong she was. 

Nix grabbed Sharl's hand and led her away. "There's going to be a big cloud of dust and a release of power. He quickly ducked down behind one of the pillars with Sharl and Wilo. 

The Earth Pearl expanded to include Ronnie, it had changed since last time Nix had witnessed the procedure. This time the swirling mass inside was a mixture of earth and fire. Ronnie pounded on the insides of the sphere, her voice muted slightly. 

Several minutes later a cloud of dust and cinders were sent in all directions as the Earth Pearl released the remanents of its power. A lone figure lay curled up in the middle of the altar.

Sharl was the first to arrive at her side, she took one glance at her sister and swore. "Holy shit Ronnie." 

Inferno: Nix: Get Chael down here to the Scorched Earth Temple to undergo the conversion.

Inferno: Jun Li: That won't work Nix, it has a twenty-four-hour recharge.

Inferno: Nix: Good thing we have two then. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Damn it, that's right. Chael get down to the temple if you are still going through with it. 

Inferno: Chael: I am, be right there.

Inferno: Nix: Both Fajii and Ronnie are now Scorched Earth Mages.

Inferno: Semmi: I'm coming down to check it out. Wait for me.

Inferno: Wind: Me too.

Inferno: Pon: Same.

Inferno: Jun Li: I can spare a few minutes.

While Nix waited for the rest, he pulled Fajii to one side. "You've chosen a path?"

Fajii nodded, "the paths are the same, Crowd Control, Defender and Assault."

Scorched Earth Mage

[Three available Paths: Crowd Control, Defender, Assault]

Nix stared at the Aquarion Alchemist, no one would guess she was a water creature by looking at her. "Which one?"

Fajii smiled gently, although her looks had changed dramatically she was still the same. "I want to defend my friends."

"The choice suits you. Once this battle is over, I'll start bringing you hunting so you can get used to the talent tree." 

'Thank you, Nix."

Ronnie and Sharl approached them together. The changes in Ronnie were similar to Fajii. Ronnie had already been dark, but now her black hair was streaked with red and her dark brown eyes had verticle irises. Her small perfect ears were pointed, a fact that seemed to anger Wilo quite a bit. Her small voice squeaking in protest as she hovered close to her companion. 

The group from Inferno arrived a few minutes later. They gathered around Ronnie to check out the Scorched Earth Talent Tree. 

[Crowd Control-1st Tier]

Scorched Earth Mire I: Area Effect 

Your opponents are mired in molten rock and unable to move. Mire can affect

up to five enemies. Target takes Fire and Earth Damage for the 45-second duration. Cooldown=1minute

Scorched Dust Bowl I: Single Target

Your target is surrounded by a cloud of cinder dust and unable to see. There is a chance that the blindness will become permanent. 60-second duration. No Cooldown.

Ground Quake I: Area Effect DoT [Damage over Time]

A sudden quake takes your enemies by surprise. Fire and Ash spew from the ground and damage all enemies within 25 meters of you. Target takes 1000 Fire and 1500 Earth damage every 30 seconds. 3-minute duration. Cooldown= 2 minutes.

Silent Earth I: Single Target

Your target has breathed in a large amount of dust and fire is unable to speak or cast spells. An additional Scorched Earth poison counter is added to the target. 90-second duration. No Cool Down.

Scorched Earth Battlefield I: Mass DoT [Damage over Time]

The Scorched Earth Mage sacrifices the rest of their mana and half of their current hit points to call a Scorched Earth Quake to their position. All Enemies in their vicinity take damage every 30 seconds until the amount of damage equals the mana spent for casting.

[Defender:1st Tier]

Flaming Rock Wall I: Mass Buff

Your allies receive a flaming rock shield and will take no damage until the shield is destroyed. Anyone who attacks the shield receives a Scorched Earth poison counter for each attack, no limit. The amount of damage a shield can take is equal to the allies' hit points. Duration based on damage taken. Cool Down=5-minutes.

Scorched Earth Shield I: Single Target

Your ally receives a personal shield and will take no damage until the shield is destroyed. The amount of damage a shield can take is equal to twice the allies hit points. This effect may be stacked with Rock Wall. Scorched Earth Shield is immune to Fire and Earth Damage. Only one Scorched Earth Shield may be placed by each Scorched Earth Mage. Duration based on damage. Cool Down=5-minutes.

Charred Rock Blade I: Mass: Buff

Your allies' weapon is modified to do Scorched Earth damage. This effect stacks with whatever type of damage the weapon normally does. A Scorched Earth poison counter is applied for each successful attack, no limit. Duration: Persistent,

Scorched Earth Mother I: Single Target

The power of nature returns your ally to life. Ally receives Flaming Rock Wall and Scorched Earth Shield upon revival. No Cool Down.

[Assault: 1st Tier]

Molten Rock Slam I: Single Target

A molten boulder slams into your target. This strike adds a Scorched Earth poison counter and stuns the target for 7 seconds. At the end of the duration, a second Scorched Earth poison counter is applied. The effect may not be avoided or countered. Duration: 7-seconds. Cool Down-45 seconds.

Flaming Ground Spear I: Single Target

A deadly shard of flaming rock shoots upward from the ground and strikes your target. This strike adds a Fire poison counter, an Earth poison counter, and a Scorched Earth Poison counter. Counters stack up to ten times. Duration: Instant. Cool Down: 3 Seconds.

Earthen Fire Bullets I: Multiple Targets up to 5.

Hundreds of flaming rock bullets pelt your target. Rock Pelt also damages gear and equipment. This attack adds a Fire poison counter, an Earth poison counter, and a Scorched Earth Poison counter. Duration: Instant. Cool Down: 15 seconds.

Scorched Earth Rock Golem I: Summoned Pet

The Scorched Earth Rock Golem is a front line tank. He has the ability to completely shield one target until he is destroyed. If Rock Golem is used as an attacker, he does half the damage of the owner. When the Golem is destroyed the pet owner receives Flaming Rock Wall and Scorched Earth Shield. 

Scorched Earth Golem Bomb

The pet owner sacrifices his pet and all of his mana to damage all enemies within 20 meters. This damage is equal to the amount of mana spent. The bomb adds a Fire poison counter, an Earth poison counter, and a Scorched Earth Poison counter to everyone it damaged.

Scorched Earth Coating: Self-Only weapon buff.

Adds a Scorched Earth coating onto your current weapon. Damage is changed to Scorched Earth damage and increased by 60 percent. 

Semmi stared at the talent trees. "Holy crap... That's a big upgrade.

Ronnie pursed her lips as she made her choice. "Going to go for the Assault tree. Stand back and bask in my awesomeness." 

Pon shook his head, "even the rez is better. Back to life with Flaming Rock wall and Scorched Earth Shield? That's the best BR I've ever heard of.

"What's BR?" Nix ignored the grimace on the old mages face.

Pon scowled at him. "It's battle rez noob." 

Jun Li handed Fajii the duplicate Earth Pearl so she could switch it out. "You still doing it Chael?"

Chael nodded. Nansu looked visibly upset, she kept looking at the physical changes the Scorched Earth mage path made in Fajii and Ronnie. She like her blonde haired boyfriend as he was. "It's fine Nan, I'll still be me."

Nansu sighed heavily, she was going to be sitting the fight out since she was a non-combatant by choice. "Sorry, Chael. I'm just being silly, I want you to be stronger. Go ahead." 

Chael nodded and knelt on the Scorched Earth altar. 

Nix followed Wind and Pon out of the archway. "The Earth Pearl can still make regular Earth mages, it needs to be placed in the altar setting to create a Scorched Earth mage."

Wind was still surprised that the two range dps in the guild both elected to change their paths. "How did Ronnie go before the 24-hour time limit on the original Earth Pearl?"

Nix shrugged, "It reset when the Temple was upgraded to Scorched Earth. We are using the duplicate to convert Chael."

Pon glanced at his two friends. "Make sure both of you get the Charred Rock Blade buff for this battle. It basically doubles your damage output." 

"Right," Nix replied.

"Yep." Wind agreed.

Colonial System Message: All players participating in the Major Faction Event will now have their levels adjusted up or down to reach the mandatory level 50 requirement for this mission. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Looks like we caught a huge break.

Inferno: Semmi: That's great news for us.

Inferno: Nix: I like it.


Chapter 79: Prepping Glory Bay

Mina stood on the deck of the Phoenix, she had her hand looped through the arm of her closest human friend. It was a sign of changing times when humans and Aquarions lived in peace. Her pale face was emotionless but inside she was unhappy. Nix stopped by to wish them well, but today he wouldn't be fighting alongside the Souza Accord. 

"I'm sorry for being difficult about this Nix. I feel disappointed that you won't be part of the sea battle. "

"We can't take the risk that I could be finished off during the first stage of this event." Nix didn't want to miss the Phoenix's coming out party either. The Phoenix had already made a reputation for herself at Espana, today they would continue that by becoming the terror of Glory Bay. 

The Aquarion smiled unexpectedly. "Did you know that a few of the Aquarion males are showing an interest in Fajii?"

Nix frowned at the statement, "they are just figuring out how great she is now?"

Mina nodded, "that doesn't make you happy?"

"It's nothing to do with me." Nix closed his eyes, the noise of the docks was oddly comforting in the calm before the storm. "If Fajii is happy, that's what matters."

Mina smiled gently, "I think so too." 

"Today, if anyone receives a critical injury they will be transported to a holding area." 

"If I survive the sea battle, then I will find you on the battlefield." Mina placed a hand on his head. "You must be safe until we get there."

"I see..." Nix didn't fully understand Aquarion intimacy, but he had seen Aquarions touch each others head like this often. It was a sign of trust. "Once you are there I can cut loose?"

Mina nodded, "yes of course. The Souza Accord will be sure to protect you." 

Nix felt like laughing, the normally even-keeled Aquarion was being a touch dramatic. "Today is great training. Did you use the Reverence stone?"

"Yes, I am stronger than a Matriarch now." 

"I won't worry about you so much then." Nix knew he didn't have to worry about her. With the enhanced Vila, not many humans would be a threat, unless they were able to gang up on her.

Mina watched as he walked down the gangplank, her expression complicated. The Aquarion's thought of Nix as one of their own. Without a doubt, he was the key to destroying the artifact in Mermaid City. 

"Don't worry Nix! We'll take good care of the Phoenix."

Nix turned at the voice that called from the ship. Captain Delphi was waving at him from the helm. "I expect no less than a dozen kills today, Captain."

Delphi grinned, "as you say, sir. It's a fine day to hunt."

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] You guys get to safety yet?

[Whisper: Hyai to Nix] Safe and sound on your houseboat hun. Good luck.

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] There's a nice galley on board, feel free to make use of it.

[Whisper: Hyai to Nix] No worries, I'll feed you when you get back.

Guildchat: Nix: All non-combatants make your way to the Sea-World now. 

[Sulane has invited you to the Allied Command channel.]

Allied Command: Nix: Thanks for the invite.

Allied Command: Sulane: Going to assign you protection today Nix. Keeping you alive gives us the win.

Allied Command: Nix: I have a Fire Nemesis and a Scorched Earth Mage protecting me already. 

Allied Command: Wylie: And an entire Company of Colonial Knights. 

Allied Command: Sulane: Fine, it looks like you are well-protected. Do you plan on fighting?

Allied Command: Nix: Yep. 

Nix walked casually to the temple. He still had plenty of time before he would see action. Most of the guild was not taking part in the sea battle, that would be the ships and the crew for the most part. Allies were gathering on key parts of the island. The Sea Farer fleet was spread out around Glory Bay. 

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] What's the plan?

[Whisiper: Jun Li to Nix] Still debating. Looks like the Terrans have placed their fodder in the front and their stronger ships to the rear.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] They probably have more fodder than the Sea Farers do.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] I'm tempted to match them up with our stronger ships, try and eliminate the garbage and create a two to one mismatch when we face their Dreadnoughts.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] Will our weaker ships really be able to contribute much? And what if our stronger ships are damaged taking down their weaker ones.

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] All good points, Semmi mentioned them also. What do you think?

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] I think we are overmatched in the Sea Battle. The most effective tactic might be one they aren't expecting.

Nix arrived at the temple a few minutes later. Shae was wearing her red dress and leaning against the altar. Fajii was nowhere to be seen. "You don't seem dressed for a fight Shae."

Shae shrugged and grabbed his hand, "we are a few hours from the battle still and it only takes me a few moments to get ready." Without asking she pulled him into the elemental world and sealed it off.

"What's going on?" Nix let himself be pulled along, although in truth there wasn't much he could have done to prevent it anyways.

"We need to cultivate the brown flame for a while, it will heighten both of our powers." Shae eased out of her dress and placed it carefully on the ground. 

"Um... we have time for this?" Nix started taking off the armor he had already put on. 

Shae's long hair flowed down her bareback. She eased down into shallow water. "Of course." 

Nix noticed a large egg nestled neatly on a nest of brimstone. "That the Lamia egg?"

Shae nodded and pulled him down beside her. "We'll talk about that when this battle is done."

*****************

Mina stood on the deck of the Phoenix. This time she was by herself. Her assault team was gathered together near the starboard bow while she took a few minutes to consider her plans. There were nearly four hundred Aquarions gathered beneath the surface of the bay. She would stay with the Phoenix, but her people would swarm enemy ships under the Command of Milat. 

Colonial System Message: The battle of Glory Bay will start in one hour. All ships must leave the neutral zone at this time. 

Time til Start. 59:59

Sea Farer Fleet Report: 23 fleets, 169 ships [100 percent]

Terran Fleet Report: 30 fleets, 214 ships [100 percent]

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: All ship captains, I've already sent you each a missive on what I expect from you at the start of this mission. 

Mina joined her team and waited as the Phoenix slowly crept up through the ships. Jun Li had decided to risk her best ships by sending them into a mismatch. The Phoenix would break away and use her superior speed and handling to strafe the enemy. 

Inferno: Semmi: Do you still have that silver sword Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Yep.

Inferno: Semmi: Mid-Tier Salamander says they will abstain from this event if you return it immediately. 

Inferno: Pon: fuck Mid-Tier Salamander.

Inferno: Sharl: fuck those bastards.

Inferno: Nix: You heard them... I may even use it today.

Inferno: Milat: There's a group of sea turtles moving toward our fleet. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Is this your doing Nix? The battle hasn't even started yet?

Inferno: Nix: No... Use caution. 

Mina ran to the rail and watched as the sea turtles moved quickly through the water, they seemed to be heading toward shore. 

Inferno: Mina: They are under us!

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: Do not do anything that will get us disqualified! If they are pulling a fast one, let them bear the penalty. 

Mina crossed the ship, she couldn't see the sea turtles any longer, but given their speed, she could guess where they were. "What are they..." 

A thundering explosion instantly disintegrated dozens of ships as water and bits of wood were thrown high into the air. The concussive blast sent Mina sliding across the deck of the Phoenix. 

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: That was an attack? Stay in formation!

Mina picked herself up and walked back toward the far rail. The entire middle portion of their fleet was on fire. She wrinkled her nose at the fire and smoke billowing into the air. She turned toward her people, "prepare to investigate, do no enter the neutral zone no matter what." 

Many of the ships were destroyed immediately, a few on the outskirts received minor damage. Jun Li was frantically trying to reach the event coordinators. The fires were eventually put out, and the huge gap in the middle was filled again.

***************

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] We've stepped in it this time Nix. The attack was by an independent party, so no penalty can be levied. 

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] That's complete shit. 

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] That's not the worst part. Since the event hasn't started, the loss of ships and personnel cannot be recouped.

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] We lose anyone?

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] No, I decided to move our forces to the front of the formation. 

[Whisper: Nix to Jun Li] No worries Junie. Do your best and we'll bleed them when they come onshore.

Time til Start. 10:03

Sea Farer Fleet Report: 21 fleets, 144 ships [85.2 percent]

Terran Fleet Report: 30 fleets, 214 ships [100 percent]


Chapter 80: Earth, Wind and Fire

Delphi was standing at the helm, carefully monitoring the bay in front of her and the timer that was slowly clicking down. At the last minute, Ronnie decided to join the Phoenix, the captain was happy to have the newly minted Scorched Earth Mage. 

[Whisper: Ronnie to Nix] I'm going to personally protect your precious Phoenix. So I expect compensation.

[Whisper: Nix to Ronnie] I am open to reason. 

[Whisper: Ronnie to Nix] Can I borrow Ducky for a few days?

[Whisper: Nix to Ronnie] What for?

[Whisper: Ronnie to Nix] Not telling. 

Ronnie smiled to herself as she strolled across the deck to Mina and her Assault team. She wasn't especially close with the Aquarion but they did know each other. "I'm going to stay on board and protect this ship, Mina."

Mina looked up when she spoke, her coloring had changed only a little given that Ronnie was already dark-skinned. She personally thought that Ronnie was a bit silly but Nix had told her that was only an act. "We will board ships when we get the chance. Do you need me to assign you a Vila for protection?"

Ronnie shook her head. "I'll be fine." She pulled a hairband off of her wrist and tied her hair up in a top pony. 

"You are quite beautiful Ronnie." Mina tried not to stare at the dark girl, the changes brought on by the new class only emphasized her dark beauty. 

Ronnie took out the bow that Shae had made for her and stroked it lovingly. "Nix thinks so," she smiled slyly before wandering back toward the helm.

[Summon Rock Golem]

A moment later a huge titan made of brown rock appeared on the deck. He was easily seven feet in height and nearly half that wide. He held a shield and sword, both made from shiny black rock. Ronnie patted its rock arm. "You stand in front of anyone who comes at me." 

[Command: Defend Me]

A movement at her shoulder warned her that Wilo was present. The tiny Air Lord immediately moved in front of the golem to inspect it. A moment later she returned to Ronnie, utterly unimpressed. 

Ronnie laughed at the expression on her tiny face. "Try and get along Wilo. I need you to get to your post now please." 

Wilo pulled hard on one of Ronnie's pointed ears, she still was unhappy about the changes. A moment later she flashed toward the mainsail and took a seat on the crossbar. 

[Scorched Earth Coating]

Ronnie grinned widely when her bow changed colors, she could feel the power of earth and fire pulsing in it. She turned toward Delphi. "Today you have a Lord of Wind at your disposal, her name is Wilo, please treat her nicely." 

Delphi nodded, A Wind Lord? She eyed the timer, only a few minutes until they started. A movement from up above them drew everyone's attention. A drake landed nimbly on the deck, her passenger stepped off quickly. 

"Thank you, Fey." Fajii bowed toward the drake before turning toward Mina. "Time for buffs." 

[Flaming Rock Wall]

Everyone on deck felt strengthened as a rock barrier instantly became part of their armament. 

[Charred Rock Blade]

The weapons of everyone on deck became more dangerous as their weapons were instantly modified to do Scorched Earth Damage.

Fajii nodded to herself and jumped back onto Fey's back. "Those should last for the duration, good luck!"

*******************

Delphi watched the timer until if finally moved to zero. "Hoist full sails! Drop the port cannon doors!" 

Wilo waited until the captain started giving orders, then she hovered close to the mainsail. 

[Gale Wind]

The Phoenix accelerated off the line, even without help she was the fastest ship in the bay. Delphi charged right into the teeth of the Terran fleet. At two hundred meters he turned hard to starboard.

"Fire top cannons!"

The front ranks of the fleet hadn't space nor time to turn broadside yet as they were shredded by the Phoenix's guns. Delphi steered around the perimeter of the fleet as her crew alternated firing bottom then top cannons. 

In twenty minutes they completed a near full circle. 

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: Good job Phoenix! I want everyone to concentrate on putting the disabled ships down!

By the time they were behind the Terran fleet, a small gap appeared, and the Dreadnoughts could be seen. Delphi saw her chance and took it. "Prepare for deck fighting! We are going in." 

The Phoenix threaded the small gap, her cannons continuing to fire as she moved in. The enemy ships didn't dare fire at first because of the fear of hitting each other. Someone must have given the order, halfway through the gap the ship came under heavy fire.

Ronnie shook her head at the forty Vila on deck, someone was going to have a shitty day when they met Mina's friends. Her rock golem moved surprisingly fast, raising his shield to block an attack from the air. A fire mage on a manta had tried a sneak attack on her. 

"Good luck with that." Ronnie raised her bow and sent three quick shots into the manta. Apparently the water creature didn't react well to scorched earth damage, it turned upside and dived into the water in an attempt to escape. 

Mina set one of her people into the water to ensure the Fire mage was dead. "Your pet is fast Ronnie."

Ronnie took aim with her bow and started targeted the sails of ships as they went by. Scorched earth damage caused everything it touched to burn. "He's immune to flame too, so he's a fire mage's nightmare."

Wilo moved away from the sail and hovered above her companion's shoulder. She was staring hard at Ronnie's bow. She landed lightly on her archery glove and lay both hands on the wrist. 

[Twisted Wind]

Ronnie watched her for a moment, she felt the power of wind encircle her glove. She fired point-blank into a deckhand fifty yards away. He instantly exploded, causing the rest of his mates to freeze in horror. "Earth, Wind, and Fire? My little Wilo is the best!" 

Ronnie ran up and down the deck one-shotting crew from enemy ships. The Scorched Earth mage's body count continued to climb steadily. Mina and her crew stayed low on the deck, waiting for their chance to board. 

Delphi noticed that the Terrans were opening a path to the Dreadnoughts. "They want to deal with us. I can't go broadside with them Mina, they'll light us up!" 

"Understood." Mina waited until the Phoenix turned again and fired at the Dreadnought that was still pointing away from her. "Now." Mina, her crew and 40 Vila slipped quietly over the edge. 

*************

1400 hours Update: 

Sea Farer Fleet Report: 17 Fleets, 118 Ships [69.8 percent]

Terran Fleet Report: 20 Fleets, 144 Ships [67.2 percent]

Terran Dreadnought Captain Felix Sori cursed at the turning Phoenix. "Why is that ship so fucking fast? The sound of claws raking the deck caused him to turn just before his entire head was chomped off by a Vila. The creature crunched away a few times and then swallowed it whole. 

Mina stayed next to the rail and directed her Vila while her melee crew tore into the humans. She wrinkled her nose slightly at the brutality of it. Unlike most Aquarions, she had respect for human life. Except for Nix, it generally took at least two human fighters working together to subdue an Aquarion. 

One of her team members speared a sailor through his chest and then flung him over the rail. It was Jersi, the Aquarion equivalent of a tank. He stopped suddenly and glanced toward the hold. Stark terror was written on his face as he spun quickly and charged toward Mina. "Retreat now, Mina!" 

Mina trusted her people so she quickly vaulted over the rail of the ship. An instant later the heavy doors of the hold exploded outwards. A huge scaled head pushed upward into the air, it stopped about thirty feet off the deck. Its serpent-like body was greenish-brown and wider than the arm span of three adults. 

Ronnie stared at the huge serpent. "The fuck is that?" She opened fire with her bow, her arrows exploding against its skin didn't seem to do much damage but it turned its black eyes toward the Phoenix. 

Delphi froze as the creature glided across the sea toward them. "It's a Leviathan!"

Allied Sea Command: Ronnie: Big, big snake spotted. The Phoenix is in trouble!

Mina swam underneath the ancient beast. "It's going toward the Phoenix!" Without considering the idea, she flung herself at its tail and grabbed it with both arms. Seeing her example, the rest of her assault team did the same. They may as well have been gnats, the creature didn't slow at all. 

Ronnie cursed her luck as she huddled behind her golem. "Don't feel bad if you can't stop that thing Rocky, a big ass snake like that is definitely cheating." 

Its open maw pointed toward the Phoenix, the hundred-meter distance closed instantly. Before it could get to the Phoenix it suddenly reared up, thirty feet of its body came out of the water as the creature roared in pain. Ronnie ran to the rail, her jaw-dropping. Every Aquarion in the raid was clinging to the Leviathan. Many of them had impaled it with daggers or spears, even the Vila were clinging stubbornly to it. 

Captain Delphi didn't need an invitation, she turned out of the creature's path, going broadside she opened up with her cannons at point-blank range. 

Four hundred Aquarions weren't able to completely stop it, but they did slow it down. It twisted and coiled its body, crushing Aquarions by the dozens. 

It roared again in anger, its wide mouth opening up showing razor sharp fangs that dripped with venom. Halfway through its roar, a creature appeared in front of it, breathing a thick stream of fire right into its mouth.


Chapter 81: Leviathan

Nix leaped from the back of Fey, he was aiming for the top of the leviathan's head but it reared back from the drake's flames causing him to fall short of the target, stabbing the silver sword and his emerald flame blade deep into the neck of the serpent.

"Nix!" Ronnie shouted from the deck of the Phoenix, her bow strumming constantly as she sent shot after shot into the beast. She glanced at her combat log, 32 scorched earth poison counters, "keep hitting it. The counters are doing damage."

Nix hung by his blades as the Leviathan reared back. 

[Aura Ignition]

He plunged a tentacle into the beast and used it to scamper around to its back. He clamped all of his strands around the leviathan and continued to hack away at it with both swords. The beast was becoming frantic as the scorched earth counters from hundreds of attacks began to take a toll. "Keep it up!" 

Ronnie caught the movement out of the corner of her eye, "Water Mages Nix!" 

[Kraken's Strength: Reflection]

One of the water mages was tossed off his manta, half of his body crushed. The second mage followed up on the attack and a moment later a water orb the size of a horse slammed into Nix, tossing him into the air directly and at the Leviathan's maw. 

Nix tried to shield himself, holding his blades out in front of himself to ward off the attack, but it never came. Instead, he plunged toward the sea, a swooping Fey just managed to get under him before quickly banking away. Nix glanced back, his jaw-dropping in surprise. 

The entire inside of the Leviathan's mouth was encased in a ball of ice. A young girl wearing a white robe stood casually in the air. She waved her hands once and a half dozen ice shards shaped like spears plunged into the serpent's face. 

Fey gained altitude and dived once again toward their target. "Who is that Nix?"

Nix stood on her shoulders, anchoring himself with his emerald strands. "That's Shi, the Ice Spirit of the Cyphix Temple." 

[Balefire]

A white stream of fire struck the creature through one eye and continued out the back of its head. An exhausted Nix collapsed to one knee as Fey charged toward it and blasted it in the face with another round of flames. He downed a bottle of mana potion, his head clearing instantly.

The Leviathon gave out a deafening roar of pain and thrashed in the seas as it ceased fighting and struggled to escape. 

"fuck!" Ronnie cursed as the huge serpent came down on the stern of the Phoenix, half the ship instantly disappeared, including Captain Delphi. She sprinted for the rail as the spasming Leviathon continued its death roll. She dived cleanly in the water, almost immediately she found herself surrounded by Mina and her team. They had let go when the leviathan had been mortally wounded. 

"Are you okay Ronnie?" Mina assigned two Vila to protect her since her golem had sunk to the bottom of the sea. 

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: Nix! Get out of there now!

Nix was already flying back toward shore, shadowing the Leviathon as it finally collapsed, sending seawater spraying high into the air. Nix landed Fey on the beast and quickly jumped off. 

[You have slain a legendary creature]

[Beast Slayer title has been updated 3/6]

[The inferno Guild has received 75 thousand Sea Farer faction points]

[Do you wish to skin the Leviathan?]

"Yes!" 

[1 Titanic Leviathan skin has been added to your inventory]

[Do you wish to process the Leviathan meat?]

"Yes. Good thing I restocked." 

[All of your available cans have been filled, 1800 cans of Leviathan meat]

Inferno: Nix: You okay Ronnie?

Inferno: Ronnie: Better than okay, I just received the Beast Slayer title. 

Inferno: Nix: Everyone who damaged it probably did. fuck... we lost the Phoenix.

Nix noticed the loot icon, so he activated it. 

You've Received the Thief Ring.

You've Received the Assassin's cloak.

You've Received the Leviathan Armor.

You've Received the Ice Seed. 

"I now consider us even Nix." The young girl who had saved him from the jaws of death floated casually in the air, her long white hair swayed as if it were in the water. 

Nix bowed low. "Thank you, Shi. It dropped an ice item. Perhaps it is something you can use?" 

Shi moved closer and examined the item he held out. "An Ice Seed?" Shi sighed heavily, "I just removed our debt and now I incur another?" 

Nix shook his head, "this is your earned bounty from helping with the Leviathan. I'm not doing you a favor here."

Shi accepted the Seed. "I'm going home. I shall help you again sometime if I'm able." 

Nix nodded, "of course. Let me know if I can help you also."

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: Nix, bring Ronnie and get back to Shae. 

Allied Sea Command: Nix: I'm on my way, Junie.

Ronnie swam toward the Phoenix, its bow still partly out of the water. She pulled herself out of the water and stepped onto the wreckage. 

"I thought you were going to protect my ship!"

Ronnie frowned at Nix. "This isn't my fault!" She held her head in both hands, the destruction caused by the Leviathan was passed any sort of salvaging.

Nix hopped off of Fey's back when she landed on the only section of the Phoenix still above water.

Ronnie shrieked at them, "Are you trying to sink us?" Wilo was hovering next to her, the Air Lord's tiny eyes still watched the Serpent. 

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: Nix? What are you guys doing? The sea battle is all but lost.

Allied Sea Command: Nix: Waiting, no worries Junie, we'll be there.

Nix stood on the broken bow of the Phoenix, he could still feel the last remnants of power within her. It was his ship, so of course, he knew what she could do. A glanced told him that the four Dreadnoughts in the middle of the Terran Fleet were moving toward them. "Where the fuck do you get a Leviathan?"

Ronnie moved beside him and gripped his hand tightly. "What's the play here boss?" 

Nix glanced at the vertical irises. They gave the already beautiful girl a certain degree of exoticism that wasn't there before. "We are going to send those Dreadnoughts off properly."

"I did well though. Right" Ronnie's full lips were curved in a smile.

Nix shook his hand loose from hers and patted her on the head. "Very impressive princess. Now get on Fey please."

He moved forward to the figurehead and placed his hand on the Phoenix that was still above water. He smiled and targeted the Dreadnoughts. "Here's a lesson for you bitches."

[Red Lady]

The beautifully carved figurehead moved slightly before it started expanding rapidly. Nix jumped onto Fey's back and escaped just as the beautiful red Phoenix took to the air.

Ronnie clung to his back, normally the drake wouldn't have been able to carry two but with the armor Nix had made, her strength was more than up to the task. "What is that Nix?"

Nix watched as the bird glided easily across the small space to the Dreadnoughts. "That's a Phoenix." 

The ancient cry of the fire predator filled the air as the flames around her increased in brightness and heat. She glided over the decks of the Dreadnoughts, setting them on fire. She seemed invulnerable to attack as their crews onboard fired on her. She landed nimbly on the first ship, setting it ablaze before moving on to the next. When she took to the air a minute later, all four ships were raging with flame. 

Nix thought she would self-destruct, but instead, she ascended easily into the clouds before disappearing in a flash of red. "Chalk up four Dreadnoughts to the Phoenix. Captain Delphi will love that." 

Fey climbed steadily and headed toward the Fire Palace. 

Allied Sea Command: Jun Li: All ships... We are close to the limit on fleet loss. Let's stretch it out as much as possible. 

Shae and Severance were standing together in the courtyard of the Fire Palace when Fey landed. Fajii and Chael were down a level just inside the Scorched Earth Temple archway. 

"Nice to see you again, Palace Lord." Severance bowed slightly, her tone was much more respectful than the last time they had met.

"Thank you for coming, Lord Severance." Nix returned the bow politely before glancing around the palace grounds. "The city has stone walls, perhaps we should have done something similar."

"That's not necessary Nix." Fajii's soft voice spoke from the landing as she made her way up the steps. Lamia Acolytes were following behind her, two hundred of them in all. 

"Can you do something about our defenses?" Nix noted how confident the Aquarion seemed, she nodded her head in greeting to the two Salamanders. 

"As the Scorched Earth Temple Mage, I can set up a proper defensive wall." Fajii knelt on one knee and placed both hands on the ground. The power around her started to gather, causing the ground to shake and rumble. Rock barries started shooting out from the Earth, they were flaming, smoking barriers nearly twenty feet in height. In succession, they rose up on the perimeter, over the course of a few minutes a wall of scorched earth formed around the Fire Palace grounds. 

Nix whistled, it was ugly but very effective. He could feel the heat radiating off the walls. "The sea battle will be lost in the next twenty minutes, more than enough time to gear up. Have the Acolytes line up please."


Chapter 82: A few moments of Calm

Nix looked at the crafting queue he had set up for the Lamia Acolytes. Their robes just didn't have the necessary protection. The top acolyte was a Lamia named Sori, she was barely understandable, all of her words seemed to be drowned out by hissing. He examined the Leviathan leather before deciding to use it.

Leviathan Leather: Legendary

Description: Anything made with this 

material gains + 5 endurance and +5 speed

for every five minutes of continuous battle.

All incoming damage is reduced by 20 percent.

[Sori Dah] [Enhancement: Leviathan Leather] [Thread: Ceramic twine] [Needle: Brimstone Hook] [Primary Material: Leviathan] [Secondary Material: Kraken Leather] 

Nix decided that since the acolytes had a high fire tolerance, it was better to add Kraken strength to their armor. Last time he combined two legendary materials, he made primal armor. Every attempt to create the recipe would cost 12 million credits. 

[There are two legendary items in this crafting attempt, do you wish to continue?]

"Yes."

He received the success message after one try. 

[Primal Gear has been created. Please name the creation.]

"Scorched Earth Defender." Nix decided that mass-produced armor didn't need an awe-inspiring name." 

Scorched Earth Defender [Sori Dah]

Armor: Primal 

Description: This armor is made for

long drawn out battles, with the passing 

minutes the wearer gets stronger and faster.

+50 Strength [Base Start: +5 every 5 minutes]

+50 AC [Armor Class]

+10 Speed [Base Start: +5 every 5 minutes]

He handed the armor to the Lamia acolyte.

Sori shed her robe in front of him and quickly put on the new armor. From the waist up she appeared nearly normal, her skin shimmered with a snake-like quality and her nipples appeared nearly black. At her waist she became completely serpent, she was about five feet tall with a few feet of tail sticking out from behind her. "SSSThankssss," her raspy voice caused Nix to shudder slightly, he was definitely not a snake fan. 

Nix turned to face Fajii, somehow the verticle irises on her seemed warmer. "Line them up, we are in business." 

Shae had been talking to Severence, she approached quickly and interrupted him. "Mind if I inspect Nix? I sense the Beast Slayer title has increased your abilities again."

Nix smiled at her, "be my guest."

Nix 

Level 50 [Locked: Actual Level 95]

Strength 90

Endurance 93

Intelligence 55

Dexterity 55

Perception 55

Mana 18900/18900

Cold Resistance 120 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 120 [Burning Aura]

Emerald Flame Strands 90 [Flame Snare] [Fire Root]

Fire Seed [Emerald]

Weapon Skills:

Primary: Path of the Fire Lord [Salamander]

Secondary: Spellsword

Support Skills:

N/A

Primary Path Skills

Balefire

Meteor Storm

Combustion

Comet Strike

Secondary Path Skills

Flame Blade

Flight of the Gryphon

[Spirit Animal 3/4]

1: Soup [Royal Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Siren]

3: Fey [Fire Drake]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

Beast Slayer [Legendary Creature 3/6]

Description: You have slain three legendary

beasts in single combat. +20 to all Stats. 

[Kraken's Strength] Your enemy's 

first attack will be reflected back upon them. 

[Lamia's Curse]

Your attacks add one stackable poison counter.

[Leviathan Speed]

During drawn-out battles, your attack speed increases

by +5 every five minutes.

"Hmm... very nice Nix." Shae leaned forward and kissed his forehead. "I'm looking forward to this."

Nix grinned, "I'll protect you properly." 

Shae laughed at his words before moving back to Severance.

Nix turned back toward the long line of acolytes. "Okay, let's get this moving." He set up the queue for mass production, all he needed to do was continually change the names to custom it to each acolyte.

*****************

Wind ran down the length of the wall that surrounded Glory City. The lean scout stopped at the southern wall. He ran his long fingers through his dark hair and frowned at the fire mage as he landed his manta next to him. "Aren't you the poor cousin?"

Pon's wrinkled face scowled at him. "The hell does that mean?"

"Just saying... A big bad fire mage rides a water creature?" Wind had grown close with both Pon and Nix in recent weeks. "The other fire mage in Inferno rides a ... well... let's just call it a badass Fire Drake, with stealth, fire breath, and great grammar." 

Pon sighed heavily, the scout had hit a sore spot. Nix's mount was about as cool as a fire mage could hope for. "I'm so jealous of that young punk." 

Sharl and Chael joined them a moment later. Sharl had her fire spear in one hand and a large kite shield in the other. "You guys get some of Fajii's buffs?"

Pon nodded, "we went there first."

"This a private party?" Semmi smiled at her friends. They had all been assigned the south wall. It was likely that this would bear the brunt of the attack; Gypsy, Tess, Banzi and Jun Li accompanied her. 

Sharl grinned when she saw the clerics. "You brought healers and more tanks!"

"We were just pointing out how much Pon admires and respects Nix." Wind said it with a straight face, ignoring the Fire Mage's sudden intake of air. 

Banzi nodded, "he has a beautiful Salamander that protects him too."

"You think Shae is beautiful?" A voice spoke from behind him, a green armored knight with silver-colored hair approached the group.

Banzi was tempted to reply but decided not too. He had been spending a lot of time with the Knight Captain. "You're on the wall with us Wylie?"

Wylie smiled, the effect of which froze all the males in the group. The Colonial Knight barely ever smiled. "I was only teasing Banz." She patted his arm casually but the rest of them understood the message. They were an item. 

Wind shook his head in disbelief. Banzi was is best friend but not someone who was good with females. Somehow the giant tank had stumbled through and found a girlfriend. He stole a glance at Jun Li and Semmi. Both of them were attractive in their own way, Sharl seemed unattainable somehow. Maybe he should take a page out of Nix's book and start hanging out with Aquarions. "Where are the Aquarions setting up?"

Jun Li was studying the landscape in front of the South wall. They'd come with ladders and try to scale. No other way to do it quickly. "Mina and her assault team went to the Temple to help Nix, the rest of the Aquarions are guarding the harbor side in case we see an attack from that direction."

Wind shook his head, "right... because Nix needs more protection."

Semmi grinned, she had lobbied to join the Temple defense, "200 hundred Lamia acolytes, Severence, Shae, Fajii, the Aquarions, and Ronnie are all there now." 

Pon scowled, that little bastard always had a backup. "Don't forget the Fire Palace acolytes as well." 

Jun Li pulled out her sword and swished it through the air. She smiled at the hiss the blade made when it cut through the air. The Inferno group was placed in-between two cannons that would alternate firing. Their job was to plug the 100-meter gap between them. "As long as Nix stays alive, we will win the event."

Semmi stared at her friend, "Junie... Isn't that the blade Nix stole from the Caliph's son?"

Jun Li nodded, "yep, he handed it to me when I went to see him." As soon as she touched the blade, she wanted it for her own, Nix could be very accommodating with his friends. "We decided we'd keep it and Salamander could fuck themselves sideways."

[14:52 Faction Event Update]

The Terran Fleet has won the sea portion of this event. All hands prepare for invasion.

Semmi placed a hand on her friend's shoulder. "The cheapshot at the beginning and the leviathan tipped the scales, Junie, even so, we hung on for almost two hours."

Sharl moved toward the wall. "I'll take the center if no one cares." The tall dark woman smiled at her friends, without a doubt she was the top tank at Inferno. 

Jun Li nodded in agreement, "I'll go left of you."


Chapter 83: Unbreakable walls

Sulane rode her Manta over the south wall of Glory city. She was stunned at how big the city had grown and how strong its defense was. One guild would have no chance of staging any sort of coup. She brought up her wall defense menu.

[Allied Command: South Wall Defense]

Sharl 

Banzi 

Jun Li

Wind

Pon

Semmi

Gypsy

Tess

Wylie

[Lock in this Defense?]

"Yes." Sulane liked the class breakdown, three healers, three tanks and three dps. After locking down the South wall defense, the wall couldn't be breached until all of them were dead or had retreated from the wall. 

She turned her manta back toward the north wall. She had elected to put the elite from Resolute there, the rest of her guild was entrenched in makeshift bunkers outside of the walls. Their job was to slow down progress and create havoc with the invading force. More then anything, she wanted to see what her new allies were made of. She had tried to inspect the Temple defense but Shae ran her off. 

Allied Commander: Sulane: The hoard is gathering, be ready! The first few waves will be the hardest.

Inferno: Jun Li: Let's use the Inferno chat for local comm so we stay off the allied channel. 

Inferno: Sharl: Shields Up!

[Allied Shield Wall x3]

All damage is now routed through the shield wall.

Pon inhaled deeply and then let it out, his mana pool was almost double what it normally was. Given the existence of the Fire Palace and now the Scorched Earth Temple, on Glory Island, Fire Mages ruled. "Time to burn shit." 

All nine of them jumped when the cannon to the left of them fired, a second and a half later the right one caused the same reaction. There were smiles all around at their own reaction. They fired every three seconds, which meant every 1.5 seconds since they were alternating. They watched the hoard slam into the entrenched guilds, their allies did a surprisingly good job of limiting the numbers that were able to pass by. 

Nearly a hundred from the Terran faction made it through the lines, the firing cannons shortened their range and continued to weed them down as they sprinted toward the wall carrying long ladders and ropes. 

A flying creature unstealthed right above the battlefield. 

[Carpet Bomb]

The entire area was blanketed with small explosions. Fey dipped her wings and then banked back toward the temple. 

Sharl squinted at the Drake. "Was Nix flying?'

Pon shook his head. "It was just Fey. Bastard's using his companion to sop up some extra kills. Shameless."

Wind laughed at the old man's posturing, "now's your chance." 

Pon stood behind Banzi and raised his hands, they instantly burst into flames. 

[Volcanic Tribute]

A wide swath of land the size of a soccer field burst into flames, screams of agony and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air. The old man laughed maniacally and shouted at the charging crowd. "Welcome to Glory Island Shitheads!" 

Four ladders started to go up at once, a moment later they burst into flames. A gold armored knight managed to scamper up the ladder and make it to the wall.

[Balefire]

A white flash of flame took the knight through his visored helm, he fell lifelessly to the ground below. 

Wind frowned at the fire mage. "Hey... don't be so selfish, we want to get a few hits in." 

Semmi nodded in agreement before stealthing, Wind smiled at the spot where she had been standing and followed suit. 

"Damn stealth classes," Pon muttered under his breath. 

Inferno: Jun Li: First wave and we only experienced light contact.

Inferno: Sharl: Really light.

Over the next half hour, three more waves of fighters charged the South Wall, only to be wiped out by Allied defense. Finally, on the fifth wave, a dozen Terrans made it on the wall. 

"COME ON!" Sharl met the charge of a group of four heavily armored Assailants, Banzi moved with her while Jun Li hung back with the clerics. 

[Fire Field]

Pon has cast Fire Field, all nearby enemies receive a fire counter that deals light damage every thirty seconds. 

The entire area around them burst into flames, the low-level AE didn't bother the armored fighters but it exposed a stealthed fighter moving toward the healers. 

[Natures Sanctuary]

Wylie has cast Natures Sanctuary and all nearby allies are healed for half of their existing health. 

[Divine Armor]

Tess has cast Divine Armor on Sharl. Divine armor continually heals ten percent of target health every 30 seconds for three minutes. 

"Bree!" Jun Li moved to intercept the swordsman, her silver blade flashing out to parry his. 

"You bitch! That's my blade." Bree ignored the target and attacked with multiple slashes, driving Jun Li back a step. 

Inferno: Pon: Should we help her?

[Backstab]

Semmi has landed a critical strike on Bree.

[Backstab] 

Wind has landed a critical strike on Bree.

Jun Li leaped in and removed Bree's head with a casual swipe of the silver sword. "This is my sword now bitch!"

Inferno: Wind: Bree is a guy right?

Inferno: Semmi: Aye, a very pretty one.

Inferno: Nix: Bree is there? Do you need help?

Inferno: Jun Li: Why would we need help?

Sharl slammed her shield upwards into the chin of one of the attacks, her spear flashed instantly and opened up his throat, spraying her nearby teammates with blood.

Inferno: Semmi: Oh god... that's not coming out.

Inferno: Tess: Kinda gross hun. 

The tank laughed and used her shield again to stun an opponent before running him through with her spear. She kicked him off the wall a moment later. 

"That's my son's sword you have there Inferno bitch!" A handsome middle-aged man in leather armor walked carefree down the wall toward them. 

Inferno: Semmi: Bugger... It's Calyph. 

Inferno: Jun Li: We are going to need that help Nix. He'll wipe us all. 

The slender man stood ramrod straight, every movement seemed impossibly graceful. "I gave that sword to my son, whom you should never have touched." 

Inferno: Jun Li: I'll hold him off as long as I can. Finish the rest of this group!

Jun Li circled Calyph warily, suddenly jumping in with her sword. He casually went to block it with his blade but was forced to leap back and defend her shield strike.

"Very nice feint. You have potential." Caliph smiled at Jun Li, "hand me the sword and come with me. I will be your master!" 

"Sure..." Jun Li leaped forward again, attacking quickly both high and low before landing a kick that spun the man slightly. 

"Who taught you the sword young lady?" Calyph stopped retreating and moved forward, his blade flashing faster than the eye could follow. A moment later Jun Li screamed and the silver sword fell onto the wall along with her hand. 

[Go no further]

Gypsy has cast root and bound Calyph in place. 

Banzi grabbed Jun Li and pulled her back toward the group, she grabbed the silver sword before he did so. 

Jun Li pried her own fingers loose from the sword and switched it to her left hand. 

Inferno: Jun Li: We're in trouble here Nix, this guy can take us all. 

Inferno: Nix: Don't worry, help is coming. 

[Disclaimer: In Colonial, the non-fatal loss of limbs cannot be healed by normal means. You can be fully healed, but the missing limb won't be returned unless you are rezzed or restored by game events.]

The root wore off and Calyph advanced on the group. All three clerics tried in vain to reroot him. 

"Should you really be picking on the younger generation?" A slurred voice spoke from behind Calyph. An old man in bare feet and greasy gray hair stared at the immaculate swordsman. 

"Whoever you are, you'd be best served by not interfering with me." Calyph's smooth voice held all the arrogance of a Swordmaster. 

"I was looking for the master who sometimes helps me resolve issues like this one. Have you seen Baiter?" The speaker held a half-empty bottle of wine in one hand and a sword in the other. 

"I haven't seen any Master Baiter, please die without speaking further." Calyph moved forward and flashed his blade quickly, he immediately jumped backward in retreat, a deep gash opened on his cheek. 

Inferno: Semmi: Oh god... Did that old man just make a masturbation joke?

Inferno: Nix: I'm sure she did.

Inferno: Pon: The fuck you say? She?

Chiba finished off the bottle and tossed it to one side. "Come then, pretend master." She flashed toward the shocked swordsman and attacked. 

Calyph stopped the first two slashes but was run through the chest when he tried to retreat. He collapsed to his knees in shock. "Who are you?"

Chiba shrugged and picked up the blade Calyph had dropped. "You blocked two of my attacks, so in your honor, I will keep this blade." 

Inferno: Jun Li: I didn't even see the attack. 

Chiba turned back toward the group as Calyph's critically hit body vanished. She stared at Wind for a moment. "Are you Pon? Nix said you would take good care of me." The old woman licked her lips suggestively. 

Wind shook his head and pointed to the Fire Mage. "He's Pon."

Chiba wrinkled her nose, "the old ugly guy?"

Both of Pon's hands glowed with fire. "You're an old ugly guy!" 

Chiba sighed unhappily. "Fine, after we finish this mission I'll shag you properly. It's obvious you've never had a woman as hot as me."

Wind turned away to hide his laughter, he wasn't alone. "Please take good care of Pon."

Jun Li put the silver sword away and hoisted her shield in her hand. "Looks like I'm all defense now, let's get ready for the next wave!"


Chapter 84: Fire Palace Champion

Sulane rode her Manta high above Glory City, with less than an hour remaining, the Terran forces hadn't managed to breach the tall walls of the city. She admitted to herself with some jealousy, after today the popularity of Glory City would skyrocket. People wanted to work and live in a secure place. 

Allied Command: Nix: Hey... Are they coming yet Sulane?

The guild leader from Resolute ground her teeth, initially hundreds of riders had stormed the air around the Fire Palace. However, when Shae floated upwards and made her presence known, the water creatures that served as mounts disobeyed their rider's instructions and retreated. Since then there had only been a few small skirmishes in front of the walls. Nix had taken a group of Lamia acolytes over the wall to fight several times.

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] Please say within the temple walls Nix.

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] As you say, commander.

Sulane frowned as he left the walls again a group of Aquarions. 

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] You say that but then you cross the walls anyway?

A smile came to her face when he stopped and looked around. She was aware that something odd was going on with him. Each passing battle saw his effectiveness increase. It wasn't just him, many of the defenders seemed to get faster as the minutes ticked by. She frowned suddenly as a large group formed once again in the ranks of the Terrans. She pulled out a spyglass to zoom in on them.

The large force was mounted on giant water horses, they were easily three times the size of a standard warhorse. They needed to be in order to carry the giant Ashobel. Although technically not Ice Giants, those actually existed but were exceedingly rare. The Ashobel lived in the Polar regions of Colonial. They usually stood around eight feet in height and weighed triple what a man typically weighs. They were covered in long thick fur that ranged from white to light blue. With the long claws and teeth of a predator, they were the primary reason no one bothered to explore the Icecaps. Normally if they used weapons, it was a club or spear. 

Allied Command: Sulane: Incoming Charge Nix, they are Ashobel!

Shae had stood in the courtyard of the Fire Palace all day. There were Water Lords present, she could feel them. For some reason, they hadn't shown themselves yet. She rose slowly off the ground until she could see the charging force. 

Inferno: Shae: Careful everyone, the Ashobel are riding Ceffyl Dŵr. 

Inferno: Nix: What?

Inferno: Shae: Ancient water horses, unlike other water creatures they don't fear fire. Don't be fooled by them running, they are also capable of flight. 

Inferno: Nix: Fajii have your acolytes man the walls.

The Lamia acolytes all carried daggers and bows. The weapons they carried had an especially potent Scorched Earth poison. 

Nix joined Mina and her assault team. "Ever fight Ashobel Min?"

Mina shook her head, "I know of them of course. They don't bother the Aquarions much. Occasionally one of us will wander into their territory."

"I see." Nix eyed the group that was charging toward them. "How do you fight them?"

"Fight them?" Mina stared at him like for a moment. "We don't fight them Nix, we retreat as fast as possible. They eat humans and Aquarions!"

Nix summoned Fey and climbed on her back. "You know of these Ceffyl Dŵr?"

Fey's scaled head nodded, "don't be fooled by the ground charge, they can fly."

"So I hear." Nix downed an invisibility potion and had Fey stealth. "Let's expose them then." 

Fey climbed quickly into the air then banked hard and broke into a steep dive.

[Carpet Bomb]

The mass of charging giants were suddenly covered in tiny explosions, immediately a handful of them flew into the air and gave chase. Fey stealthed again and banked back toward the pursuit. This time she raked them with her flames. 

Nix kept low on her shoulders, several spears were chucked at them but Fey's constant maneuvers kept them fairly safe. She retreated toward Glory City, this time she didn't bother to stealth. "What you doing Fey?"

He could hear the Drake laughing as if something were funny. A moment later the wall cannons of Glory started firing. "Hmm... smart move Fey." 

Inferno: Nix: Move into the temple ground Min, the walls aren't going to stop them.

Inferno: Mina: Please hurry.

With the pursuit taken care of, they headed back toward the walls. Fey easily overtook the Ceffyl Dŵr mounts and landed long enough to drop Nix off before taking to the air once again. 

Nix could feel the charge under his feet, the temple grounds shook with the pounding of heavy hooves. There were only about twenty but it sounded like an entire army bearing down on them. 

The Ceffyl Dŵr cleared the Temple walls easily, immediately the air was filled with the shrieks of agony as the Lamia acolytes fired arrows directly into the soft underbelly of the water horses. Nearly every giant who crossed the wall found himself on foot. The Lamia archers concentrated on killing the mounts first as the Aquarions intercepted the Ashobel. 

All forty of Mina's Vilas were summoned into the courtyard. A group of three Ashobel recognized Min as a threat and headed towards her. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's take one and leave the other two for your Vila.

Nix extended one hand and six emerald strands shot out, three around each arm. The Ice creature roared in pain as his long fur burst into flames. Normally Nix wouldn't even feel resistance when he had six strands on something, but the creature yanked his arms back and jerked him into the air. 

Mina moved fast, her long spear stabbing into the side of the creature while her Vila attacked the other two. Fire and arrows filled the air as the forces from the Fire Temple responded under Derva's command. 

Nix dug his heels in and held the strands with one hand. 

[Flight of the Gryphon]

Nix leaped into the air and slashed at the neck of the creature with all of his strength, unexpectedly the large furry head went flying, a look of shock on its face. 

"Watch out!" Mina dived into Nix, knocked him to one side just as a massive war club landed where he had been standing. 

The giant club didn't move, its owner stared at Nix with malevolent eyes. He held up a hand and his warriors stopped fighting. 

Nix climbed to his feet. "Stand down." Immediately the Lamia and Fire Acolytes stopped fighting. 

The giant was the largest of the group. A feathered headdress from some huge predator adorned his head. He pointed at Nix. "You, Me!"

Inferno: Mina: He's the chieftain Nix, most likely he can use magic also.

Inferno: Nix: Thanks for the tip.

"You want to challenge the Fire Palace Champion?" Nix glanced over at Shae who hadn't bothered to fight yet. She smiled and nodded like she was taking an evening stroll. "Fine then."

Inferno: Nix: This is a diversion Shae, they'll strike at you soon. 

Inferno: Shae: I shall remain on guard. 

Fighters from both groups formed a large circle as a temporary cease in aggression was initiated. Nix stared across the circle at the Ice giant. Nine feet tall and four hundred pounds of muscle. His long fur was the color of snow, huge fangs grinned at Nix as he switched out his club for a large ax. 

Inferno: Nix: Shae... there's something off about the six Ashobel closest to you.

Inferno: Shae: Of course dear, they are water lords.

Inferno: Nix: Let's kill them then.

Inferno: Shae: Don't worry. Well done, by the way, even Severance didn't catch it.

Nix nodded to himself, a hand on his shoulder caused him to turn around. 

"Please be careful Nix." Mina had her spear ready, "I don't like this." 

"No worries Min." 

Nix moved away from the perimeter of the circle. He stared at the Chieftain and advanced toward him a few steps. "I'm Nix, the Fire Palace Champion." 

The chieftain growled at him before holding out his ax. "I'm Glacio, Ashobel Chieftain." His voice was deep and raspy. "Prepare for your death human."

[Aura Ignition]

Nix's aura burst into flames around him, all the Ashobel took a step back, including Glacio. 

Glacio roared and charged in with his ax.

[Ice Roar]

[Your opponent has attacked you, but you are immune]

Nix raised a hand and six-strand encircled the ankles of Glacio, causing him to fall heavily onto the ground. Nix flashed in and slashed at his back, just managing to dodge the ax as the Chieftain spun on the ground to attack again. 

Light blue blood splashed on the temple courtyard. The Ashobel howled at the sight of their Chieftain's blood.

[Flame Snare]

Chieftain Glacio has been slowed.

The Ashobel Chieftain paused, ignoring the pain from the DoT snare. [Damage over Time] His hands glowed slightly.

[Snow Blindness]

[Your opponent has attacked you, but you are immune]

"fuck! I can't see!" Nix screamed in agony and clutched his eyes with one hand, he waved his sword madly in the air striking at everything. 

The Chieftain took three long slow strides forward and brought his ax downward at Nix's head. At the last moment, Nix dodged to one side and stabbed his emerald sword deep into the chest of Glacio. He leaped backward as the ice creature tried to clutch at him. 

[Balefire]

A white-hot flame took the Chieftain in the chest and sent him sprawling. Nix followed up and raised his sword for the finish, the other Ashobel howled in protest. 

The six Ashobel nearest Shae raised their hands. Their skins seemed to fall away from their flesh and land on the ground in loud bloody flops. Even the other Ashobel seemed shocked.

Fajii was the first to respond as she cast magic in rapid suggestion.

[Earth Mire]

All nearby enemies have been slowed.

[Ground Quake]

All enemies within 20 meters will take damage for the next three minutes.

The remaining Ashobel grabbed their Chieftain and retreated from the battle. 

Ronnie moved beside Fajii, her bow raised. "Let's work together!"

[Summon Rock Golem]

Shae walked calmly toward the Water Lord group, a flaming blade held in each hand. The marble of the courtyard melting under her bare feet. "You dare enter this Fire Palace?"


Chapter 85: Victory

Nix drank a mana potion to steady himself, the Ashobel were carrying their Chieftain toward the walls, they'd only moved a few steps before his wounds caused him to disappear. "Shit..."

[Temple Champion Challenge Complete]

[You have received the First Blood Medal]

Mina moved beside him, but the leaderless Ashobel decided to flee rather than fight. She called the rest of her Vila to her, only twelve of them still survived. She assigned six to defend Ronnie and Fajii, the rest followed her. She pointed to the Water Lords. "Summoning circle Nix!"

A dozen emerald strands shot out and wrapped themselves around two of the Water Lords. He yanked backward with all his strength, the surprised Water Lords flew towards them. 

[Flight of the Gyphon]

Nix dropped the strands from one of the lords, they met in the air as his emerald blade sliced neatly through his waist. Blood splattered the ground, his upper and lower body going in different directions. 

[Water Clense]

Berik has broken free of your control

[Water Spear]

Berik has flung the might of the seas at you.

Nix felt the other six strands he held collapse, he leaped to one side just as several water spears impaled the marble tile he had been standing on. 

Fey unstealthed in mid-dive and slammed into the Water Lord, her sharp teeth clamped down on one shoulder, the weight of the Fire Drake pinning him down. 

[Summons; Ducky]

The Siren appeared next to him a moment later.

Berik has been Charmed.

Nix leaped at the charmed Water Lord and removed his head with a quick slash. Relying on Ducky to keep a high-level Water Creature charmed was too risky, better to take the opportunity to attack. "Help Fajii and Ronnie!" 

Severance was locked in a vicious air battle with a Water Lord, her fire colored blood dripped onto the floor. 

[Meteor Storm]

Nix has cast Meteor Storm, all enemies within 30 meters will take damage for the next three minutes.

[Comet Strike] 

You have struck a critical blow on Verazi

The Water Lord fighting Severance grimaced and retreated away from the fight. Her watery eyes found Nix. "You dare attack me little Salamander?"

[Flight of the Gryphon]

Nix leaped toward Verazi, the distance was too far. He quickly sent a half dozen emerald strands around her neck and arms, dragging her to the ground while she screamed in agony. 

"Watch out!" 

Nix heard Mina's warning and turned as a water spear blurred toward his chest. Two strong arms pushed him to one side, the spear taking her through the neck. She collapsed onto the ground, her pale lips opened and closed a few times before pinkish blood oozed out of them. "Mina!"

She vanished just before Nix reached her. He stood there for a moment, staring at the bloody tiles where she had been. His vision started to blur, his flame aura darkening. 

Shae tore the culprit in half with her bare hands an instant later, both Water Lords she had faced were at the summit of their class. She scanned the area, Severance finished off the last one. A power spike drew her attention to Nix, her eyes widening in horror. "Nix!" 

She closed the distance instantly but didn't touch him. His emerald aura had flecks of deep brown. "Nix! Push the brown flames away! She's fine, our friends will be rezzed after the fight!" 

For a moment the brown flames threatened to spread, but slowly they faded until Nix's aura returned to normal and flamed out. He collapsed to his knees afterward, gasping desperately for air. 

Severance watched him from a few meters away. This was the younger version of herself, deep blue hair and an ageless face. "You are too weak to wield the brown flame Nix, even your mate can't do that yet. You'd only burn yourself into an empty husk." 

The sounds of fighting drew their attention to the walls. The Lamia and Fire Palace acolytes were fighting off the last desperate charges of the Terrans. 

Colonial System Faction Event Message: Sea Farer Headquarters has succeeded in evacuating Shidai Oruk to an undisclosed location. All Sea Farer participants receive a faction promotion of one level. All Terran participants receive a faction demotion of one level. Guild and individual awards will be compiled and given out at 18:00 hours. All resources and assets will be restored at 18:00 hours. Individuals who were critically injured during the event will now be revived at their binding point. 

Sulane breathed a sigh of relief when she read the announcement. She glanced at Glory City and the South wall. A few minor injuries and a mountain of bodies, Inferno was a tough nut to crack. 

Allied Command: Sulane: Great job everyone. This event will change the power structure in the factions for years to come!

****************

Nix excused himself quickly and ported directly to the Sea-World. It was irrational, but fear gripped him. What if Min wasn't revived? He ran towards the front door of the cottage, his steps slowing when the door opened and an Aquarion dressed in black stepped out. 

"Nix!" She hugged him tight for a long moment. "I was so worried about you."

Nix grinned at his Aquarion friend. "Really? You were stabbed in the neck." 

Mina shrugged, she had moved when he was in danger. It was an instinct because he was important to her. She stroked his dark hair with one hand, a smile on her face. "I care about you Nix."

Nix nodded, his expression turning serious. "Same here."

Mina gave him a small smile and stepped away. "Am I prettier now?"

Nix laughed, she seemed less alien than she had ever been. "I was only teasing you when I said your looks were average."

Mina frowned at him. "You weren't serious? That really bothered me!" 

Nix shrugged and patted her shoulder as he turned back toward the portal platform. "You are very beautiful Filamina."

"Thank you, Nix." She called after him as he walked away. "I wasn't kidding though. You are quite ugly!"

He laughed in response and took the portal back to the Temple. The courtyard was empty, but the signs of battle remained behind. Nix walked into the open doors of the Fire Palace. He opened his inventory and took out the medallion received. 

First Blood: Fire Palace Temple Champion [Nix]

1 Victory, 0 Defeats

All stats increase by 1.

Description: A champion's medal that keeps

track of wins and losses. Each win earns a stat increase. 

Each loss results in a stats decrease. 

Upon death, the Champion returns to the temple altar.

At that time he has the option to return immediately to the place of his death. 

Wind, Pon, Semmi and Jun Li were standing around Shae's throne, they were all wearing smiles. Nix glanced around the room. "Severance leave already?"

Shae nodded from her seat. "Well done today Palace Champion." 

Nix stopped next to his friends and bowed slightly. "Thank you for your support." He realized that she was hampered by the need to protect her allies. She could have vaporized half of Glory and killed the Water Lords without much effort, however, that would have killed all the acolytes and her allies. It was like fighting with one arm. 

Shae stood and approached him. "Don't we always stand together Nix?" She kissed his forehead, one hand picking up the First Blood medallion. "To really get the most out of this, we should start challenging the champions from other temples." 

Nix shook his head, "maybe down the road sometime." He took out the drops from the Leviathan. 

Thief Ring: Unique

Grants the ability to open

any nonmagical lock. 50/50

"Time for presents." He handed the ring to Semmi. "I'm betting Darsi can recharge that if you need it."

Leviathan Armor: Primal

All stats are increased by 10.

The wearer receives a bonus of +5 agility

and +5 speed for every three minutes 

while in combat. 

He held the armor in his hands for a moment before handing it to Wind. "This should come in handy." 

Wind stared at the armor and then promptly equipped it. "Thanks, Nix!" 

Nix shrugged, "gotta keep you alive so you can keep me alive!" 

Assassin's Cloak

Description: All range damage is increased

by 20 percent. All critical hit damage

is doubled. 

Additional Description: Wearer may stealth for three

seconds while in combat. 

He tossed the cloak to Pon, whose old face scrunched up with joy. "Mine?"

"Yep." He patted the old mage on the back. "Figured you needed all the help you could get."

Inferno: Nix: Let's meet at the wharf at 18:00.

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] Everything going good?

[Whisper: Hyai to Nix] My staff and I are using your galley to cook up a celebration dinner.

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] Hey... I've got a ton of Leviathan meet. 

[Whisper: Hyai to Nix] Hmm... Better bring it over and we'll see what it's like. 

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] I'll be there in a few minutes. 

Semmi's smiling face appeared in front of him. "Thanks for the ring Nix. It's a bit soon, but then I'm not getting any younger."

Nix grimaced, "well the last part is true." 

Inferno: Jun Li: See everyone at the wharf. Great job Inferno!

Inferno: Ronnie: Yay me!

Shae pulled Nix toward the altar. "A moment of your time Nix."

Nix nodded and followed her. A moment later they both disappeared.


Chapter 86: Naga

Nix followed Shae through the long grass of her world. For a Salamander, Shae had a high appreciation for forest land and all things green. She slipped her clothes off and walked into one of the steaming pools. 

Nix stopped at the edge and disrobed, he tested it with a foot. It seemed comfortably warm. "Did you cool the pools down Shae?"

She shook her head and eased herself into the scalding water. "Your tolerance for heat improves every day." 

"Maybe so," Nix smiled noncommittedly and sunk down into the water with a contented sigh. He ducked under the water and then surfaced to slick his black hair back with both hands. "Something on your mind Shae?"

Shae moved behind him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her soft breasts pushed against his back. "Does something need to be wrong? A friendship like ours needs to be tended carefully."

Nix laughed when she kissed his shoulder. He leaned back against her and closed his eyes. "You are right of course."

She leaned against his back and sighed contently. "Am I missing something in my world Nix?"

"Some wildlife would be nice. You'd have to allow a few cooler pools for that though." 

"There are a couple of them south of here." 

"If you are interested in creating a habitat, then ask Fajii to plant things here. This dark volcanic soil is great for growing things." 

Shae shrugged against his back, "I don't know much about gardening."

"My mom and sister loved to grow things in our back yard when I was a kid." He smiled at the memory of them, "I secretly grew ghost peppers," this time he laughed aloud. 

She leaned over his shoulder and looked at his face, "you're very handsome when you laugh Nix." She paused long enough to kiss his lips. "What's a ghost pepper?" 

"It's a pepper so hot that it burns your mouth."

Shae clapped her hands excitedly. "I want some Nix!" 

"Might be tough to find, but I do know a chef." Nix's eyes fell on the egg he had retrieved from the Earth Temple. "How close is that egg to hatching?" 

"Hmmm... less than a week I would say. It's not a Lamia egg like we thought though." Shae closed her eyes, her red hair floated on the surface of the water. 

"Not a Lamia?" 

Shae shook her head, "I thought it was at first, but in the last few days I discovered I was mistaken." 

Nix stared at the egg, he had no idea what kind of egg it was. He had assumed it came from the Lamia Queen. "What then?"

"It's a Naga." 

The term sounded familiar to him, but he couldn't quite place it. "What's a Naga?"

Shae moved away from him and submerged herself in the water for several moments be surfacing. Her light brown eyes watched him with unhidden amusement. "In simplest terms, it would be the male version of a Lamia." 

"Oh, I see..." Nix pondered her words carefully, Shae's senses were better than anyone he knew. "I had thought it was the Queen's egg."

"It probably was, it's valuable Nix. For whatever reason, there were no Naga in the temple. That may have been some long-forgotten law. Whatever the reasoning, this Naga needs to be bound to someone." 

"You mean as someone's companion?"

Shae nodded. 

"Not me, I only have one slot left and I'm looking for something a bit more stout." In his head, Nix considered something like a bear. "Why does he have to be bound?"

"If he's the last of his kind, which I assume he is. Then his life is quite precious."

"Right, binding to a companion grants him life protection." Fey had admitted to Nix that this was the reason she had wanted to bind with him. If a companion was slain, she could be revived three days later. A drake in the wild would die and probably end up as armor. 

Shae walked to the shore, her skin dripped with water for only a moment before it dried. The air around her shimmered for an instant as her form changed. 

Nix knew he was staring but he couldn't help it. Of course, he realized that Shae utilized her human form because she liked it best. He was also aware that Salamanders weren't human. She was nearly nine feet in length, her smoothly scaled skin reflected every color in the spectrum, the glow around her looked like a rainbow. He approached slowly, not because of any threat but because he wanted to soak in every detail. 

Her voice sounded soft in his head. "What do you think Nix?" 

"I've always thought your human form was beautiful." He stroked her back with one hand, "this is real beauty." 

A warm feeling flooded his senses, she was pleased by his words. "If I were to take this form during a fight, all of Glory would be in ashes."

Nix nodded, "thank you for showing me Shae." 

Her bright eyes closed slowly and she rolled over on the brimstone rock that lined the shore. "You are the only one I would show." 

*********

Nix was still smiling when he exited the elemental world. Shae had fallen asleep and not moved. He claimed the Naga egg and ported directly to the Sea World. It was her aura that had kept the Manta mounts from coming near the Fire Palace, keeping it extended for such a long time had tired her out.

[Do you wish to bind with the Naga companion?]

"No." Nix looked toward the wharf, of course, there seemed to be a group of people hanging around the top deck of his houseboat. 

"Nix!" Ronnie waved when she saw him, she was leaning against the rail between Pon and Wind. 

On the second floor, he ran into Hyai and one of her assistants. "Anything I can do to help Hyai?"

Hyai nodded, "let's see the Leviathan meat." 

He handed her a can which she sat on the counter and quickly opened. She broke off a piece of the white meat and dropped it in a pot of boiling oil. Hyai fished it out a minute later and took a small bite before offering some to Nix. 

"Oh my... That's really good. Barbecue?"

Hyai nodded in agreement. "Barbecue. Head on up Nix, I've work to do."

Nix grinned at her and unloaded two dozen cans of Leviathan on the counter. "Thank you, Hyai." 

She waved at him as he headed up the stairs. "Cya hun." 

There were four people in his bedroom when he exited the stairs. Nansu was holding Chael's face in her hands. It was obvious that she wasn't pleased with the changes the Scorched Earth path had brought. Nix took a closer look, his hair and eyes were still the same. The only real change was his pointed ears. "Looking good Chael!"

Chael grinned at him. "She hates it." 

Fajii and Sharl were sitting on his bed. There were dozens of bottles of potions spilled everywhere. 

Nix frowned at them. "You selling stuff from my mattress?" 

Fajii gave him a small smile. "Yes." 

Sharl laughed at the face Nix made, Aquarions didn't understand sarcasm. "Sorry Nix, we'll clean it up."

Nix handed her the Naga egg. "This is for you Sharl. No strings attached, please take good care of it." 

Sharl's dark eyes stared at the egg. "Is that the Lamia egg I've heard so much about?"

"Yes and no. It's actually a Naga egg, the male counterpart of the Lamia." 

She held out her hands, instantly a soft web of light connected her and the egg. She must have accepted the binding right away. Fajii already knew what the egg was, but was surprised that Nix had turned it down. 

Sharl stroked it softly for a moment before stowing it in her inventory. "It's counting down Nix. The timer says it will hatch in 3 days." 

"Why is everyone on my boat again? The party is on the wharf!" He motioned the four of them toward the sliding door. "Out, out! I'm going to change." 

Nix changed into a swimsuit and t-shirt before heading down the stairs barefoot. On the dock, Hyai already had a large barrel-shaped barbecue going and a table full of food. When she waved him away, so Nix headed toward the end of the wharf and sat down. 

A beautiful song caught his ear and caused him to peer under his seat. Ducky was playing under the wharf with her sisters. Unlike her, they were still water nymphs. She reached up and grabbed his foot when she noticed him. 

"Ducky... Don't even think about it." He gave her a stern look that lasted all of a second before he was pulled into the water. 

"Nix play..." Ducky laughed and circled him with her sisters. A sudden movement from underneath caused them to scatter in all directions. Soup had arrived. 

"Very heroic Soup." Nix complimented the sea turtle before pulling himself onto its smooth back. "Let's relax a bit." 

Soup swam slowly away from the wharf, keeping on the surface. He ignored the Nymphs but would occasionally move closer to the Siren so that she could stroke his smooth head. 

Nix watched the interaction for a few minutes. "You're kinda popular Soup." 

Ducky slid easily onto the turtles back and settled down next to Nix. She had taken her human form. "Soupy is good." 

The siren slid off a few minutes later when Nix started to fall asleep. The gentle sway of the ocean coupled with the warm sun made him drowse off. 

"Hey, sleepyhead." Ronnie's voice pulled him out of his sleep.

Soup had circled back and came ashore when Nix fell asleep. Ronnie and Mina were watching him. 

"His head is sleepy?" Mina looked confused. 

Ronnie shrugged, "it's an expression. Nix is cute when he sleeps."

Mina pursed her lips together and considered it for a moment. "No... He is not." 

"Bring that guy to the tables Sis! We're starving." Sharl shouted at them from the wharf, she was wearing the swimsuit that Nix had made her. 

"Right." Ronnie grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet. "Come on lazybones, girls gotta eat." 

Colonial System Event Message: Congratulations to all participants of the Faction Event. Results are as follows.

[Victorious Battle of Glory Bay]

All Terran fleets receive 50 thousand faction points. 

All Sea Farer fleets receive a reduction of 50 thousand faction points.

[Top Five Ship performances]

Phoenix; Inferno: 39 kills

Venture: Inferno: 23 kills

Scimitar: Inferno: 19 kills

Crane: Inferno: 19 kills

Star Fire: Kings X: 15 kills

Notable Performances: Inferno defeats Leviathan.

[Victorious Battle of Glory Island and Faction Final Event]

All Sea Farer guilds are promoted one faction level.

All Terran guilds are demoted one faction level.

[Top 5 Individual Kills]

Nix: Inferno: 337

Caza: Resolute: 115

Ronnie: Inferno: 106

Gideon: Salamander (Upper Tier) : 98

Sori Dah: Scorched Earth Temple: 95

[Top 5 Individual Contributors]

Nix: Inferno

Gypsy-Rose: Inferno

Saintess: Inferno

Sharl: Inferno

Fajii: Inferno

[Notable Performances]

Chiba defeats Calyph

Nix defeats Glacio

Top 3 Guild Contributors]

Inferno

Resolute

Silent Night

[Glory Island has received the Golden Settlement Expansion Award]

[Inferno has been promoted: New Guild Options are available]

[All Inferno Sea Captains and crews are promoted to Elites]

[You have received the 'Unstoppable' Title]

[Your Champion Metal has been upgraded]

[You have received an invitation to Shangri]

[You have received a letter from Morgan Bolo]

Guildchat : Nix: Great job everyone!

Guildchat: Ronnie: We win, we win!

Guildchat: Pon: Bullshit! There's no way Ronnie topped a hundred kills!

Guildchat: Sharl: I agree.

***********

A half-hour later the small group was sitting at a long table that they had assembled on the wharf. Semmi stood up and raised her pint. the small blonde had already finished two of them and was starting to talk loudly. "Cheers everyone! Let's give it up for the lovely Hyai who prepared all of this food for us!" 

Nix raised his mug, he was sitting between Hyai and Banzi. "This is even better than the Kraken."

Guildchat: Ronnie: Anyone get an invite to Shangri?

Guildchat: Jun Li: Everyone in Inferno did.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Oh... What is Shangri?

Guildchat: Sharl: Read the letter Ronnie, it explains everything. 

Tess and Gypsy were sitting on the other side of Hyai, they were toasting each other.

Tess's smile continued to widen after each pint. "Finally, the healers get a little bit of love!"

Gyspy nodded in agreement, for the fifth time. "I worked hard keeping Pon alive!"

Tess covered a yawn with her hand. "I know right? A total glass cannon."

Banzi laughed at their teasing, even the normally volatile Fire Mage took it in stride. "Thank you for the magnificent job healing us."

Wylie noted that she was included in the thanks, she smiled and nodded her head. "I've never seen such great teamwork." 

Hyai slid an arm through Nix's. "Did my Inn take any damage?"

Nix shook his head, "the Terrans didn't step a single foot in our city!"


Chapter 87: Golden City

Nix opened one eye and then promptly shut it. Someone had opened the blinds next to his bed, he grabbed a pillow to cover his face and drifted back to sleep. Nearly an hour later he woke once again, he could hear the clinking of dishes coming from the galley below. "Sleepy..." He mumbled to himself as he slowly descended the stairs to the second-floor galley. A woman was washing dishes in the sink, her faded red hair was tied up in a ponytail while she made her way through a tall stack of plates. 

Hyai looked up when he stepped into the room. She gave him an apologetic smile, "sorry if I was too loud." 

Nix shook his head and hugged her from behind, his chin resting on her shoulder. Hyai always smelled like cinnamon to him. "You always work so hard," he mumbled into her neck making her laugh. 

They stood like that for a long moment before Nix released her and moved next to the other sink. "You wash, I'll rinse and dry." 

Hyai nodded at him, she pushed a stray lock of hair out of her face with a suds covered hand. "Thank you, Nix." 

An hour later Nix escorted her back to her Inn, they stopped short when it came into view. The entire Inn was surrounded by a soft golden glow. Nix frowned when he saw it, "the hell is this?"

Hyai nudged him gently and pointed toward the dock shops, all of them were surrounded by the same glow. "It's everywhere Nix." 

Inferno: Nix: Where you at Semmi?

Inferno: Semmi: Having some breakfast. Why?

Inferno: Nix: Something odd is going on with the town.

Inferno: Semmi: We'll be there in a sec. 

Nix and Hyai walked down to the storefronts together, Nansu, Chael, Kyla, Fajii, and Nova were standing in a circle staring at the dock shops. 

Nix smiled at his shopkeeper. Nova had moved into the second floor of his Tailor shop. "Any idea when this started?"

Nova nodded her head, she was wearing a blue work uniform that Nix had made for her. "It was 07:00 sir. I was organizing today's product lines when I received a message telling me to exit the shop." 

"It's not just the dock shops either." Semmi's freshly washed face smiled at the group, her hair was still wet from a morning bath. She managed to roust both Wind and Pon to accompany her. "Every building in Glory, including the Temples. Even the shoreline is covered with that golden haze."

"The forums say anything?" Nix knew that Semmi read the forums daily, she knew just about everything that was going on in Colonial.

"Not yet but I don't need the forums to guess. We were given the Golden Settlement Expansion award, this has to be it." Semmi was looking through the forums for any reference to Golden Settlement Expansion.

Nix walked closer to his shop and examined it closer. "There's a progress bar here, a bit under four hours and it will be complete." 

Nova frowned at his words, she kept all her things on the second floor. "I'm going to head to Jenzi to pick up some supplies then, I'll be back before it finishes."

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] Inferno was very impressive yesterday. Resolute is looking forward to working with you guys again soon.

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] We feel the same way. You may pick up the Earth Pearl tomorrow at noon.

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] Any idea how we can construct an Earth Temple?

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] Find an earth-based elemental I guess. 

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] Want to share anything about the Scorched Earth Temple? 

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] Do you really need one? You'll be able to make all the Earth Mages you want with the Earth Pearl.

[Whisper: Sulane to Nix] We could establish some sort of sharing, limited use of our Earth Pearl for the Temple details?

[Whisper: Nix to Sulane] Pass. 

The group sat on the dock and started talking amongst themselves. Nix took the opportunity to take out his letter from Morgan Bolo. 

Greetings Inferno Member,

On behalf of the Sea Farer faction, I would like to thank you for your valiant effort in capturing and detaining Shidai Oruk. We would like to invite you to visit us in Shangri. Shangri is located in a remote mountainous land on the Western Continent of Jhabi. Shangri is located in an instance, so it is impossible to access without the invitation you have been given. You must be carrying this invitation on your person. We look forward to seeing you.

Morgan Bolo

He finished reading the letter and took out the Sangri Invitation. It was a flat circular stone, carefully engraved with a sea frigate. He noticed Semmi watching him, "so we all got these invites?"

Semmi nodded. "Even non-combatants like Hyai and Nansu."

He glanced at Hyai who looking somewhat pensive. "Feel like taking a trip?"

Hyai nodded when Kyla nudged her with an elbow. "I'm not up for any kind of real fight Nix."

"I am." Nix smiled innocently, "I seemed to remember two charred corpses laying on the street in front of your Inn back in Cyphix." 

Semmi brought up her hud and opened up the world map. "Soon as the upgrade finishes, we could take the entire fleet. Make it a low key guild event." 

[Whisper: Nix to Darsi] Did you receive an invitation to Shangri?

[Whisper: Darsi to Nix] We all did, no idea what it is.

[Whisper: Nix to Darsi] Can you take a three-day trip with inferno?

[Whisper: Darsi to Nix] Sure, we regularly work ahead so we can take a few days off here and there.

[Whisper: Nix to Darsi] Have everyone who is interested come to the dock today at 15:00.

[Whisper: Darsi to Nix] Will do. Thanks, Trip-7.

**************

The hours passed slowly, the group sat on the docks talking, as time went by more and more members of Inferno arrived. 

[Golden Settlement Expansion has been complied with: Glory]

All one-story buildings are now two stories.

All two-story buildings are now three stories.

Individual building managers may now allocate the bonus floor space.

Glory Island has been expanded outward by 30 percent.

Nix whistled and started walking toward his shop. He brought up the building menu allocated the second floor for business and the top-level as living space. By the time he arrived at the front door, he had already finished. The first floor was exactly the same, so he took the stairs up to the second floor. It was a wide-open space with display tables and lots of windows, he didn't bother to go up any further. He had given the top floor to Nora. "I'm going to have to do to way more crafting." 

He walked slowly toward the Inn, the Kindled Spirit's first floor was dining and the second floor had been lodging. He found himself curious about what Hyai would do with the extra space. He found her leaning against the bar, studying the hud menu.

Hyai's pretty face showed her excitement. She looked up at him and shook her head. "I'm not sure what I should do."

Nix leaned over her shoulder. "Well, the top floor is lodging no matter what right?"

Hyai nodded and allocated lodging on the third floor. "The first floor is dining for sure." She paused for a moment, "the thing is I need more dining and more rooms." 

"Lots of space on the second floor since there no kitchen. Can you split it?" 

Hyai started trying different options, a smile growing steadily on her face. " I can split it! I can add six more rooms and still double my existing dining space." 

Nix clapped his hands together. "My work here is done!" He waited until she was finished and then walked with her up to the second floor. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Guild event today, we are taking the fleet to Jhabi. This is designated as a non-combat event.

Guildchat: Semmi: All officers need to attend. There are several governing decisions regarding Glory that need to be made.

Nix frowned and continued to follow Hyai as she went up to the third floor. "Did Bane get that promotion at the Provost Office?"

Hyai shook her head. "They brought someone in from Wisteria and promoted her instead." 

"Do you mind if I offer him a job here?" Nix opened the door to his room, nothing had changed. 

"Not a bit."


Chapter 88: Shangri

A few hours later, four ships from the Inferno fleet headed west for the continent of Jhabi. Nix was aboard the Phoenix along with the officers from Inferno and a few others. Captain Delphi stood at the helm, her face still wearing a smile. Although she had gone down in defeat, the Phoenix had taken entire fleets with her. Delphi and her crew had been promoted to elites because of their efforts. An elite crew would fight harder and perform their individual jobs better.

Pon, Wind, Sharl. Mina, Nix, Jun Li, Semmi and Ronnie relaxed at the rail near the bow of the ship. 

Guildchat: Semmi: A few governing items need to be addressed. Let's start first with town security. Crime isn't a problem yet, but as our population grows we are going to have to offer some sort of deterrent against crime. Suggestions?

Guildchat: Jun Li: We do have a lot of Colonial Knights on Glory, could they handle the task?

Guildchat: Nix: I'd prefer to keep them as part of our military. 

Guildchat: Pon: We could hire our own private security force.

Guildchat: Wind: You mean like mercenaries? 

Guildchat: Semmi: That might work short term, but I think we'd do better thinking ahead.

Guildchat: Ronnie: There are two hundred acolytes at the Scorched Earth Temple... Surely they don't need all of them.

Guildchat: Sharl: Please stop talking now. People would be freaked out by them.

Guildchat: Ronnie: I think they're cute.

Guildchat: Nix: We could open a Provost Marshals Office. I know just the guy to head it up.

Guildchat: Semmi: That's a great long term solution, but there's a lot involved in bringing them to Glory.

Guildchat: Nix: No worries, I have close ties to the Provost Office. Oh... did you check out the build menu for new constructions in Glory?

Guildchat: Semmi: No. Has something changed?

Guildchat: Nix: The Golden Expansion bonus is permanent. All new constructions will come with the bonus.

Guildchat: Semmi: Damn... that's really going to bring in new businesses. Let's shelf security for now. The Artesian Guild wants to build a headquarters in Glory.

Guildchat: Nix: I'm not familiar with them.

Guildchat: Jun Li: It's a guild made up of expert crafters. They try to regulate prices so that prices in one town don't significantly rise or fall when compared to other places. 

Guildchat: Sharl: I hate that idea. Have you seen the gear that our crafters make? I'm okay with being overpriced.

Guildchat: Pon: Letting someone else regulate our economy seems like a horrible idea.

Guildchat: Semmi: I agree but we do need some sort of Economic Advisor. The last thing on our agenda is land sales.

Guildchat: Jun Li: There have been inquiries regarding the purchases of land plots on Glory, both in and outside of town. Our town policy is lease only. 

Guildchat: Nix: We've worked hard for every acre of Glory Island. Let's keep it in our possession.

Guildchat: Wind: I agree. If we offer land plots to outsiders, it can only hurt our security.

Guildchat: Pon: It also prevents future expansion of the Town. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Okay... Let's Vote on bringing in the Provost Marshals Office. Aye or Nay. I say Aye.

Guildchat: Nix: Aye

Guildchat: Jun Li: Aye

Guildchat: Ronnie: Aye

Guildchat: Sharl: Aye

Guildchat: Wind: Aye

GuildChat: Pon: Aye

Guildchat: Mina: Aye

Guildchat: Semmi: Next vote. Inviting the Artesian Guild to Glory. Nay.

Guildchat: Nix: Nay

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nay

Guildchat: Ronnie: Nay

Guildchat: Sharl: Nay

Guildchat: Wind: Nay

GuildChat: Pon: Nay

Guildchat: Mina: Nay

Guildchat: Semmi: And finally selling land plots in Glory. Nay. 

Guildchat: Nix: Nay

Guildchat: Jun Li: Nay

Guildchat: Ronnie: Nay

Guildchat: Sharl: Nay

Guildchat: Wind: Nay

GuildChat: Pon: Nay

Guildchat: Mina: Nay

Guildchat: Semmi: Nice and painless when everyone agrees. Will you get the Provost Office started Nix?

Guildchat: Nix: Yep. 

After the meeting ending Nix moved to the Starboard Rail where Fajii, Nansu, and Chael were standing. 

Fajii offered him a smile. "If you are looking for your Inn Keeper friend, I saw her board the Crane with Sila, Nez, and Kyla."

"I was looking for some herb advice actually. I figure the two guild alchemists might point me in the right direction." 

Nansu's pretty face broke into a smile. She normally wore her short black hair slicked back, but today it was spiked. "We are at your service Mr. Nix."

"I'm looking for the Colonial version of ghost peppers." 

Nansu nodded, "many herbs and plants from our world are here in Colonial Nix. You are looking for Bhut jolokia, it's the actual name for ghost peppers."

"I did not know that."

"I have a contact in Jenzi, I'll pick you up some, or even get you the seeds if you want to plant your own." 

"Thank you Nansu. I'll take both." He grabbed Fajii's hand and pulled her away from the pair. He stopped when they were near the Phoenix figurehead. "How is everything Fajii?"

"Things are changing fast for me." Fajii tightened her grip on his hand and took a seat on the edge of the anchor. 

"I can see how it might be difficult." 

Fajii shook her head, "It's the opposite, I feel like I'm becoming part of something." 

Min had told him that Fajii had never really fit in with her own kind, the Aquarion alchemist was always by herself. "What are the Lamia like?"

"Sori is very nice and talks to me often." Fajii realized Nix didn't know the Lamia by name, "she's the High Acolyte."

Nix nodded, "I remember, she's quite fierce too. Hey, did the Earth Temple expand also?"

"Yes, our bonus floor appeared below our main level. The Fire Palace added a second story."

"You needed the extra space, two hundred acolytes is a lot," Nix recalled that the Fire Palace Acolytes didn't have anywhere near those numbers, but then they had a Nemesis protecting the Temple. 

"Remember your words Nix. You said we'd hunt together." Her brown eyes watched him, even with the verticle irises, her gaze seemed warm. She had decided to wear her light brown hair down for the trip, the red streaks stood out like tiger stripes. 

"I wouldn't forget, although Milat seems to be interested in spending some time with you." Nix noticed that the Aquarion was watching them from mid-ship and seemed to want to approach. 

Fajii caught the Aquarion's eye and waved politely "He's known me for years, but has never looked in my direction. Suddenly he sees me, I'm not sure what to think."

Nix shrugged, "it's hard not to see you Fajii." 

"You don't have to worry about me when we hunt Nix. If the worse happens and I'm slain, I will revive at the Scorched Earth Temple." 

Nix breathed a sigh of relief. "That does make me feel better." He understood that the reason she was a top-five contributor in the faction event was due to her buffing everyone. As an alchemist, her fighting experience was limited. 

*******************

The Inferno fleet arrived at Jhabi a few hours later. They were given directions to take the Jhabi river directly into the mountains from the bay. Everyone stood at the rails as the river narrowed and the mountains quickly rose up on either side of them. The mountains were covered in a blue leafed tree that filled the air with vibrations when the wind blew them. The river itself seemed to have been carved directly into the rock, the sheer walls rising up several hundred feet. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Morgan Bolo will be waiting for us a few miles upstream. He's waiting at the entrance.

A few minutes later the river widened and the mountains retracted to form a cozy valley. A large dock with several berths waited for them. 

Nix waited until the Phoenix was tied up and then glanced at Delphi who gave him the thumbs up before walking down the gangplank. A large white-haired man dressed in gold robes was waiting for them. 

Although the man was quite large, he did not appear soft, he bowed slightly. "Greetings Travelers, I am Morgan Bolo."

Nix politely returned his bow. "It's nice to meet you, sir, I am Nix." 

After introductions, they moved quickly away from the dock so that the rest of Inferno could disembark. Morgan Bolo led them down a narrow path to the entrance of a second valley. He stepped up on a large boulder and raised his voice so everyone who followed could hear. "We have invited the Inferno Guild here for one very simple reason. The Sea-Farer Faction feels that the awards given to you were insufficient. Although you are a mid-tier guild, we feel that as you continue to rise, our faction will rise also. We are bound by faction rules and can only do so much. In front of you is the entrance to Shangri. Before you enter you will have to choose the area you wish to explore. Travel between areas is possible, but also highly dangerous and time-consuming. Please choose from the following." 

Nix studied the menu that popped up in front of him, everyone seemed to be experiencing a similar thing. 

[Shangri Exploration Areas] Disclaimer: There are no guarantees that you will come away with anything. The benefits you discover here will depend on your fate and ingenuity. If you die in Shangri, you will respawn at the entrance and be unable to re-enter.

1) Area One is the place to look for rare skills. Main path skills and support skills of all rarities can be found here. This is the most dangerous area of all. Non-combat personnel should not enter.

2) Area Two is the home of a legendary gambling hall. Depending on your luck, you may win weapons, armor or even rare spells. You are only allowed to win three items. This is a non-combat area. Good Luck.

3) Area Three is where the greatest library in all of Colonial exists. The crafting section of this library holds long-forgotten techniques and many rare treasures. You will have to be good at riddles to come away with anything. This is a non-combat area. 

4) Area Four is where you will find many different creatures. Looking for a flying mount? 

Or perhaps a companion that can heal? Then your mission is clear. Find the one you want and convince them to follow you. This is a combat area, it is recommended that you travel in groups.

5) Area Five covers many special treasures. Want a world seed? Or your own set of wings? Many strange and wondrous things exist in Area five. This is a combat area and you must enter alone. 

Morgan's voice could be heard as all of Inferno read the choices. "How you earn these items is going to vary greatly. Some may require a quest, or rare knowledge, while in others you might have to slay a powerful adversary or win a game of chance. As long as you stay alive, you may continue to try your luck. You have eight hours from the moment you enter." 

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] Where are you heading?

[Whisper: Hyai to Nix] To the library section in area three. And you?

[Whisper: Nix to Hyai] Not sure yet, one of the combat areas. Good luck.

[Whisper: Hyai to Nix] Thanks hun, you too. 

Fajii pulled on his arm, "Mina says that she is going to Area One with Milat."

"Hmm..." Nix stared at the choices, "Area four is my preference."

Fajii nodded in agreement. "Let's go there then."


Chapter 89: Companions

Nix stepped onto the riverbank of a densely forested area. The clear water of the brook flowed gently, immediately Fajii stepped toward it.

Nix grabbed her elbow gently. "It looks harmless enough, but remember to check your surroundings before relaxing."

Fajii bent closer and watched the clear water flowing; after a minute she spotted the nearly invisible silverfish that darted back at forth under the surface. There were hundreds of them, coordinating their movements by instinct. Her hand flashed and a moment later she held one of the fish up to the light. It was only the length of her hand and quite narrow, it had both upper and lower teeth meant for the tearing and rending of flesh. "I've never seen anything like this."

Nix took a closer look, its teeth looked suspiciously like those of a pirana. If his Aquarion partner didn't know what it was, then it was likely native to Shangri. "Me neither, let's avoid the water if we can."

[Flaming Rock Wall]

Fajii has placed a protective barrier of rock and fire around you.

[Scorched Earth Shield]

Fajii has given you a Scorched Earth Shield

"Thanks, Fajii." Nix smiled at the weaponless Aquarion. "What kinds of weapons can you use?"

Fajii shook her head, "I haven't used any combat weapons. Unless you count spearfishing, I did bring a spear."

"First Tier Defenders don't have a heal, so basically you are a buffing class that is equipped with a BR." (Battle Rez) Nix glanced at his health bar, it was substantially longer than it was before the buffs. "Are the multipliers fixed on the target's original health points? Or does it use the buffed hitpoints?"

"It uses buffed health as the multiplier." 

******************

[Example: For information Only] 

Target's unbuffed HP is 1000. Rock wall adds protection up to that amount. It does this by increasing your HP to 2000. Earth Shield adds protection up to twice your current HP. If Target is buffed with Rockwall, then adding Earth Shield multiplies that number by two. (2000HP x 2 = 4000HP) Since the buffs stack, the resulting HP should be 4 times higher than the initial. This is the reason why Tier 1 Defenders don't have a heal.

******************

"A small heal would be nice, maybe that's included in Tier 2." Nix took a moment to examine their surroundings, while Fajii rummaged through her bag. "We should do some scouting."

[Summon: Ducky]

The Siren appeared before them an instant later. 

"I need to talk with you Ducky."

[Appear Human]

Ducky shimmered and took on a near-human form. "Yes, Nix?"

"We are looking for Spirit Companions. Could you do some scouting?"

Ducky nodded, "What type?"

Nix scratched his cheek, not sure what she meant. "Type? Like Water or Fire?"

Ducky shook her head. "Control type like me, or flying type like Fey."

"Oh I see, something sturdy like Soup but not a sea creature." 

Fajii listened to the Siren speak and then made her own request. "I would like either a flying type or one that heals."

Ducky disappeared a moment later. 

Nix was smiling at Fajii, "You want to fly? I can get you a manta."

Fajii wrinkled her nose in disgust, "they smell funny." She handed him two small bottles from her pack. 

Golden Elixir: Potion

Description: Heals half of your

health immediately. 

Nix held them up, the liquid inside looked like honey. "Guess you don't need heals if you can make these."

"Those are really expensive and difficult to make. I only made those two for research." She equipped her spear, "may I ask you a question Nix?"

"Sure, let's head north along the river bank. I want to explore a bit until Ducky gets back." He equipped the spellsword hilt and focused his emerald flame into it, a moment later the cackling blade sprung to life. 

Fajii followed along, fascinated by the flame blade. "Why are you so strong Nix? I don't mean the flames, your physical strength seems impossible for humans."

Nix glanced sideways, "I'll tell you the story. If you let me buy you a pair of earrings." With her pointed ears, the temptation to adorn them with shiny things was overwhelming. Aquarions never wore anything on their ears.

"Hmmm, I shall consider it. Tell me the story first." 

He laughed at her expression. "Fine. I assume you have criminals in your world?"

Fajii nodded, "Normally if someone does bad things, they are sent away or in some cases beaten badly or killed." 

"I was an arsonist on my world. I destroyed many valuable properties and in the process killed a number of people."

Fajii didn't say anything, she understood there was more. 

"I was a fugitive for a long time when I was finally caught and sent to trial I ended up being sent to this world to work for a very powerful organization as a crafter." Nix felt it was okay to only touch on the highlights. 

"And the strength?"

Nix shrugged, "I was supposed to spend my life as a Tailor at the Gladis Hub in Tunis. We were all given special enhancements that are unavailable to others. I didn't realize this until I escaped the Hub and started down a fighting path. I'm a mistake that wasn't supposed to happen. The people who paid for my enhancements have since decided I'm not worth the trouble of recovering." 

They walked in silence for a few minutes, as they headed north the forest grew thicker and the river wider. 

"Why did you do those things Nix?" She stopped and grabbed his arm, her face showing curiosity, not judgment.

"My parents owned their own Tailor shop. In all honesty, it's something I never aspired to, nor did I have any real talent for it. We had a nice life in a small town. I was attending school out of state when people in our town started getting really sick."

"Why were they getting sick?"

"A large corporation built a factory near our town about two years before I left. They were dumping waste directly into the river. Later on, we discovered that they buried toxic materials in landfills without proper containers." 

"It started slow? The illness?" 

Nix nodded, "the first case was actually my younger sister Lisa. Hers was the most severe, she died four months after she started feeling bad." 

"And your parents?" 

"By the time my mom was sick, there were already a dozen cases in town. The factory was forced to shut down so they could correct the pollution problem. They hid the buried toxins from everyone. That didn't come out until my trial." 

Fajii listened quietly, "and your mother?"

"She was sick for a long time. I guess she got tired of it because one day she killed herself, no note or anything." Nix had long since locked only the good memories of her. She loved to bake him cookies, and always called him sweet Nicky.

"And this started you on the path of fire?"

Nix nodded, "my dad moved out west to live with my older sister. They never spoke or contacted me again." 

Fajii raised a hand, the smallest amount of power radiated from it. 

[Charred Rock Blade]

Your weapon has been modified to do Scorched Earth damage. One poison counter is added to each successful attack. 

"You loved your family Nix."

Nix nodded with a small smile. "Still do, even the ones who aren't alive. That doesn't change the fact that I did many bad things."

"Bad things to bad people."

"Not all of them were bad. I was dealing out vengeance, not justice. There were innocents who were caught up in the crossfire." Nix frowned at the memory, "in the end I was no different than the ones who killed my sister." 

"And now?"

"I've been lucky. Somehow I managed to let go of my anger and retain the good memories of my loved ones. There's a certain freedom with that, I probably don't deserve it." 

Fajii laughed at his expression, 'Is that why you do whatever you like?" 

"Who says I do whatever I like?" Nix opened his hud and brought up the map.

Fajii's smile widened, her hand gripped the spear tighter. Her hand flashed forward thrusting the spear towards his chest.

Nix caught the movement from the corner of his eye and managed to lean to one side, the spear impaled his shoulder, the point punching through the other side. "fuck!" 

Fajii's expression turned cruel as she jerked back on the handle, before she could tear it from his shoulder he clamped both hands on it. 

[Charm}

Ducky has charmed Fajii.


Chapter 90: Charmed

Nix poured his will into the hilt that had flamed out, the spellsword cut easily through the shaft of the spear. He frowned at Ducky. "Pull this out please."

The Siren nodded and moved behind him, with an easy motion she pulled the spearhead all the way through. "It's close, but I can't pinpoint the exact location."

He stepped closer to the Aquarion, her eyes were absent of expression and she stared into space unmoving. Nix looked down at his shoulder, the wound was already closing up. "That strike should have been reflected back to her, perhaps it was because she's an ally who has been charmed?" 

"Found it! There NIx!" Ducky pointed to a small patch of flowers, a beautiful turquoise colored butterfly fluttered its wings from a stem. 

[Aura Ignition]

Nix's flames exploded outward, scorching the nearby vegetation. The butterfly floated quietly on the air, unaffected by the flames. 

[Captured Spirit]

Veridian has attempted to charm you but has failed.

[Flame Snare]

Veridian has been slowed. 

"Release her at once, I won't ask again." Nix heard the sudden intake of air as Fajii collapsed to her knees. 

[Veridian has requested a spirit bond with you]

NIx shook his head, "no chance of that happening."

Ducky cocked her head to one side like she was listening. "This is Veridian, she says she is sorry for the attack."

Fajii climbed slowly to her feet, the anger on her face was evident. "You made me attack him, I will never forgive you!"

"You okay Fajii?"

She shook her head, "I am not." Fajii stared at the ground, suddenly unable to make eye contact. "I am sorry Nix. I will return to the docks." 

Nix waved the idea off. "You are taking it too hard. I knew it wasn't you the moment I saw her expression." He scowled at the butterfly, her expression had shown cruelty. Something that Fajii was incapable of, it had looked completely alien on her face. 

The Aquarion stepped closer to him, her hand reaching out to hold his. "I let my guard down while we were talking. I will do better next time."

Nix pulled her into his embrace. He felt an overwhelming desire to scorch the butterfly. He stayed like that for a moment, stroking her hair the same way Mina liked to do to him. "We should continue."

Fajii's smile returned, "you stroked my head." She laughed when she said it.

NIx nodded in agreement. "I did. Let's keep going. Any bears here Ducky?" 

"Yes, there is one bear, only..." Ducky gave him a pensive look.

Guildchat: Wind: We're done, the three of us just wiped.

Guildchat: Pon: Heh! Young punks should have come to the casino with me.

Guildchat: Wind: I guess.

Guildchat: Semmi: I guess. Be careful everyone, so many hidden dangers. 

Guildchat: Jun Li: Damn it... I wanted something nice.

Guildchat: Nix: We were just attacked by a butterfly. 

Fajii bent down and picked up her broken weapon. "You broke my spear Nix."

"It was too long for you anyway. Fits better this way."

Fajii took a few swipes in the air with the two-foot length. "If you say so." 

Ducky led them northeast on a narrow trail that wound its way through the thick forest. They had walked for several minutes when they heard a deep wailing. 

Nix turned his ear toward the sound. "Is that the bear? Maybe he's fighting something, let's check it out." He broke into a trot, Fajii followed on his heels while Ducky slowed down.

The Siren followed them at a slower pace, shaking her head sadly. "He's not fighting," she muttered under her breath.

Nix skidded to a stop in a small clearing next to a large cave. "The hell is this?" 

A large creature lay on the ground in front of the entrance, he was blubbering like a child, huge tears running down his face from his bloodshot eyes. The animal was completely devoid of any hair.

When Ducky joined them a minute later, they were still staring in silence. "This is Mortimer, the cave bear." 

"This bald wrinkled thing is a bear? Bull shit! That thing is a mole." 

Mortimer looked up, his droopy skin followed him as he made an effort to stand. After nearly a minute he managed to climb to his feet, he was wheezing like he had been running for an hour. "I am a bear!"

Nix glanced at Fajii who only shrugged at him. "Nope... You're a fat, bald mole."

"Bear!"

"Mole," Nix disagreed quietly.

"BEAR!" Mortimer reared back on his hind legs and slammed his front paws onto the ground sending a wave of sheer power in all directions.

You have been stunned.

Fajii has been stunned.

Ducky has been stunned. 

Mortimer turned his back on them and sat back on the ground, after a moment he resumed his crying, this time a little quieter. 

The group recovered after a few seconds, their surprise was evident as they glanced at each other.

"Don't cry, Morty." Ducky walked closer and stroked his enormous back with her hand. "Perhaps we can help you."

"I don't want his help! He called me a mole." Mortimer's deep voice caused a cloud of dust to rise into the air.

"Hmm. What if he says he's sorry?" Ducky continued to placate the bald bear. 

Mortimer turned to face Nix, his reddened eyes staring. "He doesn't look sorry."

Nix had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing, this was a waste of his time. A nudge from Fajii caused him to speak up. "Sorry Morty, I shouldn't have said that. You are obviously a bear."

Ducky nodded in agreement. "See? He is sorry, now tell us what is wrong?"

"A spirit fox has snatched part of my spirit. I have lost my will to go on." Mortimer looked like he wanted to start crying again, but instead, he settled for drooling as his enormous mouth opened in a wide yawn to show some very impressive teeth.

Fajii approached the bear also, she knelt down on one knee and placed a brown hand on his bald head. "Losing part of your spirit caused this?"

The big bear nodded.

"Oh come on... "How can losing part of your spirit result in hair loss?" Nix was losing his patience, time was passing quickly. 

"A few days after the spirit fox left, a Salamander came to challenge me. A despicable creature who could breathe fire. When I wouldn't fight he burned all my hair off." Mortimer collapsed on the ground and buried his head under two gigantic paws. 

Nix sighed heavily. "Ducky, what kind of creature is this Spirit Fox?"

"He is a healing creature." Duck smiled sweetly, she understood that Nix had decided to help. 

"Awesome, two birds with one stone maybe. Bring us to him." Nix glanced at Fajii, she had said she wanted a healer. 

Ducky broke into a trot, continuing the direction they had been traveling. "He's not too far." 

Nix and Fajii followed without commenting, the bear's wailing started up again as soon as they left the clearing. 

Guildchat: Hyai: I need help with a riddle, its the third of three and I can't get it. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: I'm great at riddles, tell me, tell me!

Guildchat; Hyai: I've already got the first two right. I need to answer within 10 minutes.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Yeah... Spill it!

Guildchat: Hyai: Okay, thanks. 

[Riddle # 3]

You are stranded on an island covered in forest. One day, when the wind is blowing from the west, lightning strikes the west end of the island and sets fire to the forest. The fire is very violent, burning everything in its path, and without intervention the fire will burn the whole island, killing you in the process. There are cliffs around the island, so you cannot jump off. How will you survive the fire? (There are no buckets or any other means to put out the fire)

Guildchat: Ronnie: Summon your manta and fly into the air. Easy!

Guildchat: Sharl: How did you get through grade school sis?

Guildchat: Ronnie: I gave her the answer!

Guildchat: Sharl: If she had a manta, she wouldn't be stranded on the island.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Ask for a hint!

Guildchat: Wind: Sorry... No idea. 

Guildchat: Nix: Grab a piece of wood and light it using the fire on the west end of the island. Quickly run eastward, when you can see the eastern end, start a new fire. The wind will cause that fire to burn toward the eastern end and then you can take shelter in the burnt area.

Guildchat: Hyai: Thanks hun, you were right of course.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Well yeah, that was just common sense.

Guildchat: Nix: No worries. Get something nice?

Guildchat: Hyai: Yep, Master Chef crafting token.

Guildchat: Semmi: Cook us something nice when we get back! 

Guildchat: Hyai: I will!

Ten minutes of running and they arrived at a huge tree next to a small burrow. Ducky stopped abruptly and pointed toward the hole. She carefully moved closer. "Would you come out and talk with us?"

Nix watched as a black nose sniffed the air cautiously before its dark head peered around. 

Guildchat: Nix: You want this guy? The black fur is kinda cool.

Guildchat: Fajii: Yes.

Fajii's voice was gentle as she approached. "Would you like to bond with me?"

The black fox exited the burrow completely and cocked its head to one side. "Aur dilis vai coc'rais?" 

Guildchat: Nix: Some help here Semmi, we have a spirit fox speaking gibberish to us.

Guildchat: Semmi: The fox envy finally got to you?

Guildchat: Nix: Um... No. Fajii likes him.

Guildchat: Semmi: Him? Did you say him? It's a black fox?

Guildchat: Nix: Yep, black as night. 

Guildchat: Semmi: Bend down on one knee and say. Fura dilis vai coc'rais. Do it now before you lose him!

Fajii approached and bent one knee. "Fura dilis vai coc'rais" 

A glow formed around the black fox and Fajii, a small web of light connected them for a brief moment before disappearing. 

The fox leaped at Fajii, landing neatly in her arms. "I am pleased. Your beauty has captured me. I am Eron."

For some reason Fajii's brown face blushed deeply, "Thank you Eron, I think you are very beautiful also. My name is Fajii." 

Guildchat: Semmi: Did you get him?

Guildchat: Fajii: Yes, his name is Eron!

Guildchat: Semmi: Eron? The Eron?


Chapter 91: Cave Bear

"Let's head back to the mole." Nix turned without saying anything further, both Ducky and Fajii frowned at him.

Fajii carried the fox, he seemed to shrink slightly to make it more comfortable for her. Her brown hand stroked the soft fur on his head, Eron's half-closed lids showed his contentment. 

When they arrived back at the cave, the fox had hidden his head in Fajii's hair, nuzzling her ear with a wet nose. The Aquarion was all smiles as she bonded with her new companion. 

Guildchat: Nix: Ask Eron about the mole's spirit Fajii.

Guildchat: Semmi: Oh god... It's Eron the spirit snatcher? Do you realize what you have there?

Guildchat: Nix: Another rat, this one is black. Tell us later Sem. 

Guildchat: Pon: BOOM! New Fire Spell for the win!

Fire-Nado: Parchment

Description: Learn a spell that

wraps up to five players in a whirlwind of 

fire. Fire-Nado lasts thirty seconds and drains

10 percent of its target's health. This health is 

then siphoned to the caster. 

Guildchat: Wind: Damn... That's really nice, its a vampiric spell. You can use it to self-heal.

Guildchat: Semmi: Awesome Pon!

Guildchat: Jun Li: I'm so jealous. 

"Eron... I am trying to make Mortimer's spirit whole." Fajii continued to stroke the fox's head. "Can you help me?"

"Of course." Eron stared at Mortimer, his tiny black eyes started to glow. 

After a few moments, a ball of light the size of golf ball appeared in front of Eron, it moved slowly until it hovered in front of Mortimer. It descended and touched the huge bald head, it bounced once and then rolled into the dirt.

Mortimer covered it with a huge paw and pulled it back to him. "It's mine!"

The fox continued to watch, "I'm sorry Fajii. They have been apart too long." 

The bear no longer cried, but lay there calmly, one paw covered his splintered spirit and the other was over his eyes. 

"Let's get going." Nix glanced one last time at the bear and turned around. "There's nothing else to be done here." 

The bear lifted his huge head, watching them as they left the clearing. "Thank you, this lessens my pain." 

NIx slowed his step and then stopped. The letter his family had received after the civil settlement said the same thing. "I hope this lessens your pain." It was accompanied by a large check, but in reality, did nothing to lessen their anguish. "Wait for me at the river, I will catch up." 

He waited until the group left then he approached the bear and opened his bag. "Let me see what I can do for you." He sent Mortimer a friend request.

The bear sat its head on one big paw. "You want to be my friend?" 

"Yes, let me use your spirit splinter. Do not worry, I will return it." Nix pulled the spirit from under the bear's paw and placed it in slot Two.

[Mortimer] [Spirit] [Kraken Leather, Leviathan Leather, Lamia leather] 

He looked at the queue, impressive line-up with three legendary types of leather. Nix shook his head, there was nothing bearish about it. "Oh, that's right." He dug into his inventory and pulled out Bulo's pelt. He had wanted to make something nice out of it, but never got around to it. "Do you like this Morty?"

The bear sniffed the air. "That is a fine fur."

"One of my first groups, it was even bigger than you." (Bulo was the bear Nix helped Nes, Donri, and Sila kill.)

[Mortimer] [Spirit] [[Bulo's Pelt] [Kraken Leather, Leviathan Leather, Lamia leather] [Dragonbone needle] [Camel Hair Thread] 

You are using three legendary items, one epic item and an Infinity Spirit to craft Mortimer's Fur. Do you wish to continue?

Nix looked at the recipe and counted the zeros necessary to create the item. It had more zeros than Nix could count. "Shit... That's way more than I have." He was just about to start over when he received a message.

[Notice: All crafting costs in Shangri are waived.] 

"Maybe I should remove one of the legendary skins?" Nix shrugged and hit the create icon. A moment later he felt like someone hit him with a pillow and then he blacked out. 

Guildchat: Fajii: Nix? Where are you?

Guildchat: Mina: Something wrong?

Guildchat: Fajii: The entire area we were in exploded. Ducky, Eron and I were all killed.

Guildchat: Mina: He isn't with you?

Guildchat: Fajii: No... We were waiting for him to catch up. 

****************

The entire forest was flattened as far as the eye could see. A large black bear stood on his back legs, he radiated power as his keen eyes scanned the surroundings. In the distance, he spotted a booted foot sticking out of a pile of trees. The ground echoed with the lumbering gait as the giant bear ran toward the pile. 

"fuck me... that hurts."

[Combustion]

A soft green glow settled around Nix, healing his dangerously low health. 

"Nix?" A deep, powerful voice spoke his name, the debris he was covered in was torn away as powerful claws pulled the rocks, tree limbs and dirt away from him. 

Nix stood up slowly, although his health had recovered his ears were ringing and his vision seemed slightly blurry. He squinted his eyes at the huge bear in front of him, soft fur from its enormous head nudged against his chest. 

[Mortimer has requested a Spirit Bond with you]

"Fine, okay."

Nix saw the light settling on them, it grew bright and then finally dimmed. 

[You have bonded with a creature ranked substantially higher than you. His abilities will be mitigated to your level.]

"Higher than me?" Nix shook his head, the cobwebs that seemed to cover his senses finally clearing. "You are big." The bear's shoulder was at Nix's head. "Were you this big before?"

Mortimer nodded, "Of course." 

"I'm going to inspect." Nix scratched the bear's ears roughly. 

Mortimer: Spirit Companion, Lord Ranked.

[Abilities]

Ground Pounder: Stuns all creatures with 10 meters. Duration: 3 seconds

Absolute Defense: Blocks half of all incoming damage from one target.

Absolute Challenge: All enemies are forced to change their targets to the challenger.

Bear Intentions: First Strike.

Rage: Unknown Effect. (Use of Rage results in companion sleeping for three days.)

[Bad Memories] Past experiences have made this companion immune to fire.

[Charmless] Immune to all charm effects.

[Fearless] Immune to fear and control effects. 

"How did you help me reclaim my spirit and fur?" Big brown eyes stared at him before the head lowered and bowled into him. "You're my friend. My very best friend."

Nix struggled to breathe as the enormous head butted into his ribs. "Easy there Morty, I'm more fragile than you."

"My fur is mine again. Although it's a bit darker now." 

Nix scratched his head, "well... I'm not sure about that one. I'm going to have to research using spirits as enhancements." 

Guildchat: Nix: Fajii? Where you guys at?

Guildchat: Fajii: Dead Nix. The entire area blew up.

Guildchat: Nix: I'm kinda done here I guess. Do you need any help Min?

Guildchat: Mina: Yes, I could use a Fire mage right now. There's only 20 minutes left.

Guildchat: Nix: Holy crap... How long was I out?

Guildchat: Fajii: It's been a few hours since we exited.

Guildchat: Nix: Just summon me, Mina. You have one too right? 

Allied Spirit: 

Ring: [Trial of Strength]

Description: Call Filamina to your 

side in times of need.

Guildchat: Sharl: Where'd you get that?

Guildchat: Jun Li: That's from the trial of strength?

Guldchat: Mina: Yes. Thanks, Nix I forgot about that. Bringing you in.

Nix glanced at Mortimer. "Call you to my side in a bit."

You have been summoned by Filamina. Do you accept the summons?

"Yes." 

A cold blistering wind hit Nix in the face, the temperature was below freezing. "Holy crap... Warn me first!"

[Aura Ignition] 

Emerald fire bathed Nix in flames, instantly warming him. He spotted Milat and Mina. They were standing in front of a huge black rock. "What's the mission guys?"

Mina couldn't keep the smile off her face, Nix was someone she adored. "We already retrieved one item for Milat, however, the trident I want is encased in that." She pointed to the large black rock.

Nix examined the rock closer. He could see the image of a trident inside. "How come I can see through this rock?"

"It's black ice." Mina sighed heavily. "It's immune to every type of damage we have. Since it's a type of ice... I thought perhaps you could melt it." 

Nix took a few steps back. 

[Balefire]

The object is immune to Fire damage.

"This is going to be a tough nut to crack." 

Mina frowned at the object. "Let's just go Nix. Sorry to waste your time."

Nix shook his head. "We haven't tried everything. Let's see if it's immune to bear. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

A moment later a 12-foot bear appear on his hind legs, sharp claws extended as he roared loudly. He stopped after a moment when he didn't see any enemies. "Was I scary?"

Nix nodded, "Very." He pointed at the black ice object. "Can you open that?"

Mortimer dropped to all fours and lumbered up. "It's cold here. I like it." He sat on his enormous butt and swiped at the ice with one huge paw. An instant later a cracking sound like glass breaking could be heard. 

"Wow... You are strong." Milat had struck the block several times. He watched as the bear pulled its paw back again, this time the block of ice shattered into countless pieces and the trident tumbled to the ground. 

Mina grabbed the trident and stood up. "I'm Mina, thank you for your help."

Although the big bear was still sitting, it was taller than all of them. "I'm Mortimer. Are you a Water person?"

Mina nodded, "my people are called Aquarions." 

Sea Scepter: Legendary

Description: While this is equipped you are

protected by a water shield that blocks

30 percent of incoming damage. All Water

abilities are enhanced by 30 percent. 

Guildchat: Ronnie: Score! Look what I got!

Corvette: [Gunship: Legendary]

Description: Very fast and maneuverable,

this ship has 24 guns and has berths

for 50 crew members. 

Guildchat: Nix: Wow... that's really nice princess.

Guildchat: Ronnie: Just call me Captain.

Guildchat: Nix: Aye Captain. 

The event ended after eight hours, a few of the stragglers like Pon were finally forced out. Nearly everyone came back with something but there were a few unlucky ones. Morgan said goodbye to everyone and with little fanfare sent them on their way. 

All of Inferno opted to gate back to Glory, leaving the captains and crew to return with the ships. Nix unsummoned Mortimer and ported directly to the Fire Palace.

Shae had resumed her human form and was soaking in the hot pools. She looked up when he approached. "Were you successful?"

Nix nodded, "I brought home a nice tank pet. I thought I would introduce him."

Shae walked out of the water and equipped her salamander suit. "Is it a bear?"

Nix smiled.

[Summons: Mortimer]

Mortimer appeared once again with a deafening roar. He stopped when he saw the Salamander. He sat down on his butt. "You're very strong."

Shae hid the alarm she felt. "So are you. I rule here, my name is Shae. I require you to make an oath of loyalty if you are going to remain on Glory."

Mortimer glanced at Nix who only nodded. "I promise to take good care of you and everyone here. And do my best not to break anything."

Shae laughed at his words and approached him. "That's a very good oath. In return I shall aide you whenever I can, you may consider this your home." 

Mortimer stuck his foot in the nearby pool, immediately he yanked it back. "That's way too hot Shae."

"There are some cooler pools south of here." Shae pointed in the general direction.

Nix watched him waddle away. "He's awesome right?"

Shae waited a few moments before replying. "Nix... You do realize he's a Titan right?"

"A Titan?" Nix thought back to the crying bald thing that Mortimer had been a few hours earlier. "Are you sure? Isn't he a bit small for a Titan?"

Shae nodded, "of course. He's only a cub."


Chapter 92: Secret Warning

"Yeah... He's gorgeous." Jun Li was sitting on the beach watching a few members of Inferno play in the water. 

"Gorgeous and fluffy, I want one of those." Semmi wore a one-piece white swimsuit that Nix had made her. 

"Raaawwwr" The huge bear splashed through the surf, his shaggy fur sending droplets of saltwater in all directions. Every once in a while he would plant his butt down and swipe at the water with his huge paws. The result would be a massive wave of water being sent at his playmates. Mina and an Aquarion healer named Saji were laughing loudly while they played with him.

"Where's Nix?" Jun Li had been watching the events for half an hour, as of yet, there was no sign of the Inferno guild leader. 

"Sleeping it off I assume." Semmi had witnessed a certain young Fire Mage sleeping on his deck. "Nix, Chael and Wind decided they could drink more than Pon."

Jun Li snorted, "no one can drink more than that old fish."

Semmi nodded in agreement, "he put them all to sleep." 

**************

Nix opened one eye, someone had helped in into his bed. The last thing he remembered was sleeping on the deck. He sat up slowly and noticed a person sitting patiently on the edge of his bed. She handed him a glass of ice water, which he gladly accepted. "Thank you." 

The young blonde looked like a college kid, she wore a white t-shirt and cut-off jeans, her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. "We should talk Nix." 

"Sure... You start." Nix stood up and stretched, he was shirtless but thankfully wearing a pair of boxers that he made. He shuffled slowly to the bathroom, intent on washing his face. 

"I've received notification that I'm being released a bit earlier than planned." Darsi watched him wash up, she wasn't usually impressed by avatar physiques because you could choose whatever you liked. She had the feeling Nix hadn't changed anything. 

Nix dried his face and grabbed his toothbrush. "How much early?"

"In few days. I'm actually unhappy about it," she admitted. 

Nix felt she wanted to say more, so he began brushing his teeth without comment.

"I'm a hacker Nix, that's my reason for being incarcerated." She smiled when he had no reply, "not just a regular hacker, I specialize in infiltrating stasis facilities." 

Nix finally stopped and looked up, his yellow eyes expressionless as he rinsed his mouth. "That's remarkably specialized." 

"How much do you know regarding Gladis Corporation's legal battles?"

"Nothing. I didn't even know there was an issue." Nix had never spent a night in the Gladis Crafter Village, and he never read the forums.

"They have their hands in dozens of VR games and Worlds, it has reached the point where other companies are feeling the heat." 

"Is the government stepping in? As far as I know, Gladis has strong ties to the government. That's how they were able to land all the convicts." 

"The government is obligated to follow up on charges of monopolies and tampering." 

"Tampering? As in giving their lifestyle players certain enhancements?" Nix grabbed a fresh shirt and slid on some pants. "This have anything to do with why you are here?"

Darsi nodded, "I was part of a group hired by an unknown entity. They paid me more money than I'd ever made."

"What for?" 

"We were to look for evidence of foul play. Any kind of smoking gun or money trail that could be used as leverage." 

"And?"

"Their cybersecurity measures were too high. I suspect they have an AI running it." Darsi frowned at the memory. She had dived into the Gladis Server virtually, she should have been invisible; instead, she had been immediately discovered before she could even do anything. 

Nix raised an eyebrow. "An Ai? That's illegal, isn't it? And very risky."

Darsi shrugged, "there's a fog over everything Gladis does, no one seems to be able to prove anything. 

"It's ironic that you ended up working for the company you tried to hack."

"I've thought the same thing myself." She leaned forward and lowered her voice. " I want to tell you something important, but you mustn't share it with anyone." 

Nix nodded, "not a word."

"Gladis is going to be targeted again."

"How do you know?"

"I was part of a team, the only one who got caught. They are making sure that I'm in the loop." 

"Are you still with them?"

Darsi nodded, "I don't know the specifics. They can't give me any details while I'm still here. It's going to be different this time Nix." 

Nix stood up and started gearing up. "Different how?"

"Less finesse and more force." Darsi stood up also and handed him a small token.

Nix glanced at the token. "You won a first aide token?" The first aid support skill was the most sought after of all the skills. 

Darsi smiled, "don't get attached to it. Just hold it for me. Once I'm released, it will be a while until I'm able to return."

"Are you suggesting that Gladis hub might be shut down?" 

Darsi shook her head, "I doubt anyone could pull that off. However, it may come to the point where they aren't ignoring their lifestyle players so much."

Nix frowned, he definitely didn't want to leave his friends. "They might come after me?"

"That's about all they can do. They don't own Colonial, nor do they have access to the server. I suppose they could threaten you."

"An ultimatum? Come back to the hub or we'll wake you up?" Nix still remembered the corporate ass who informed him that Gladis was done with him. 

"Not sure. This is all speculation on my part." Darsi moved toward the door, "don't lose my token. When I return I'm going to get my shop back and start leveling up!"

"Thanks for the info Darsi. Count this as me owing you one." 

***************

Inferno spent the next few weeks recovering and prepping. Nix successfully brought in the Provost Marshals Office with the newly promoted Captain Ton in charge. Ronnie and Wind were racking up quite a few kills with their new ships. The Corvette was smaller but worked well when paired with the larger Galleon that Wind used. Darsi disappeared, presumably because she was released. The small mid-tier guild continued building their strength. 

******************

Inferno: Nix: Enough laying about, everyone report to the guildhall. Time for a raid. Mina has a shortcut for us and we are pushing ahead on the Onion Quest.

Inferno: Semmi: A shortcut in Mermaid City?

Inferno: Nix: No spoilers. 

Within a few minutes, the guildhall filled up. Donri, Sila, and Nez were finally going to join a raid. 

Mina waited until everyone sat down. "As many of you know, Inferno is currently on the 5th floor of Mermaid City. Recently I was able to save a gate location to the 3rd stage of this floor."

Semmi was reading the information that Nix had downloaded regarding 5.3, "this is the Pinnacle raid?"

Nix nodded, "we are also doing Onion, we will be dividing into two forces for this one. As long as the division is viable, you can sign up for whichever one you like."

Ronnie's hand shot up. "Which one are you doing Nix?"

"Both." Nix and Mina switched their Deep Blue bracelets. After he was done with Pinnacle, she'd use her ally ring to summon him to The Onion quest. "Sending everyone the details of Pinnacle, you can make your decisions after you read it." 

[Pinnacle]

Although Pinnacle is located in Mermaid City, it is not a water zone. A multitude of pumps keep fresh air coming in and the seawater out. Why is there an Air Zone deep in Mermaid City? What are the Aquarions hiding there? 

Destroy the pumps, clear the zone and solve the mystery. Most Importantly, continue the march upward.


Chapter 93: Pinnacle

"She'll get over it." Nix was near the southern edge of Shae's elemental world. The Salamander was telling him about an argument that his companions had been involved in. It started with Fey dousing Morti with flames and ended with Morti using a huge paw to slap some common sense into the drake. 

"Fey just lay there moaning all morning, finally I had to run her out." Shae's long red hair was in a braid that hung down passed her round bottom. She was wearing her favorite red dress, sitting in the tall grass while Nix cleared out a small garden plot. "What are you planting?"

"Bhut Jolokia," Nix fished one out of his bag and handed it to her. The one he handed her was red and dried perfectly. "Give it a taste."

Shae eyed the pepper, first bringing it up to her nose to smell it. Apparently she found the scent pleasing, her next action was to pop the entire thing in her mouth and chew vigorously. 

Nix watched her, he liked spicy foods, but even the smallest sliver of ghost peppers was too much for him. 

Shae chewed slowly, the look on her face turning slowly from curiosity to shock and then joy. "What are these? Do you have more? How long do they take to grow?"

Nix laughed at her excitement. He handed her the small bag that Nansu had picked up for him. "Not sure how long their growth cycle is, but I'll plant as many as I can."

Shae grabbed the bag and stashed it away before she jumped on the hoe Nix had sat down and started tearing up the ground. "We're going to need a bigger plot Nix. Way, way bigger!"

"Take it easy Shae... Those aren't candy."

Shae popped another one in her mouth and continued to swing the hoe. She had obviously never used one before, but after watching Nix all morning she had a decent idea. "Don't worry Nix, I'll prepare a proper patch, just make sure there are enough seeds."

***************

An hour later Nix sat on the rear deck of his houseboat, it had been designated as the meeting place for those going on the Pinnacle raid. Pon, Wind, Sharl, Chael, Nez, Banzi, Milat, Tess, Sila, and Nix were all taking part. The raid was limited to 10 people. Sila had recently become a Scorched Earth Mage and Nix had invited her so she could learn her new path. She chose Crowd Control.

Inferno: Nix: Let's see... Nez, Sharl, Milat and Chael, you're with me. Tess, Sila, Wind and Banzi, you're with Pon.

Sharl wasn't even pretending to listen, the Naga egg had hatched two weeks earlier and she spent a good portion of her time bonding with him. She had named him Floyd, Nix had been tempted to tease her but Ronnie stepped in and told her the name belonged to their grandfather who had long since passed. The Naga had jet-black hair that stuck straight up, he was nearly waist tall already and growing daily. He didn't have eyes like the Lamia, from the waist up he could pass for any young boy. At the waist, however, he turned into a light brown snake, five feet of tail followed him around. Oddly enough the end of his tail was split into two separate tails, not even Shae was aware of what that meant.

Inferno: Pon: Guess we're the 'A' team since you are stuck with Nix. 

Inferno: Nix: Guess we'll see. I am curious to see if Fire-Nado does anything for your "dieing right away" habit. 

Inferno: Pon: Ignore him, we're the group to watch. 

Inferno: Nix: We'll move out in ten minutes, meet on the docks.

Nix gated to the dock area and entered his shop, he waved Nova over and deposited a few boxes on the counter. "Here's the latest. We doing anything with the second floor yet?"

Nova shook her head, "mostly empty sir."

"Let's designate the second floor as 'combat-oriented gear. I'll start putting out more product." 

Inferno: Ronnie: Salamander has been suspiciously quiet. They don't want to fight anymore?

Inferno: Semmi: I'm guessing they are laying low. First, they lost the Faction Event. Then their mid-tier officers were executed by Jenzi.

Inferno: Ronnie: Shank and the twins were executed?

Inferno: Sharl: It's embarrassing how uninformed you are. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Keep bullying me and I'll sink that garbage scow you call a ship. 

Inferno: Nix: Don't be mean to Captain Ronnie. 

******************

By the time Nix walked out of his shop a few minutes later, the rest of the raid was already gathered. The Onion group had long since left, their mission to explore the Mystery Map had started at dawn. 

Fajii stopped by to buff the team with Flaming Rock Wall and Scorched Earth Shield before they left. She was busy organizing Lamia Acolytes and was helping Nansu catalog sea-herbs. Eron, the black fox lay comfortably across her shoulders. 

Inferno: Nix: Thanks Fajii. Join hands, please.

He waited until everyone was ready then he activated Deep Blue and chose the fourth slot. Mina had labeled Pinnacle. 

The platform they appeared on was a water zone, just off the entrance to Pinnacle. Nix summoned Ducky and moved off the platform. 

Inferno: Nix: Milat and Wind, go scout out the zone for us. I'll send Ducky with you. 

Ducky changed into her human form and followed the two scouts as they stealthed. Nix would often see her using her human form while in the Sea-World. Her ability to hold it was increasing. 

[Milat has been slain]

[Wind has been slain]

Inferno: Pon: Shit...

Inferno: Nix: Report!

Inferno: Wind: We were scouting the perimeter of Pinnacle, there is only one path going in and two coming out. A huge bubble has formed over the entire area, there aren't any pumps though, something else is keeping the water at bay.

Inferno: Milat: Our stealth broke when we entered the Courtyard, there is definitely something very powerful in the area. 

Inferno: Nix: Recover and I'll pick you back up at the docks. 

Nix gated back to Glory Island and picked up Wind and Milat, Fajii rebuffed them before sending them on their way once again. 

Inferno: Nix: Okay, Pinnacle take two. We'll all enter the air-zone together and then prep for trouble. 

Nix stayed close to the ground as he swam away from the platform, it only took a few minutes before they approached the air-zone. It reminded him of the stadiums he used to watch baseball in as a kid, only it was many times larger and completely transparent. 

The group moved through the bubble in pairs. Pon had pointed out that there may be security measures that are tripped if several people come through at once. After they entered they waited for any possible alarms, there didn't seem to be any. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

Mortimer appeared a moment later. Nix had previously briefed him not roar to announce his arrival this time. 

"Are you kidding me?" Their scouts hadn't described Pinnacle in much detail. "This is a habitat." 

There were several trees visible, although they were a kind that Nix hadn't seen before, slightly violet in color. A lush, spongy blueish moss covered the ground and a sweet flowery smell hung in the air. In the distance, a walled area surrounded two large building, one looked like some sort of fort and the other a temple. 

"Morty... Sorry to ask this, but can I ride you?" Nix scratched the bear's huge head when it bumped into him. 

"You want to? I'm really fast you know, faster than a horse even." Mortimer lay down on the moss so Nix could climb up. 

Inferno: Nix: I think we've been doing this all wrong. I'm going to walk in and see what's up.

Inferno: Wind: Bad idea Nix, 

Inferno: Nix: No... a bad idea is starting a fire in a doorway before realizing you're stuck in the room. 

Inferno: Wind: You did that? How'd you get out?

Inferno: Nix: Jumped out the window, three stories. Wait here.

He didn't add that he broke his leg in two places and so ended the fire rampage of Phoenix Phire. 

"Just head right toward the big building Morti." 

"Okay boss... Want me to swat things?"

"No, we are going to be cautious." 

The rest of the raid watched as Nix and Mortimer rode all the way to the entrance. Nix rode crossed-legged on the bear's back, it was much too wide to ride like a horse. 

They had just arrived at the gate when a group of white-robed guards appeared. Their heads were wrapped carefully in the same white material of their robes. They were all nearly the same height and size, each of them wore a recurve bow across their backs. 

"You are trespassing in the Air City of Pinnacle, under the protection of Nemesis Rhylia Thundercloud."

Inferno: Nix: Oh shit... An Air Nemesis is here. 

Nix cleared his throat and pulled out his Champions Medallion. "My mistress, the Fire Nemesis Shae Balefire sends her greetings to Nemesis Rhylia and has sent me here to challenge the Pinnacle Temple Champion."


Chapter 94: On Stage (one)

An hour later, most of Inferno was sitting comfortably on mats that had been placed for them on the temple floor. Nix was standing in front of the Air Throne speaking with the Air Nemesis. It was an impressive sight, a transparent seat that was levitating off the floor.

"I had thought that my presence here was unknown. How did your mistress learn about me?" Rhylia looked nothing like what Nix thought an Air Nemesis should be. She had raven-colored hair that was shaved to the scalp on the sides. She was frighteningly beautiful, long furled wings as black as night hung over her throne, her eyes were like twin pieces of shiny coal. In Nix's eyes, she looked like a fallen angel.

"I am not important enough for Nemesis Shae to share such knowledge with. My mission here is to challenge only." 

Inferno: Nix: Shae, there's an Air Nemesis in Pinnacle.

Inferno: Shae: What? Retreat at once Nix!

Inferno: Nix: Too late, I challenged her champion. 

Inferno: Shae: Ask to summon me, say that we will take the Guest oath. 

Inferno: Nix: Okay. 

"Nix..." Rhylia stood up and walked towards him. "What is Shae like? She's a Salamander right?"

NIx nodded, "She is. Shae has requested that you allow me to summon her. She has agreed to take the Guest oath." 

Rhylia pursed her lips, "Summon her?" She stepped close enough for Nix to feel the constant breeze that circled her. "Are you her mate?"

Nix shook his head, "I'm the Fire Palace champion, and the Scorched Earth Temple champion," he added belatedly. 

"A Temple of Scorched Earth? You actually built one?" Rhylia retreated back to her throne, she turned slowly and started chanting. A large circle, several feet in diameter formed on the tile behind Nix; runes appeared and disappeared quickly while she spoke. She stopped after a few minutes and sat down. "If she takes the oath, she may now enter freely." 

Nix lay a hand over his chest and pictured Shae in his head. "Shae Balefire, Salamander Nemesis of FIre."

A moment later Shae appeared in her red armor, her hands were open in a display of peace. "Greetings, I am Shae Balefire, a Nemesis of the Fire Palace."

Rhylia had returned to her seat, "Welcome Shae, I am Rhylia Thundercloud, Nemesis of Air." She gestured with a hand and a large chair was placed next to her. "Let us sit and talk."

Nix waited until Shae sat down, then he moved and stood behind her chair. He could sense that this temple was only a structure and not a proper temple. Most likely there wasn't an elemental world anchored to it. 

Rhylia watched the duo carefully, the Salamander radiated strength. "You must be curious. Why is an Air Elemental hiding in a water zone?"

Shae nodded. "It does seem like an unlikely place to have your temple."

"There are three known Elemental Nemesis besides the two of us."

Shae's face showed her surprise. "How is that possible?"

"They hide, I found this out for myself several years ago." Rhylia glanced at Nix, "I can sense that my temple champion is no match for yours. However, we both need something. Don't we?"

Nix considered the words carefully. "You built a settlement on the God's road so no one would discover it. Inferno is further along than any of the other guilds. We are the first to discover that you replaced the Aquarions that were once here." Nix glanced at the guards, with their carefully wrapped heads. 

"There is a Water, a Fire, and an Earth Nemesis. Each of them wields substantial power. The Earth Nemesis is buried deep in the ground and doesn't involve himself in the affairs of Colonial. The other two do and actively seek to destroy anyone who unbalances their power base."

The area around Shae seemed to heat up slightly, her warm brown eyes growing brighter. "Why wouldn't they have attacked us already?"

It was Nix who answered. "We are a ripe fruit, the temptation of a Fire Palace would entice a Fire Nemesis. With the addition of the Scorched Earth Temple, the balance of power would tilt if the Fire Nemesis were able to take it from us."

Rhylia nodded, "this is my opinion as well. The attempt to gain a Fire Palace and a Scorched Earth Temple might even force the Earth Nemesis into acting." 

Shae understood what she was saying. Everything they've worked for was at risk. "If they wait too long, our power base will be too established and an attack too risky." 

"I know what you want." Rhylia leaned back in her seat, her black fingernails clicking on the invisible throne. "You want to access the exit to the next stage of Mermaid City." 

Shae nodded, "Nix would challenge your temple champion and if he wins access would be granted."

Rhylia laughed at the Salamander's words. "I've already said that he is too strong for my champion. However, a 3 on 1 battle could be competitive."

Suddenly Nix was glad he had unsummoned Morti, if they saw the big bear sitting next to him, they might forbid the Titan cub from participating. "You want something also. What is it?" 

Rhylia glanced around at her followers. "A sun." 

Shae stared at the Air Nemesis. "That would be quite costly."

Inferno: Nix: What does she mean Shae?

Inferno: Shae: This isn't an elemental world Nix. It's why the plantlife are all of the ocean variety.

Inferno: Nix: Right. Can't grow trees without a sun. Why does she expect you to do?

Inferno: Shae: She expects me to make one.

Inferno: Pon: The fuck? Can you do something like that?

Inferno: Shae: I can build a small artificial one, more than enough for this tiny air pocket that she lives in. 

Inferno: Nix: Why would she care?

Inferno: Shae: Her and her followers are air creatures. The absence of a sun weakens them substantially.

Inferno: Nix: Wait... These are air creatures? Why fight then? Let's trade them a sun for access to the exit.

Inferno: Shae: Making a sun requires part of my Fire Seed, it would weaken me for a very long time.

Inferno: Pon: How long?

Inferno: Nix: It doesn't matter how long, I won't allow it.

Inferno: Shae: Yes you will. But you aren't allowed to lose.

Rhylia waited while they discussed her proposal. "Will you agree?"

Shae nodded, "My champion against your best three."

Rhylia shook her head. "Even that is too risky. Five matches, the first to win three takes the prize. Your champion will fight last, and only if needed.

Inferno: Shae: Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Up to you. I feel comfortable taking the challenge.

Inferno: Pon: I want to go first Nix. 

Inferno: Nix: Do your best old man.

The spectators moved off to one side, Rhylia formed an air barrier between the stage and the spectators. There were nearly a hundred of the white-robed followers. 

Inferno: Nix: An air barrier within an air barrier. It seems a bit impressive.

Inferno: Shae: It is, she's quite strong.

Inferno: Semmi: You guys are fighting against Air creatures? Watch their range, they do best from a distance.

Pon walked slowly forward and pushed through the air barrier. He smiled pleasantly and bowed his head when a man dressed in white did the same. 

The man took off his head wrappings and shrugged out of his robe. He wore some sort of enchanted black armor and his feet hovered off the ground. From a distance, it looked like he had black hair, but when he moved closer it was obvious they were short, fine feathers.

Inferno: Wind: He really is a bird Pon, it's a safe bet that he can fly.

Both men turned toward the throne and nodded. 

"I'm Chohai, please advise me."

"I'm Pon, please advise."

Rhylia glanced at Shae, the Salamander was nibbling on a red fruit while she watched. "Let's begin then." 

Instantly Chohai took air, his hands flashed twice in succession. 

[Summons: Victonia]

[Summons: Esmer]

Immediately the tables turned to three on one, when Chohai summoned two Arch-Winds. (See end of chapter notes) Pon merely shook his head as all three of them drew back bows. 

[Flame Sphere]

Pon was encased in a ball of orange fire, he stood with his hands behind his back watching unconcerned as arrows tested his defense.

All three assailants were expert archers and some of their arrows penetrated Pon's shield. These impacted his Scorched Earth buffs and the old man remained unharmed. 

[Balefire]

White-hot flame burst from Pon's hands and raced toward the Esmer, she raised an air shield at the last moment and deflected some of the damage, the impact sent her flying back against the barrier.

Inferno: Wind: Stop playing with them, you're starting to take damage. 

Inferno: Pon: Fine...

Pon's face lit up into a shit-eating grin. 

Inferno: Nix: Here it comes.

[Fire-Nado]

Pon stepped out of his Fire sphere as all three of his opponents were caught up in a whirlwind of fire. He spammed a low-level fire spell while his health points recovered.

[Flame Dart]

[Flame Dart]

[Flame Dart]

Victonia has died.

Esmer has died.

"Enough!" Rhylia held up her hand, a tight smile on her face. "We yield the first round." She had felt the old fire mages surge of power, he wasn't taking Chohai seriously. The old man was stronger than he looked. 

Inferno: Wind: I want some of this Nix.

Inferno: Nix: You'll get your chance. Next is Sila, then Nez.

Inferno: Sila: What?

Inferno: Nezbit: Pardon?

Inferno: Nix: Fight hard.

Author: Notes

[Colonial Canon Reference: Information Only]

Arch-Wind: Sometimes called Arch-Wings. A human-bird hybrid, usually the companions of Air Creatures. They are strong archers and in some instances healers. They are quite slender, and due to having hollow bones can not take much damage.


Chapter 95: On Stage (conclusion)

Sila stood motionless on the stage. Nix smiled at her obvious discomfort. Sila had been a dps-based marksman when they had first met. Since then she had taken the Scorched Earth Crowd Control path. The physical changes caused by the path seemed to vary greatly from person to person, there was Chael who only had minor ear changes, then there was Fajii who exhibited more substantial changes. Nix theorized that the amount of change had to do a lot with your current self-image.

Sila had the body of a swimsuit model, not the skinny plastic models that use to be popular, but the curved voluptuous type that caused you to bite your lip to keep from staring. Her short brown hair was now streaked liberally with red. Her ears had sharpened to a point, but besides that, there was no real physical change. 

Inferno: Nix: Take it to him Sila. Be first, Prey waits. 

[Pon has invited you to a hidden channel. Men's Club,]

Men's Club: Wind: Welcome Nix.

Men's Club: Chael: Finally invited the boss?

Men's Club: Pon: It's ultra-secret Nix. 

Men's Club: Nix: The hell is going on?

Men's Club: Pon: Sometimes it's nice to chat without worrying about women listening. 

Men's Club: Banzi: Super secret Nix, don't ever mention it.

Men's Club: Nix: Is this where you say that the first rule of Men's Club is don't talk about Men's

Club?

Men's Club: Milat: How does he know that already?

Men's Club: Wind: On behalf of everyone here, I'd like to thank you for inviting Sila into Inferno.

Men's Club: Banzi: Seconded!

Men's Club: Nix: Well... she is a man after all.

Men's Club: Pon: Huh?

Men's Club: Wind: What?

Men's Club: Nix: Read the forums. 67 percent of the accounts are owned by men, but 70 percent of player characters are female. 

NIx laughed and closed the channel.

You have left the Men's Club.

Sila bowed toward Shae and then faced her opponent. He could have been twins with the guy who fought Pon. "I'm Sila, please advise me."

"I'm Jespa, please advise."

[Silent Earth]

Jespa has been silenced. 

Sila immediately dropped to one knee and pulled her rifle and started firing. Jespa moved further away, his face showing panic when he was unable to complete a summons.

[Scorched Dust]

Jespa has been blinded. 

Sila calmly fired at the target who was flying blindly in the air. Within a minute, the match was over.

[Jespa has been slain]

The end of the match was met with complete silence. Sila had used her path to easily overwhelm her opponent.

Inferno: Nix: Nice job Sila.

Inferno: Wind: CC for the win. 

Rhylia sighed heavily, her element operated best in a support role but she had hoped her people would do better. "Well done Sila, so this is the Scorched Earth Path? Very impressive.

Sila bowed, her pretty face showing a smile. "I would be happy to discuss the Scorched Earth path with you if you are curious." 

Sila walked back to the holding area, her teammates all congratulating her. "Thanks, Nix, I was really nervous."

Nix accepted a quick hug from her, "great job Sila."

Inferno: Wind: That was very impressive Sila.

Inferno: Pon: Hard and fast, your opponent was reeling from the start. 

[Whisper: Nix to Sila:] Were you hitting on the Air Nemesis?

[Whisper: Sila to Nix] Maybe... jealous?

[Whisper: Nix to Sila] Nope. 

Nez walked onto the stage. She smiled nervously at her opponent who was already waiting before bowing slightly in the direction of the two elementals. 

Her opponent was a female this time. Her feathered scalp had a ridge down the middle, making it look like she wore a mohawk. "I am Isadori, please advise me."

Nez bowed toward her, "I'm Nezbit, very nice to meet you. Please advise." 

[Twister]

Nezbit has been captured by the wind.

The cleric's body immediately started spinning in place.

[Summons: Tulat]

[Summons: Peri]

Two Arch-Winds were summoned quickly and both of them started firing immediately at Nez. The Inferno cleric had lost nearly half of health when the spell finally expired.

[Blessing of the Goddess]

Nezbit has been completely healed. 

Nez frowned at her opponent and then pulled her mace and charged at her. 

[Entangle]

Isadori has been rooted in place

[Sins of the Father]

Isadori has been slowed by 40 percent.

[Gale blast]

A gust of wind slammed into Nez, knocking her to the ground. She quickly rolled to her feet and charged again. 

[Gale blast]

A second gust slammed into her, she managed to side-step and barely stumbled as she closed on her opponent.

Arrows peppered the ground around her, Nez was dodging and weaving while she continued to charge ahead.

[Blessing of the Goddess]

Nezbit has been completely healed. 

[Gale blast]

Nez stopped suddenly, skidding on the tile while the spell landed in front of her, unexpectedly she leaped onto the impacted area and shot high into the air. One hand grabbed the ankle of her opponent and dragged her to the ground. Nez kept ahold of Isadori and started bashing her with her mace. A moment later, Isadori slumped to the floor. 

Isadori has fallen unconscious.

The cleric stopped attacking and put away her weapon. 

[Blessing of the Goddess]

Isadori has been completely healed.

The moment was met with stunned silence, before the Inferno members started clapping.

Inferno: Nix: Nice job Nez.

Inferno: Pon: Clerics are such cheats. 

Inferno: Tess: Don't hate the healers. Way to represent Nez!

Nez helped her opponent up, and gave her a friendly smile. "Thank you for the match." 

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] fuck Nix... Did you know those two were heavy hitters?

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] Did you think I invited them to Inferno because of the way they looked?

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] Yep. 

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] Know what advice Chiba gave me while I was training with her?

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] Don't say that name to me... What did she say?

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] Only a fool fights clerics. 

Inferno: Wind: Damn it... I should have gone after Pon. You did that on purpose Nix!

Inferno: Nix: Don't blame me. 

Nix approached the two elementals. He would still fight if needed, but it was obvious that the advantages of Air weren't suited to single combat. "I have a suggestion." 

Rhylia had been watching the matches with great interest. Losing to a cleric didn't surprise her, no sane person wants to fight someone who can completely heal themselves over and over again. However, the Scorched Earth mage showed abilities that completely nullified Air Elementals. She offered Nix a tight smile. "What's your suggestion?"

"Partner with us," Nix spoke quietly, both Elementals stared at him. "You face the same fate as Shae, sooner or later you will have to face the other Elementals. Your choices are to hide away, or consolidate your power quickly and hope to survive a confrontation." 

"You would have me take refuge in the Fire Palace? Or maybe the Scorched Earth Temple?" Rhylia's tone told him that she wouldn't consider it. 

Nix shook his head, "We'll find you a temple, it's what we do."

Rhylia's dark eyes were impossible to read, "and then what?"

"Among the Nemesis, only Shae has a temple. The other Nemesis isolate themselves from outside contact. Earth, Wind, and Fire... Would they still dare attack us?" 

Shae listened without comment, she had long understood that Nix was unpredictable. He did have a point, together they would be stronger. "There is no need to make a decision today, please consider my Champion's words carefully." 

Rhylila shook her head. "This isn't the right move for us, at least not at this time." 

The Air Elemental walked them outside and then escorted them personally to the gate. She bade goodbye to Shae and Inferno with a slight bow. "Thank you for visiting us." 

Shae returned to Glory while the raid party exited through the gate. 

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to clear the third stage on the 5th floor. All raid members receive the Feather Fall ring.

Feather Fall

Ring: Rare

Description: When jumping or

falling from a great height, the wearer

descends slowly. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Great job guys!

Inferno: Sharl: Tip of the sword!

Inferno: Semmi: We are lost here Nix. How's your sense of direction?

Inferno: Jun Li: Bring him in Mina.

Filamina has summoned you. Do you accept?

"Yes."


Chapter 96: Mystery Map (one)

Nix appeared on the deck of the Phoenix, Mina's smiling face was welcoming him. "Thanks for coming Nix."

"Hmm. It's almost like I'm your spirit companion." Nix glanced around the deck. "This is bad." The entire fleet was immersed in a dense fog bank. He was scarcely a dozen feet from Mina, and she was already blurred. A quick peek at the helm, showed that Captain Delphi was indiscernible. 

Inferno: Nix: Damn... thirty feet visibility? 

Inferno: Semmi: Aye, can't see the sky or each other. Forget about finding landmarks.

Inferno: Jun Li: We've been anchored here for two hours.

Inferno: Nix: Two hours? What were you waiting for?

Inferno: Ronnie: For you to get done. 

Inferno: Nix: Somehow that doesn't make me happy. What have you tried so far?

Inferno: Semmi: We've tried using Wilo to blow the fog away. It works for a few seconds and then swirls back in place.

Inferno: Jun Li: We tried deploying an underwater team, no creatures may enter the water at this time. 

Inferno: Semmi: No flight is possible either.

Inferno: Nix: So it's a puzzle then. Can you come alongside the Phoenix Ronnie?

Inferno: Ronnie: You have an idea Nix?

Inferno: Nix; Not really, just like having you around.

Inferno: Ronnie: Captain Ronnie is on the way!

Inferno: Nix: Don't run into us, Captain Ronnie.

"Deploy lanterns to the starboard rail!" Captain Delphi shouted to her crew. She had a good idea where the rest of the ships were, the smaller corvette had been trailing their starboard side all day. 

A few minutes later, the smaller ship eased next to them. Ronnie was standing on the rail. "Don't drop me Nix!" She leaped through the air at him, laughing when his strong hands wrapped around her. 

"Oh god... What's with the pirate get-up Ronnie?" Nix laughed when he stood her up straight. She had a black bandanna on her head and an eyepatch. With her pointed ears and dark skin, she resembled some sort of dark elf pirate. 

Ronnie winked at him. "It's cute right?"

"Very..." Nix had to agree, she was very cute if pressed he would have said outrageously sexy. "Follow me." 

Ronnie nodded and followed him to the front of the ship. She watched curiously as he climbed on the rail and stood on the figurehead. "Why are you up there?"

Nix gave her a deadpan look. "The figurehead is fireproof." He apologized in his heart for standing on the majestic bird's head. 

"Right." Ronnie nodded as if she understood. "What should I do?" 

[Aura Ignition]

Nix's emerald flame encircled him, the heat rushing across the deck of the Phoenix. He gave her an innocent smile. "Blow me."

Ronnie's smile widened, "be happy to. Hold on tight!"

Wilo appeared on her shoulder.

[Wind Tunnel]

Nix used his flame strands to anchor his legs to the figurehead a moment before the wind slammed into him. The superheated air pushed the fog away while burning it up, in a matter of a few seconds, there was a clear path several meters in front of them. 

Mina pointed to a single streak of white in the water, it intercepted their heading and veered sharply to port. "Are we suppose to follow that?"

Inferno: Nix: There's a trail in the water, we're going to follow it. 

"Hard to Starboard! Three-quarter Main!" Delphi shouted her commands and centered the Phoenix on the path before them. 

The Phoenix sailed steadily North, Nix had turned to face the ocean during one of their short breaks. He could see the rock reefs on either side of them, Delphi also noticed them, she had a sailor's healthy fear of reefs. Rocks rose on either side of them, eventually forming fjords as the fog faded into nothing and land appeared. 

[You have entered Mendota Heights]

Inferno: Nix: This must be our stop!

Inferno: Jun Li: Let's anchor here and meet up on the Phoenix.

*****************

A short while later Semmi, Jun Li, Wylie, Mina, Ronnie, Zhava, and Tyrant were gathered around Nix. He was going over their roster. Tyrant was a new Scorched Earth mage who specialized in the Defender tree. Both Mina and Wylie brought small assault teams. The Colonial Knights had done as Nix asked and chosen the path of the marksmen. Two Aquarion healers and two human ones made him comfortable with the roster. 

"Once we get ashore be ready for anything. I'll send Ducky out initially before our scout team." 

[Summons: Ducky]

Ducky appeared, without asking she immediately took on her human form. "Greetings Nix."

Nix patted her head gently. "Ready to do some work? Scout out the surrounding area for us, make sure no one notices you."

Ducky nodded before disappearing in a blur of blue. 

Inferno: Wylie: She's a siren now right?

Inferno: Nix: Yep. Let's disembark and get ready for action. 

Nix stepped ashore a few minutes later, the beach had a few yards of sand but then turned rocky right away. Black shale littered the landscape, making walking very precarious. 

[You have entered a no-fly zone]

Nix heard Wilo complaining from Ronnie's shoulder. No flying meant she was stuck riding on her companion. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

A 12 foot tall black Cave bear appeared instantly. Immediately he looked around for enemies when he didn't see any he sat down on his huge butt. His big brown eyes found Nix quickly. "We gonna fight something boss?"

Nix reached up and scratched his enormous ears. "Yep, gonna need you at your best."

Morti nodded, "just you wait! I can do it!" 

Semmi and Zhava were preparing to scout just as Ducky came back. She embraced Nix, her entire body shaking. "Bad, bad things!"

"Hmm?" Nix could feel her fear so he stroked her blue hair soothingly. He opened his hud map with his other hand. The dots that normally filled out from Ducky's scouting were still there, only this time they were all black. "What does this mean?"

"Dead things Nix... Lots of them!" Ducky hugged him tightly and then de-summoned herself. 

Nix stared into the empty space where she had been a moment earlier. "A battle maybe? Ducky isn't normally so skittish."

Semmi had watched the interaction and shook her head. "Never seen that before. We'll check it out." 

Zhava and Semmi walked carefully inland, both of them stealthing before they traveled more than a few yards. 

Inferno: Nix: Junie you'll have to be the MT today. I'll have Morti back you up.

Inferno: Jun Li: How about I back him up? Have you seen how big he is?

Inferno: Nix: Fine. You can back him up. 

They waited near the beach and a few minutes later Wylie approached him. The silver-hair knight offered him a smile. "You should fight more with the Knights Nix. They always hear how strong you are, but they never get to see it firsthand."

Nix nodded in agreement. "I plan on going through the Mariner training with the new recruits in a few days. Plenty of time then to bond properly." 

Inferno: Semmi: Holy... corpses everywhere Nix. Fifteen minutes west of your position is a valley, I've never seen so many bodies in one place. They are stacked up like firewood.

Inferno: Zhava: Should we wait here? Or continue scouting?

Inferno: Nix: We'll move to your position, when we arrive you can scout further.

Nix walked slowly toward the spot Zhava had marked on the map for them, Morti, with his lumbering walk, waddled alongside him. 

"You look tired boss. Want to ride me?"

"No thanks, Morti." 

"Okay." Morti nudged him with his head, his big tongue lolling to one side of his mouth. "Let me know if you change your mind. I'm very soft." 

The big bear halted suddenly, the hackles on the back of his neck rose up as a deep menacing growl vibrated from his chest. 

Nix stopped walking, they hadn't arrived at the spot yet. He could see Semmi and Zhava in the distance.

Inferno: Nix: Semmi, Zhava, stealth immediately!

Nix nodded when they disappeared, he placed a hand on Morti's side. "What is it?"

"Stench... bad things Nix. Stay behind me." The big bear reared up on his back legs and then slammed his paws onto the ground. 

[Ground Pounder]

An Undead Soldier has been stunned.

A Mutilated Corpse has been stunned. 

A Risen Aquarion has been stunned.

A Zombie Archer has been stunned.

Inferno: Jun Li: Undead! Everyone stay close. Clerics prepare Undead Spells!

Morti gave out a deafening roar and charged the undead that were suddenly clawing there way out of the ground. 

[Absolute Challenge]

All nearby enemies must attack Mortimer for the next 90 seconds.


Chapter 97: Mystery Map (two)

Tess stepped behind Mori, both her hands glowing with purifying white light.

[Holy Ward]

A holy light envelops Mortimer

Morti slammed a big paw into an Undead soldier that was digging his way out of the ground, its entire upper half was torn away and turned into a projectile. 

[Turn Undead]

A Zombie Archer has been laid to rest.

Inferno: Jun Li: Damn, Tess is our only true cleric. All other healers focus on keeping Tess and Morti alive!

Nix raised both hands, a dozen strands shot out and locked down a half dozen undead. 

Inferno: Semmi: Skellies coming your way guys. Dozens of them!

[Turn Undead]

An Aquarion Risen has been laid to rest.

Tess stayed behind Morti, tossing her Turn Undead spell whenever she got the chance. She shouted at her guildies. "Skeletons are immune to fire but weak to blunt force! Swat them down Morti!"

"Yeah! It's swatting time!" The big bear rumbled but sat on his big butt and starting swiping at everything with his enormous reach. Each blow of his huge paws creating bone dust as he laid waste to them. 

Nix put his hilt away and charged in also, his fists blurring as he crushed skulls and collapsed ribcages. The fight went on for several minutes with Morti taking the lion's share and Nix backing him up. The rest of the melee fighters fought on the fringes making sure they weren't surrounded. 

The tide of skellies continued, but they were unable to overrun Inferno. Finally, the battle started to lessen, Nix was flashing from fight to fight, making sure to cover Morti's openings. 

[Leviathan Speed Buff is in effect: Extended Fight]

Darkness formed on the backside of the enemy line, a black cloud that swirled with evil. Two glowing red eyes stared at the group, his head thrown back as a burst of evil laughter caused everyone to look up. A giant robed skeleton with a black crown stepped from the cloud. 

Jun Li: Lich King! Leave him to Morti!

"LICH KING?" Morti roared in anger and charged the undead being. Although the Lich was seven feet tall, he was dwarfed by the Cave Bear. 

[Absolute Challenge]

All nearby enemies must attack Mortimer for the next 90 seconds.

Nix followed close behind the charging bear, the Lich seemed to vanish for a moment and then reappeared with a black scythe that sucked the light out of the air and cast a shadow over both of them.

[Dwell in Darkness]

Mortimer is immune to Curses.

Nix has been cursed. All stats have been decreased by half.

Nix has been snared.

Nix has been slowed. 

Nix raised his hands and a dozen emerald strands landed on the weapon, the tremendous strength of the Lich King dragged him across the rocky soil despite Nix digging his heels in. 

[Holy Touch]

Saintess has cured you of all dark curses. 

Inferno: Tess: Get me an opening!

With his curse lifted, Nix's strength surged again and he yanked the scythe to one side, off-balancing the Lich King. Morti reared back on his hind legs and slammed two huge paws into the ground.

[Ground Pounder]

Lich King Navi has been stunned. 

Tess slid between Morti and Nix, the two of them moving to one side as she closed in with both hands glowing. 

[Turn Undead]

Lich King Navi is too high a level to be slain by Turn Undead.

Lich King Navi has been critically injured!

Mortimer's gigantic jaws clamped on the scythe, the two of them managed to wrest it from the Lich's grasp. 

Inferno: Semmi: The red stone on his weapon, it's his Phylactery! Shatter it!

Nix dropped his strands and raised the weapon high over his head, he slammed the crystal onto the ground. A blinding flash of red saw Nix blown sideways. 

You have been slain. 

"NO!" The Lich King screamed in agony, a black fire erupted from his dark robes and started to consume him. "I'll take your corpse!" He started raising arms while moving toward Nix, a moment later a giant black form descended on him. 

[Lich King Navi has been slain]

Morti snuffed the air but didn't move. The Lich's skeletal arms and legs could be seen sticking out from beneath Morti's butt. 

Inferno: Jun Li: That's a new one. 

[Ressurection]

Saintess has offered to resurrect you. Do you accept it?

"Yep." 

Nix walked over to his own corpse and looted it first before turning back to Morti. "Awesome job Morti."

"Are you okay?" The big brown eyes were filled with worry. "My abilities were on cooldown, so I sat on him." 

Nix laughed at the broken mess that the Lich King had become, Morti was definitely not a lightweight. "Get up so we can loot him."

"Okay." Morti moved to one side and sat down once again. 

Inferno: Nix: Don't drop your guard.

Nix bent down and placed a hand on the Lich King.

[A tiny spark of black fire still exists. Do you wish to preserve it?]

"Yes."

You have received the crystal of Necrofire.

You have received the key to the Death Temple.

You have received the Grim Reaper. (Broken)

You have received the Support Skill: Darkness (Rating Cost 5)

Inferno: Jun Li: Woah, I've never heard of that one. Link everything Nix.

Inferno: Nix: Sure, take a look.

Necrofire: Crystal

Description: A fire

that steals life force, handle

with care. 

Portkey: Death Temple

Gain Access to the Death Temple

on Mystery Island.

Grim Reaper: Scythe

Description: An over-powered

edge weapon, unfortunately, it's

broken. Only the handle still throbs

with dark power.

Darkness: Scroll

Type: Support Skill

Description: Use of Scroll and

gain the Darkness skill.

(Rating: 5)

Inferno: Nix: Anyone interested in the Crystal? If not I'll take it back for Shae to examine.

Inferno: Semmi: Darkness is likely to be some sort of Crowd Control skill right?

Inferno: Jun Li: Could be...

Inferno: Nix: That would be my guess. Any takers?

Inferno: Semmi: My stealth takes up too many points, I can't afford it. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Too creepy for me.

Inferno: Nix: I don't need another CC. 

Inferno: Jun Li: I'll take it. 

Nix tossed the dead blade, there was nothing special about it. He held the broken handle in his hands. 

Inferno: NIx: It's powerful, I can feel it. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Sure... but it's broken. 

Nix gripped the handle tightly and cleared his mind, focusing on the emerald flames he pushed the green flame toward his hands. After a few deep breaths, an emerald green flame blade emerged from the handle with an evil hiss. 

Inferno: Semmi: Careful Nix.

Nix let it flame out and quickly stowed it away. 

Inferno: Nix: Okay, Zhava and Semmi, find us something to explore. We'll stay here for now, although it feels too exposed. 

Morti lay down while they waited, Nix leaning heavily on him while they talked quietly. "I did good right boss?"

"You were very fierce Morti, everyone thinks so." 

Morti laid his head down and closed his eyes. "That was very tiring... Wake me if I need to swat stuff Nix."

Nix used his fingers to scratch the soft fur on the back of Morti's head. "A short nap will do you good." 

A few minutes later the scouting team reported in. 

Inferno: Semmi: There's a platform here with a triangular-shaped door. The message says it requires a portkey.

Inferno: Nix: What about the corpses?

Inferno: Semmi: Still lots of them, nothing is moving around though.

Inferno: Ronnie: I'm going to stick close to Morti until we leave this place. 

Inferno: Nix: We're on our way. 

NIx and Morti led the way to the spot the scouting team marked on the map. Ronnie was sitting on the bear's very wide back, both of them seemed to be enjoying it quite a bit. 

Semmi and Zhava were waiting patiently on the raised stone platform when the main body of Inferno caught up with them. 

On the platform was an enormous stone triangle, a few feet off the ground Nix could see a slot for the portkey.

Inferno: Nix: Everyone get up on the platform, please.

Without waiting any further, Nix inserted the portkey. Immediately their world flip-flopped in darkness, a moment later they were standing in a circle of lit torches.

"Guests? Welcome then." A soft, but masculine voice spoke from a large throne overlooking the courtyard that they were standing in. A dozen undead denizens held up torches all around them. "Please feel at home. You are never leaving this place."


Chapter 98: Death Temple

Nix frowned and stepped away from the group he was in. He could dimly see a cavern ceiling high overhead. It reminded him of the Sea-World, although it looked a lot larger. There were cliffs visible in the far distance, torchlight lined what seemed to be long dark stairs to the top.

[Aura Ignition]

Emerald flames pushed out in all directions, with dozens of tendrils waving in the air. The undead were skellies, however, they seemed a bit stronger than the ones on the surface. The undead holding the torches moved away without attacking. A slight man in a dark robe watched them, there was no malice in his eyes, only interest. He had shoulder-length light brown hair that was drawn back in a ponytail. His features were as pale as ivory.

Inferno: Nix: Be ready, but for now don't attack.

"Never leave?" Nix walked toward the pale man, both Tess and Morti followed along closely. 

"Yes. You have wandered into a trap, you cannot gate out. Even if you die you will respawn on the platform." He showed them no aggression, his deep voice bore no hint of cruelty. 

Inferno: Nix: Test out Deep Blue Min.

[Whisper: Nix to Shae] Could you attempt to summon me? We may have wandered into some sort of trap that stops us from leaving.

Inferno: Mina: It cannot be used at this time. 

Inferno: Nix: Shit.

[Whisper: Shae to Nix] I'm not allowed to summon you. Bring me in Nix, I will help you.

[Whisper: Nix to Shae] Too risky, let's leave you out there for now. 

Inferno: Semmi: Permanent traps like this don't exist in Colonial, let's figure it out.

Nix stopped a few meters away from the man. "I'm Nix, the guild leader of Inferno."

The man smiled. "I've never heard of Inferno, but then I've been here several years already. "I am Tu-Khat. The rightful King of Wisteria."

Inferno: Semmi: King Tu-Khat is the current reigning monarch of Wisteria, as far as I know, he is still there. 

Nix waited until Morti sat down before answering. "That's curious, King Tu-Khat is alive and well in Wisteria. Or at least he was when we left." 

The self-proclaimed King shook his head. "A Necromancer, with a doppelganger stone."

Nix felt his medallion pulse with energy, he pulled it out to examine it.

[You are within Range of a Temple with a proclaimed Champion]

Inferno: Nix: That's curious, my Champions Medallion just notified me of a potential challenge. It didn't do that at the Air temple.

Inferno: Semmi: That wasn't a real Temple, just a building they threw together. 

Inferno: Jun Li: That could be the key to leaving this instance. 

Inferno: Tess: Let Nix challenge, and while he's fighting we steal the temple.

Inferno: Jun Li: Are all clerics so sneaky?

Inferno: Tess: Don't say bad things about me Junie. 

Inferno: Nix: The Temple is likely to have some help.

Inferno: Tess: We'll take Morti with us, and deal with them. He's super strong

Inferno: Nix: And part of my strength. Which is why I need him to deal with the Champion.

Inferno: Tess: Don't be so clingy Nix. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Don't worry Nix, we'll take good care of him. 

Inferno: Semmi: Let's talk with Tu-Khat first, we need more information.

Nix approached the self-proclaimed King. "Any idea how long you have been here?'

Tu-Khat shrugged, "it's hard to say. I was about to unite the three central continents under my banner."

Semmi was listening in from behind Nix, "Wisteria, Hispana, and Phenlinomia? One united Kingdom?"

Nix shook his head, if that was true, then a major powerplay was blocked in Colonial. Wisteria, Hispana, and Phelinomia were the three central continents. Not traditional continents like the others but large archipelagos that spanned a thousand miles and more than a hundred islands. All three countries have very strong fleets, the unique geography of them made a standing army obsolete.

"Who was involved, specifically."

"I was to marry Princess Festa," Tu-Khat sighed heavily. 

Inferno: Semmi: Now I remember, this was nearly ten years ago, the Wisteria King and Queen died when their ship was caught up in a storm. After they disappeared there was a quest to uncover the truth. No one was able to solve it.

Inferno: Nix: This is that guy? Where's his wife?

Inferno: Semmi: This would be their son. He was going to marry Festa and unite the two countries. I never heard mention of Hispana being involved in the alliance. 

Nix remembered Festa, she had been very pleased with them. "How does this involve Hispana?"

Tu-Khat frowned, "essentially they were being forced out of leadership. The old King there has no heir so he was given an ultimatum. Join the Central Continent Kingdom or face our navy." 

Inferno: Nix: I find myself less than sympathetic. They were strongarming a rightful King.

Inferno: Jun Li: Let's find out a bit more. 

Nix kept his face expressionless. "Please continue."

"I don't know much outside of that. A powerful Necromancer visited my court, he brought with him many wondrous gifts. One of them was the Doppelganger Stone." 

Inferno: Semmi: Probably the rarest stone in existence. It can be used to assume the identity of someone else. That person is then transported... fuck. We're boned. 

Inferno: Jun Li: You think we're inside Sem?

Inferno: Semmi: Has to be, the doppelganger assumes the identity of the person, that person is transported inside the stone. 

Inferno: Nix: A splintered world inside the stone? Then why would we be here?

Inferno: Semmi: Think of it as a mobile world seed. He can banish people here by using the doppelganger ability. We arrived because we took the portkey from one of his minions.

Inferno: Nix: So that Lich King was the Overseer of this place?

Inferno: Mina: What's our plan?

Inferno: Nix: The Lich King was outside when we fought him, so this portkey must be able to get us out also. There has to be another portal.

Inferno: Semmi: It's probably in the Temple, near the champion. Time to pick a fight.

Inferno: Mina: I'll come with you Nix.

[Whisper: Nix to Shae] Looks like we've uncovered a plot involving Wisteria. We are probably going to need your help.

[Whisper: Shae to Nix] I'll gather Inferno and head there now.

[Whisper: Nix to Shae] Great idea, leave the Knights to protect Glory Island.

Inferno: Semmi: I'll sum up. A Necromancer used the Doppelganger Stone to assume the identity of Tu-Khat while banishing him to this prison. In all likelihood, the Necromancer was hired or allied with the Hispana Kingdom. Inside the stone is a small seed-world. This is where the Necromancer has his Death Temple, we wandered in when we took the portkey from the Lich King. We have to assume that the Lich was part of the Necromancer's forces. Nix is going to challenge the Temple champion and we are going to deal with the Temple forces. It's our hope that the portal out is near the champion. 

Inferno: Nix: Sounds easy when you say it all at once. 

Inferno: Semmi: Really?

Inferno: Nix: No. 

Nix patted the big bear's head. "Protect these guys Morti. I'll be fighting the champion on my own."

"Got it, boss. I'll make sure no one gets hurt." Morti pushed his big head into Nix's chest. 

Mina shook her head, "not on your own, I'm coming with you." Mina summoned her Vilas and assigned most of them to protect the healers. "We'll take five with us Nix."

Nix held out his hand. "Sounds like a plan." He squeezed her hand and held onto it with one hand while activating his Champion medallion with the other. "Challenge."


Chapter 99: Sudden Disappearance

"Hmmm... so delicious." A soft female voice purred from the darkness. Red eyes gleamed from the shadows of the dimly lit hall. A large raised stage had been placed in front of three empty thrones. 

Nix shivered at the sound, something about it creeped him out. He stepped onto the stage and Mina followed. When he did, torches mounted on the stone walls burst with light, pushing back the blackness that had covered the room a moment earlier. "I'm Nix, Champion of the Fire Palace on Glory Island." He felt his medallion pulse suddenly, it was obvious that hers had done so also. 

She moved toward the stage, one step seeming to close the distance. Long black hair fell down her back like an obsidian waterfall, high cheekbones, and blood-red lips completed the image. She was a vampire. She drew her weapons while she watched him, the twin daggers from her belt slid free of their scabbards with a soft metallic scrape. "I'm Josora, Champion of the Black Temple." She wore simple black armor that seemed to cling to her body like a lover. Her long fangs showed when she smiled at him. "It's been a while since I had a new toy."

Nix shook his head to clear it.

[You have resisted Charm]

A half dozen small clouds of fog formed on the edges of the stage, slowly solidifying into human forms. 

Inferno: Nix: A whole nest of Vampires. Wonderful. Leave the Champion to me Min.

Inferno: Mina: Understood.

[Flight of the Gryphon]

Nix advanced with a giant leap, drawing the scythe and flaming it on in midair. It slammed into the daggers that Josora raised like an 'X' to block and drove her back several steps. 

"Where did you get that weapon?" She leaped to one side but was interrupted when a half dozen emerald strands settled around her arms. Her scream of agony made Nix's ears ring.

Nix felt the tremendous strength of her when she tried to pull away. The smell of cooking meat and the sound of sizzling filled the air. Nix swung the scythe at her legs, scoring a hard hit that nearly severed her right leg before he could follow up her body changed to a crimson cloud of mist and moved to one corner where a vila was fighting with one of her minions.

When he pursued, a second vampire blocked his path. He was bald and pale skinned with exaggerated fangs that hung down to his chin. The nails on his hands looked like small daggers and flashed toward Nix scoring a hit on his side.

Nix raised a hand and four emerald strands shot out to encircle his target's neck. Nix ignored him, dragging the growling creature toward the red cloud that was starting to grow thick as it absorbed the two fighters.

Inferno: Nix: Unsummon this Vila Min. 

Nix leaped into the air and swung the scythe horizontally, a moment later he released the minion he had been fighting. Its head landed with a wet thump before rolling across the floor. 

Nix targeted the minion in the red cloud, it was shriveling up as if the life force was being sucked out of it. 

[Balefire]

The minion in the cloud evaporated when the white-hot flame tore through its torso. 

"NOOOO!!" The cloud solidified into Josora, the leg that had nearly been removed looked better, but she retreated with a pronounced limp. 

Inferno: Nix: Minions first or she'll use them to recover. Traditionally, wood through the chest and decapitation kill these creatures.

Mina and one of her Vila were attacking a minion while the other three were protecting them from a group of four. The Aquarion who had been swinging her staff like a club, quickly turned it and with a lunge drove it into the chest of her opponent. The blunt end of the staff sunk into the creature's chest and with a flash of light, it turned to dust. 

"You can't ignore me Champion!" 

A screech from behind him was all the notice he needed.

[Aura Ignition] 

Josora was wrapped in emerald tendrils, the end of the fight coming when the yellow eyes closed in. Tremendously strong hands gripped her throat, instead of squeezing they wrenched in separate directions. A loud shuddering crack drowned out by a scream of blood lust were her last sounds as Nix removed her head. Her minions disintegrated upon her death. 

Mina grabbed a torch from the wall and joined him in the middle of the platform. "We still need to find the portal out." 

Nix nodded and removed Josora's champion medal, immediately he felt a surge of strength as it disappeared before his eyes and was absorbed by his own medallion.

[Medallion Promotion]

[New Champion's ability: Josora's Stealth]

A small stealth icon appeared on his hud, Nix hid his smile from Mina. No more invisibility potions. "Let's take a look around." 

Inferno: Ronnie: Can I have Morti?

Inferno: Tess: Nope... I have dibs if Nix gives him up.

Inferno: Semmi: Seriously, he's a skelly destroying nightmare. 

Nix laughed and walked toward a well-lit area. The Temple itself appeared to be designed like an old cathedral with really high ceilings. "This would be perfect for an Air Nemesis, all this room for flying around."

It only took a few minutes of looking before they found a large portal platform next to a set of tall doors made of bone. The platform had the same triangular shaped stone that the one on the island had. Mina went to open the door, while he tested the portkey. 

Inferno: Nix: Found it. 

"Nix!" A loud booming voice rumbled from the door as a giant black cave bear charged through. He slammed into Nix a moment later, knocking him to the ground while pushing his big head against him. 

Nix tried to frown but ended up laughing. "Don't be such a baby Morti." He scratched the big bear's ears. "I hear you did really well."

Morti moved away so Nix could get up. "I did, we were swatting things." He sat on his enormous butt, his tongue dangling out while he panted. 

Nix stared, Morti seemed bigger. "You grow a little Morti?"

Morti nodded his big head. "Sometimes I grow in sudden spurts." 

***************

An hour later, the expedition was heading to Glory Island, Tu-Khat was standing on the deck of the Phoenix, more than happy to see the light of day again. Shae and the rest of Inferno had been preparing to head to Wisteria, but on Nix's recommendation, they delayed their journey. 

The bodies had disappeared from the valley when they exited the portal. It was Semmi's who decided to take the entire portal back to Glory. They would stash it in Shae's world until they dealt with the Necromancer and took the Doppelganger Stone from him. 

The leaders of the expedition gathered in a circle around Nix. Morti was sleeping peacefully on the deck. Tu-Khat was thanking each of them personally. 

Nix shook the King's hand. "We'll have to hide you on Glory while we make contact with Princess Festa." They had decided that she was the best person to approach. Fake Tu-Khat had canceled the marriage and alliance without explaining himself. 

"It'll be war Nix." Semmi ran a hand through her short blonde hair. With the conspiracy and the broken treaties, this would not end peacefully.

Jun Li grinned at Nix. "Well... Someone made a good impression on the Princess when we were at court. I know just the person for this mission."

Nix frowned at her. "Diplomacy isn't really my thing."

Mina had been watching quietly. "What is your thing Nix?"

"Setting things on fire." 

****************

Shae and the rest of Inferno were gathered on the docks when they finally returned to Glory. The salamander unexpectedly hugged him tight for a long moment before letting him go. "You are always getting into trouble Nix."

Nix laughed at her expression, "it was all good right?" 

Shae smiled sweetly, "I need your help with my cultivating again."

Nix didn't bother to hide his grin. "Glad to assist." 

"Nix?" It was Semmi that noticed he was fading.

"Nix!" Shae shouted loudly, the panic in her voice obvious.

The person they had been watching suddenly faded into nothing. 

[Logging Off: Colonial]


Chapter 100: Into the Sun

Colonial disappeared around him and then everything went black. The darkness lasted only a moment before he found himself in the white room he had originally created his character in. He felt panic welling up inside him but he pushed it down and willed himself to remain calm. "I suppose my sins were too great to warrant anything good."

He held his hands out in front of him. He felt normal, no magic or fire aura. This lasted only a few seconds before he felt a jarring impact and suddenly the white room vanished.

Nick Phire coughed and pushed up against the capsule he was enclosed in. It cracked open a few inches but then stopped. Thick smoke rushed in and he heard the familiar sound of fire alarms. He brought his knees up to push against the jammed lid and managed to widen the game another inch. It was nowhere near enough to slide out. "This must be the Gladis Corp Stasis capsule." Through the gap he could see a large room with dozens of other capsules, all of them appeared to be open. The room was quite dark but something had engaged the emergency lighting. He used his hand to feel blindly for any control levers or handles that might open the capsule. 

The smoke began to thicken, the temptation to just lay back and accept his Karmic fate was nearly overwhelming but the thought of his friends and Colonial drove him to keep trying. 

"Nix?" A female's voice called him from another section of the room. "Are you in here Nix?" 

He recognized the voice immediately. "Darsi? I'm over here!"

Within seconds she found him and a flashlight shone into his partially opened capsule. "Nice jumpsuit. Let's get you out of there." 

Nix continued coughing, after a moment the lid opened a bit more and he was able to slide out. He tried to thank her but a coughing fit stopped him. 

"Get on the floor Nix, the air is better there." Darsi was prying open one of the panels on his capsule. "We need to snatch the 'Character Card' or you can say goodbye to this account."

In Deep-stay capsules, starting stats as well as log-in information was stored on a small chip called a Character Card. Everything else was kept on the game server, you couldn't access it without the card. 

Nix nodded through his cough and lay down. He covered his mouth with his sleeve, it seemed to help but the smoke stung his eyes making his vision blurry. "We only have a few minutes before we are stuck." If there one thing he was an expert in, it was fires. 

"Got it." Darsi removed the data card and placed it in her backpack. She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the exit. She was wearing a hooded mask that covered her face. "Don't let go of my hand, no matter what." 

Nix followed her as she made her way to an elevator. Darsi had obviously studied the layout of the building. He slipped several times on the smooth floor and managed to stub his toes on a few of the capsules they were forced to go around. They were opened, but Darsi didn't bother with their cards. He could see a flashing light on the far side of the room. "Where did everyone go?"

"You see that flashing light? That leads to an exit where Gladis Corp and local law enforcement are waiting to recover their contracted employees." Darsi pulled him into a small elevator and a moment later they were shooting downward. 

"Why are we going down?"

"There's an access tunnel on the bottom floor. Its kept locked up, but thankfully I have the code."

She glanced at him, "glad to see me?"

Nick nodded. He suspected she had some sort of breathing device behind her mask, she hadn't struggled at all in the rapidly thickening smoke.

A few minutes later they were jogging down a dark tunnel, true to her word Darsi knew the code and had managed to open the door quickly. Her flashlight was their only source of light. 

She was still holding his hand, "thought for sure you would have exited already. I'm glad I checked!"

"Checked?" Nick limped along beside her. 

When I accessed the system, I noticed that one capsule on this level remained closed, Capsule 1467-777."

"Only mine stayed locked?" Nick breathed a sigh of relief when she slowed to a walk.

Darsi nodded, "someone overrode the safety protocol right after we came in, it wasn't our side."

"Guess my existence here would raise too many questions. A neat and tidy death wraps things up nicely. Thank you." Nix cursed quietly, his bare feet were scraped and bleeding. "You have more Character Cards in that bag?"

She slowed to a walk and handed him a small bag that contained his card and a half dozen others. "Keep these Nix, I have to turn the others into my people."

Nick lifted the bag in his hands and pulled one out. "Seems to be a lot of cards in here." He turned it over in his hand. It was bigger than he would have thought, about the size of a playing card. "You guys came in rather hard. Was there a need to torch the place?"

"Gladis did that too, the records server and the capsule cards were all rigged with pyrotech."

Nick cleared his throat, his lungs still burning from smoke inhalation. "If the capsules cards were rigged to blow, how did you salvage so many?"

Darsi smiled and let go of his hand. "I'm good...I was in the system and blocking capsule access. Truthfully I was keeping an eye out for yours, the others that you are carrying belong to my friends from the hub." 

"What will happen to Dalton and the rest of them?" He had given a handful of the crafters from the hub their own shops on the Glory docks. 

"That part is up to the courts. I have enough cards to prove that Gladis manipulated player stats."

"They had to have help from someone in Colonial." 

Darsi nodded in agreement. " Probably, but that's outside my wheelhouse."

A deep rumbling drowned out any further talking, a rush of air that carried the scent of smoke, fire, and dust blew passed them. Nick frowned down the dark passageway from which they came. "Looks like the building collapsed." 

"Exactly what Gladis wanted, the lower level capsules will never be recovered." Darsi stopped when they finally arrived at another coded gate, this one had a stairway behind it. "No questions, or talking for a bit."

Nick nodded and she opened the gate.

The air had the warmth of a mid-fall night. The stairway leading up led them to another gate that opened into a deeply wooded area. He had no real idea where Gladis hub had their capsule facility, there wasn't enough light for Nick to make a guess. 

Darsi pointed her flashlight north and flicked it off and on three times. Instantly a pair of headlights blinked on and a vehicle moved toward them. A dark cargo van pulled up, Darsi held the side door open for him before closing it and hopping in the front. 

A man dressed in dark colors and wearing a black stocking hat was the only occupant of the van, he put the van in gear before he spoke. "How'd it go Darsi?"

Darsi held her bag up for him to see. "Seamless." 

"Nice job. I'll take you to the crossroad, your transport will be waiting there." The man spoke with a slight English accent. Nick couldn't see his face from the back seat. 

The warmth and steady sound of the van made Nick drowsy, he nodded off a few times over the next half hour before the van stopped again. 

Darsi opened the passenger door and handed the man her bag. "Thanks for the ride!"

The driver nodded and waited until Nick exited the vehicle. "Nice working with you again Dars, be safe." 

"Same here. Cya around." Darsi waited until the taillights pulled away before letting out a long breathe

Nick understood she had been concerned that the man would silence her. He glanced at the blonde, she was gutsy and loyal. "Now what?"

They were out in the countryside somewhere, two wide dirt roads intersected next to a sugarbeet field. A sleek black car was pulled off the road nearby. She smiled at him and used her fob to unlock the car. "Now we take another ride."


Chapter 101: Identity Change

Darsi opened the backdoor and motioned him inside, then she walked around the vehicle to the driver's side and entered the other backdoor. She sat quietly while sliding off her second pack and taking out a small touchscreen. She punched a few buttons and the car's windows darkened. "Home please."

Nick watched as the headlights came on and the car pulled out of the lot. He could feel the girl's eyes watching him.

"You are very disciplined Nix, not a single peep. That was a very dangerous moment back there."

"Call me Nick, I'm not a Fire Mage at the moment. Where are we?"

"Upstate New York. My family has a cabin nearby that I can use overnight, we dare not stay any longer than that." 

Nick nodded in agreement. The feeling was familiar. He was on the run again. "What's the plan after that?"

Darsi watched him in silence for a long moment before answering. "In two weeks I will be going into Deep-Stay in a small facility north of the border. There is a spot for you if you are interested."

Nick considered her words carefully. She was an unknown but it was still a good move to lay low. "What if it's discovered that I've escaped?"

"Then you are on your own." 

He didn't hold it against her, she had done more than enough. "And the next two weeks?"

"You can't follow me where I'm going." She handed him a wrist hud and waited until he put it on. "This gives you access to some money, enough to last a few weeks. If they aren't looking for you in the next few days I'll send you information on where to go." 

Over the next hour the landscape continued to change, the tree grew denser once again until finally, the car pulled into a long dirt driveway. "Cozy." Nick smiled at the rustic-looking cabin with a wrap-around porch, it reminded him of one his family used to rent in Maine.

"Come on in." Darsi left the car and led the way into the cabin. She pointed to the fireplace. "Know how to start a fire?"

Nick kept a straight face. "Yep." 

"Back in a bit. Take a shower if you like. There should be some men's clothes in the back bedroom." Darsi left through the front door, the sound of the car starting told Nick he was alone. 

The hot water felt good, he carefully washed his feet and cleaned himself thoroughly. Wrapped in a towel he used his hand to wipe the steam off the small mirror. It had only been a few months, but the person looking back at him seemed foreign. The orange jumpsuit he had been wearing was crumpled up in a pile. There was no way he was putting that on again. 

In the bedroom, he found everything he needed, socks, boxers, pants, and a casual shirt. After dressing he walked back into the living room and added more wood to the fire, along with the orange jumpsuit. There were a pair of workboots next to the front door, so he slipped those on before taking a seat next to the fire. Nix watched the jumpsuit burn while he keyed the wristband and opened up a hud.

****Virtual Network News*****

A pretty Asian woman with short black hair was reporting. "A tragic accident tonight at the Gladis Stasis Facility in Upstate New York caused the death of at least a dozen Virtual gamers. Not all of the names have been released, Gladis is making every effort to recover the bodies of these victims, but some of them are dozens of stories underground. We take you to Vic Hjari for an up to date report. Vic?" 

A slim blonde man with perfect hair stared at the camera. "No report yet as to the cause of these events, but the latest report says that 14 people have died in this accident. Three of those are workers from Gladis Corp. Rescue workers are only able to reach the first dozen lower levels, the danger of collapse is hampering any attempt at proceeding passed the 25th level. Gladis Corp has scheduled a news conference for noon tomorrow. Until then. all we can do is watch and pray that more survivors are found." 

Nick drifted off to sleep, the morning light coupled with the sound of a car door closing was enough to wake him. 

Darsi walked in the front door a moment later, her hair was damp so Nick assumed she had spent the night elsewhere. She handed him a paper bag. "Some things you might need. Hair dye and blue colored contacts. Picked you up a breakfast burrito also." 

Nix reached in the bag. "I'm going blonde?"

Darsi nodded. "You stick out too much. Now you are Henry Jones from Vermont." She handed him an ID that had his blonde-haired blued eyed picture already on it. 

"Good work." Nick held up the ID. "How good is it?"

Darsi raised an eyebrow at him. "You mean how good are my people?"

Nick nodded. "No offense." 

She shrugged. "None taken. Your DNA and fingerprints on record have already been changed to someone who doesn't exist. If you were to be arrested now, your DNA would identify you as Henry Jones, a 25-year old male from Vermont with a degree in Environmental Science."

"So fast?"

"I had him prep a dozen different ones. The real challenge was changing your DNA in the World Data Base."

Nick unwrapped the burrito while she spoke. "Seems like I owe you."

Darsi nodded, "don't forget me when you are back in Glory. I want my shop back and that first aide token." 

"Of course." He smiled and looked at the time. "Gladis is having a news conference at noon."

"Yep... Expect news that going to overshadow everything else. The death of the Infamous Arsonist Nicholas Phire." Darsi watched him, throughout the evening, he had remained calm and composed. 

"I'll leave after I dye my hair." Nick was already planning his next two weeks. With a bit of luck, he'd be plugged back into Colonial soon. 

"I'll be leaving too, the less we know about each others plans the better." Darsi placed a hand on his arm, "if everything works out, I'll contact you in two weeks." 

Two hours later, blonde-haired and blue-eyed Henry Jones hugged the pretty brunette for a long time before letting her go. He grinned when she pecked him on the cheek. "You look nice as a brunette."

Darsi tilted her head to one side while she stared at him. "I can't say the same, Henry... I prefer the way you looked before." 

She dropped him off in Oswego, New York and without waving drove away. 

Henry paid for a train ticket and boarded the 01100 train to New York City. The train was nearly empty, so he took a seat next to a window near the front. A screen at the front of the train-car was already tuned into the Gladis Conference, even though it hadn't started yet.

The familiar anchors from the night before had come back on the air. "Good Afternoon everyone, this is Cora Chang with special correspondent Vic Hjari. There are rumors of something big, but the voices from Gladis Corp have remained silent. What can we expect Vic?"

"The details are still sketchy, Cora. What we do know is that the cause of the accident has been determined and a full list of all the victims will be released."


Chapter 102: Death of the Arsonist

"This is Vic Hjari reporting live at the Gladis News Conference in Syracuse, New York. Gladis Corp has just dropped a major bombshell. Nicholas Phire, AKA Phoenix Phire has been reported as one of the victims of this accident."

Cora was trying to read the teleprompter while listening to her producer talk in her ear. "What was Phoenix Phire doing at the Gladis Corp facility? He was supposed to be doing time at Rikers Island."

Vic shook his head in disbelief. "A misfiled piece of paperwork resulted in him being placed with the Contracted workers from Gladis Corp."

"Unbelievable. Do we know what VR world he was working in?"

Vic nodded, "According to Gladis Corp, he was never assigned a VR job. He's been in a VR confinement area for the past few months while Gladis Corp was trying to fix the mistake."

"Amazing Vic, and the cause of the accident?"

Vic read directly from the notes he had taken. "According to the Fire Marshals report, faulty wiring next to a gas line on the lowest level caused the initial explosion. This explosion also disabled fail-safe devices on a few stasis capsules. All bodies have been recovered and positively identified by DNA."

Nick turned away from the screen and watched the changing landscape. He was dead then. How would his friends and family react? 

**************

12 days later in Camden Main, nearly four thousand people turned out for the funeral of local resident Nicholas Phire. A blonde-haired man watched silently from some distance away. "Why are there so many at my funeral?" 

His hud buzzed and a moment later a text appeared on the screen. "Prince Albert, Canada. 3440 Baylor." He saved the location on his hud and then started walking. They were burying him next to his mother and sister, their memory caused his steps to turned toward Camden Orchard. 

A half-hour later he sat peacefully on the banks of the Iris River, a small creek that ran through the Camden Apple Orchard. He had spent countless hours here as a kid playing with his two sisters. Lisa and Bev were separated by only four years but they were like night and day. Nick was the middle child and often times would play the role of peacemaker between his sisters. Lisa had been funny and artistic while Bev was serious and intelligent. He laughed at the memory, back then he had been close with both of them. 

"Nicky?"

Nick turned at the voice, for the first time in a long time he was unable to move or speak. The dark-haired woman charged at him, knocking him back on the grass while she sobbed.

"I knew it... I knew it, Nicky." His older sister hugged him tightly, refusing to give him any space. Finally, Nick forgot about standing up and stroked her hair softly. 

"Nicky?" A deeper voice told him that his father had also arrived. Did nostalgia bring them here?

After a few minutes, he managed to separate himself from his sister and slowly stood up. The man watching him had only the slightest bit of gray in his hair. "You look, good dad."

His dad lunged at him, nearly knocking him down again while hugging him. His body shook as he wept openly. "Nicky... I'm so sorry Nicky." 

Finally, Nick was able to step away. "I shouldn't have come here. Dumb move on my part."

Bev shook her head. "I'll die before I ever say anything Nicky." She grabbed his face and kissed him several times. During this time he felt his dad hug both of them together. They stood like that for several minutes, all that was left of the broken Phire family. 

"I'm sorry Nicky. That should have been me. I should have been the one that paid them back." His dad's normally calm face was wet with tears. "I was too scared to act." 

"No dad, I didn't get justice. Mom and Lisa are still gone. It's better that you kept your head." 

The next hour saw the trio talk quietly amongst themselves. They were careful not to ask him about his plans. In the end, Nick had to force them to leave, both of them visibly distraught as they walked away hand in hand. 

***********************

Almost exactly two weeks from the day he left Gladis Corp, Nick buzzed in at the front gate of Vasai Virtual, a Candian company that specializes in Deep-Stay customers. A black man in a blue uniform walked out. "May I help you, sir?"

Nick nodded. "I'm Henry Jones, I have an appointment." 

A half-hour later Nick was sitting in an office, signing documents and turning over his belongings. A lovely red-haired woman was helping him. 

"We are all set, Mr. Jones. Your Character Card has been loaded into your custom deep-stay module. You will be going to Colonial for the next ten years. You may contact us from the game at any time if you need to leave stasis early. If there are no questions. You can proceed to room 211. Use the shower and put on the blue jumpsuit. Leave your things in the bin there. One of our technicians will escort you to your module." 

After a few more minutes he climbed into the deep-stay module. Nick shut his eyes before the tech closed him in. The capsule module would be stored in a hive-like facility deep underground. He hadn't seen Darsi on his way in, but he had a feeling he'd be seeing her soon. 

[Logging On: Colonial: Nix]

Nix glanced around slowly. Still, on the dock, the exact place he had disappeared from a few weeks earlier. 

Inferno: Nix: Wow... No one here to welcome me back from a short vacation?

Inferno: Ronnie: Nix?

Inferno: Semmie: NIX!!

A burst of light appeared in front of him before he could react a red-hair woman jumped into his arms, her beautiful face tucked into his shoulder while she sobbed loudly. 

He stroked the Salamander's head soothingly. "Oh come on... It wasn't that long."

The sound of people running announced the arrival of his guildmates, while Shae refused to release him several of them squeezed in long enough to hug him. Even the old Fire Mage was crying, although he did his best to hide his tears. 

Inferno: Nix: Okay, party at my houseboat in twenty minutes. Let me say hi to Hyai and I'll be right there.

Inferno: Pon: I'll bring the booze.

Inferno: Semmi: We'll start a barbecue, don't be late.

Shae was the last to go, she held his hands and stared up at him. "Don't be too long and...Please don't go again."

Nix smiled at her. "Can't promise that, but I can say that I will most definitely come back." 

Someone must have told her, just as Nix was reaching for the front door of the Kindled Spirit it was jerked open. Hyai stared at him from the doorway for a moment. "You're back."

Nix bent forward and kissed her before wrapping her up in a hug. "I'm back!"


Chapter 103: Revisiting the Hub

Dawn eased in quietly, the soft sound of surf charging up the beach before retreating gracefully while the warm sun slowly pushed back the chill of night. Nix licked his lips, his mouth felt like it had grown fur. A soft body next to him snuggled closer and so he decided to put off waking for a bit longer.

Soft, wet kisses on his face woke him up the second time, he opened one eye, finally noticing that he was sleeping outside. Ducky's smiling face was staring down at him. 

"Morning Ducky."

She was in her Siren form and so answered easily. "Welcome back Nix. We really missed you."

"Where's Morti?" Nix moved a stray red hair out of his face, Shae was still sound asleep. 

Ducky seemed confused by the question. "You are sleeping on him."

"Huh?" Nix sat up slowly, a large empty jug of ale rolled off his lap. Morti was sleeping on the dock, both Nix and Shae were curled up under a blanket, lying peacefully on the bear's enormous back. He tried not to laugh while he carefully removed himself from the Salamander's grip and the warm bear bed. "At least I'm dressed." 

Nix stretched and walked to the edge of the dock. Just about everyone seemed to be using Morti as a pillow or a bed. He removed his armor and switched to his aquatic gear. The water looked too inviting, a shallow dive with the smallest splash woke him up the rest of the way. Almost immediately Soup found him and Nix latched on her shell for a ride. 

After playing with the sea turtles for a while, Nix lay across Soup's back while it made its way toward the beach. Tu-Khat was still there, and Nix wanted to talk to him. 

Since Nix's departure, Tu-Khat had remained incognito at the beach cottage. He had been growing steadily more frustrated by Inferno's refusal to act until their Guild Leader returned. Nix was just leaving the water when Tu-Khat left the cottage.

Nix held up a hand to stall his first question. "I'll call a meeting of my officers this afternoon and we'll figure out the best course of action regarding fake Tu-Khat." 

Tu-Khat nodded, his face showing relief. "Of course. Thank you and welcome back Nix." 

*******************

An hour later Nix was in his shop working on the day's product. Nova kept the shop open, even though there hadn't been anything to sell in 10 days. The rest of the shops owned by the members of the Gladis Hub had also been empty. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix:] You're at your shop? What are we going to do regarding the folks from Gladis Hub?

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] We are going to wait. Darsi will be here soon, she should know about the others.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] We having a meeting?

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Yep, first I have some business to tend to.

He found his favorite Inn Keeper a few minutes later, in the kitchen of the Kindled Spirit, prepping for lunch. Nix rolled up his sleeves. "What can I do?"

Hyai favored him with a smile and pointed to a sack of potatoes. "Peeling duty suit you?"

Nix nodded, "yep. I can do it." 

Hyai worked across from him, every once in a while she would glance over at the ever-growing stack of peeled potatoes. "My daughter invited me over for dinner tonight. Want to come?"

Nix glanced up from his task. "Did they get settled somewhere close?"

Hyai nodded, "a nice place near the south wall."

"Count me in. What time?" Nix stopped peeling and began cutting up the potatoes before tossing them into a large pot. 

A half-hour later Hyai made him leave but not before packing him a boxed lunch. "Dinner will be around 18:00, we can walk together if you like."

"Yep... Cya then." 

Inferno: Nix: Meet at Guild Hall in half an hour. Come with some options regarding Tu-Khat.

Mina was waiting for him when he arrived at the Guild Hall a few minutes later. The Aquarion had been acting odd since his return. She offered him a smile in greeting when he sat next to her. 

They sat in awkward silence for a few minutes before Nix finally caved. "What's going on MIn? 

The Aquarion grabbed his hand and held it tightly, but didn't offer any explanation. She hadn't offered him much of a greeting the night before, the odd behavior seemed out of place for her. 

"It's fine if you don't want to say Min. Take your time." 

The members of Inferno slowly filtered in over the next few minutes. Jun Li and Sharl were the last to arrive, they were chatting amiably when they walked in together. 

Inferno: Nix: Nice to see everyone. I wanted to touch base quick on a few topics. The first thing, of course, is Tu-Khat. 

Inferno: Semmi: He's important not only because he's the King of Wisteria, but also he's a key part of the Onion Quest. 

Inferno: Nix: I'll pay an unofficial visit to Princess Festa today. From that, we'll decide on the next step. 

Inferno: Semmi: He's been patient up until now. We can't hide him here forever.

Inferno: Jun Li: Any word from Darsi? Or the other crafters from the hub?

Nix popped up out of his chair suddenly. "Damn..." 

Semmi stood up slowly also. "Something up Nix?"

"Yep, please join hands." Nix extended his free hand since Mina hadn't let go of him yet. After everyone had complied he activated Deep Blue and chose the Gladis Hub. 

A moment later 20 members of Inferno stood on the platform of the Gladis hub. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Where is everyone?

Inferno: Sharl: Completely empty? 

Inferno: Nix: Spread out and search. 

Nix brought up his hud and sent everyone a copy of the old map they had used for their last 'Gladis Shopping' trip. 

Inferno: Nix: Take everything, we will restock the shops on the dock, and try to keep them open until our guildmates return.

Inferno: Semmi: What if they don't return?

Inferno: Nix: Some of them may be delayed for quite some time. If too much time passes, we can lease their shops out on a short term basis. 

Nix returned to the last place he had visited in Gladis, Darsi's work area. As an artificer, her work was probably the most valuable of all the crafters. 

Semmi followed him since she was familiar with the shop also. She glanced at the bins, "looks like they were just finishing up. None of the products has been moved." 

Inferno: Ronnie: Jackpot... Why bother raiding anymore when we can just come here?

Inferno: Nix: Take everything, we don't have to tiptoe around Gladis in Colonial anymore. 

Nix whistled softly. "Darsi made some nice accessories. Check this out, Sem."

Shadow Ring

Unique: Crafted

Description: Increases the effectiveness

of stealth abilities. 

Semmi held out her hand, a smile showing on her pretty face. "Can I have that?"

Nix tossed it to her before he removed the entire bin and placed it in his inventory. "Useful?"

Semmi nodded, "Any mob that's higher level than me has a chance to see through or break my stealth. Stealth modifiers are valuable."

"Oh... that's right."

[Josora's Stealth]

Nix vanished in front of Semmi's eyes.

"Did you pick up a support skill?" Semmi reached out and touched him. 

"No, my Champions medallion leveled up. I received one of Josora's abilities as a result." 

Semmi snorted, "such a cheat Nix." 

He dropped his stealth and moved to the next bin, it was empty except for a single item. Nix held it up to show his companion. "Is this an earring?"

Semmi moved closer. "Hmm... yep. Instead of attaching with a clasp through a piercing, this clips on the earlobe and hangs down." She put it on to demonstrate. "Can I have this?"

Nix shook his head. "It's a present for someone." He laughed at the face she made. "Very mature." 

He examined it closer when she begrudgingly handed it back. 

Deep-Sea Trident

Jewelry: Unique

Description: Summons the weapon of 

the sea.

"It's a weapon?" He clipped it on his ear and activated it.

[Deep-Sea Trident]

A long trident with wickedly sharp barbs appeared in his hands. He waved it a few times in the air, surprisingly it was light.

"Damn it Nix... Give me that!" Semmi tried to snatch the earring from his ear but he moved away. 

Nix laughed at her and quickly stowed the earring away. "I told you it's a present."


Chapter 104: Diplomacy

Inferno spent much longer in the hub than they had on their previous visit. They took everything that could be used or sold, every bin they could find was emptied. 

Inferno: Jun Li: You know there's a treasury build option for the Guild. We should build one so we have someplace better to store items.

Inferno: Nix: Do it, Junie. Many of the items will have to be stored until we advance to an Upper Tier guild. 

Inferno: Ronnie: When will that be?

Inferno: Nix: Not until we destroy the Cai-Song artifact on the 12th floor of Mermaid City.

***************

Nix made his way to the Scorched Earth Temple. The Lamia acolytes hissed greetings at him when he entered through the archway, he did his best not to shudder. 

"sssNIXsss." An acolyte dressed in red approached him. She had an aura of power around her that the others did not. Sori Dah smiled and bowed her head.

Nix bit down on the temptation to run. Her fanged smile seemed to make his blood freeze. "Sori... Nice to see you as always."

A slight scraping sound on the tile floor told him that Sori was following him while he walked toward a small courtyard in the middle of the Scorched Earth Temple. It was where that Fajii had planted dozens of different herbs. 

[Josora's Stealth]

Nix smiled and glanced over his shoulder at the Lamia Acolyte. She had stopped, her cold face seemed confused at his sudden disappearance. 

"sssNIXsss?"

He found the Temple's Scorched Earth Mage exactly where he had figured, she was sitting in between two rows of plants, carefully tending them. Nansu was nearby, planting a new row. 

He dropped stealth and approached, purposely scuffling his feet on the floor to announce his arrival. Nix smiled at the two Alchemists. "You two are always working."

Fajii looked up from the rows, her brown face changing completely. She carefully walked between the rows until she was next to him. "Nix." Her voice carried a hint of happiness, "are you here to help?"

Nix shook his head. "No, just dropping off a present for my favorite Alchemist." 

Fajii moved closer, her verticle irises blinked. "Something nice?"

He stepped closer and leaned in. "Hold still Fajii." He clasped the earring on her ear, there was a small curve on her lobe where it fit nicely. He knew Aquarions were sensitive about their ears so he moved carefully. He would have botched it had Semmi not shown him how to wear it. 

Deep-Sea Trident

Jewelry: Unique

Description: Summons the weapon of 

the sea.

Nansu had approached while he was putting it on her. She smiled approvingly, "so pretty Fajii." 

[Deep-Sea Trident]

The long trident appeared in her hands, the smallest smile on her lips. "Thank you, Nix." She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. "Can you stay for a while?" 

Nix shook his head. "No... Neither can you. The two of us have a mission." He had become aware that Fajii was very strong, but also too inexperienced. More than anything she needed seasoning. 

Fajii's smile widened, "right now?"

"Yep, meet at the Phoenix in ten minutes. This should be a diplomatic mission, but things like this have been known to go badly."

Nix used the guild port icon on his hud to return to the dock, he didn't want to have to speak with Sori again. 

Inferno: Nix: The Phoenix is departing for Wisteria in 15 minutes. This mission is strictly voluntary, we don't really require an assault team. 

A few minutes later he was walking down the dock toward the Phoenix. "Permission to come aboard?" Nix paused before stepping on the gangplank. 

The first mate of the Phoenix was overseeing deck cleaning. He smiled and waved. "Permission granted Commander Nix." 

Fajii boarded a few minutes later, a small black fox was curled up on her shoulders. It looked like a fur wrap. Occasionally it would pop up its head and look around. 

"You got ready fast." Nix had to admit, he was curious about Eron's abilities. According to Semmi, he was some sort of infamous fox prince, known for creating mischief.

The Scorched Earth Mage had braided her hair before leaving the temple. "I'm excited. Thanks for inviting me Nix."

"Get used to it." 

Eron chose this moment to look up. His dark eyes glanced at Nix. "Worthy." He gave a small yawn and settled back down. 

Nix noticed the three Aquarions walking down the docks; Mina, Milat, and Zhava had decided to join them. "So many..." He glanced at Fajii, "you must have told someone that you were going with me." 

Fajii nodded. "How'd you know that? I ran into Milat when I was getting my gear." 

Nix watched as they came aboard. "Lucky guess." 

When the group approached, Mina took a moment to hug both Nix and Fajii. Milat and Zhava both offered their hands in greeting. 

The black fox popped his head up again, glancing from Milat to Zhava before closing his eyes again. "Not worthy." 

Nix bit his lip to keep from smiling, the moment of awkwardness was broken by the captain.

"Clear the bindings and make ready for three-quarter sail!" Delphi was standing by the helm, watching carefully while her crew followed orders. 

"That's pretty Fajii. Where did you get it?" Mina's sharp eyes had noticed the earring right away. 

Fajii turned her head to show her more clearly. "It's nice, right? Nix gave it to me." 

[Deep-Sea Trident]

Fajii grinned at the group while showing them her trident. 

The two Aquarion scouts tried not to frown. Their kind didn't wear ear ornaments, the distance between Fajii and her people seemed to widen with each passing day. 

Mina didn't seem bothered, she understood that the changes in Fajii were only on the surface, deep down she was an Aquarion, just like them. "I like it."

The group made small talk while the ship slowly left Glory. It took only a few minutes to clear the bay.

"Full Sail, Course set for Wisteria. Man the Crows nest!" Delphi shouted from the helm while the terror of the seas accelerated. The captain and crew had changed along with the ship, they were no longer the same green crew from a few months earlier. There wasn't a single ship in Colonial that would dare take them on without a fleet to back them up. 

"What's Princess Festa like?" Milat spoke to Nix in a low voice, he had tried to strike up a conversation with Fajii, but the Scorched Earth Mage seemed content to reply with one or two words. 

"She seems smart and very poised. Dark hair and brown complexion, typical of Phelinomia natives. I would say she's beautiful." 

"Are we all going to meet her?" Fajii was content to ignore the Aquarion Males, although she was careful not to be impolite.

"No, just me and you." Nix shrugged apologetically at the other three Aquarions, they stood out too much and were obviously alien. Fajii had the brown hair and skin common to the area, no one would really be bothered by her ears and eyes. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] Why can't I go also?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] I don't wish my Aquarion friends to be exposed to hidden threats.

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] Fajii is going.

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] She is not easily recognizable as an Aquarion. 

Mina moved to the rail, pulling up her disguise and turned her back to him while the Phoenix slowed to enter the port of Lohai City. 

*************

The City of Lohai was vastly different than the last time Nix had visited. The shops and streets were crowded with vendors and customers. The frantic bargaining from dozens of directions was oddly comforting. 

Nix pulled Fajii into a small side alley and stepped out of sight. "You brought an invisibility potion for yourself?"

Fajii nodded, "you want one?"

Nix shook his head, "don't need one."

[Josori's Stealth] 

He waited while she drank the potion and then gripped her hand while she activated it. 

[Whisper: Nix to Fajii] Stay close, be as quiet as you can.

[Whisper: Fajii to Nix] Why the secrecy?

Nix held a finger to his lips and pulled her back into the street. If Tu-Khat had been replaced, then it was possible that more than one of them had also. If he was forced to kill Festa, he didn't want to advertise the fact that he was visiting her. 

The palace walls were fairly low, neither one of them had any trouble getting over. Fajii may lack experience, but she was still very strong and agile. In the brief conversation they had, Festa had mentioned that she spent long hours in her flower garden. She was an amateur herbalist, nowhere near as knowledgeable as Fajii or Nansu. 

They walked along the top of the wall, not bothering to enter the grounds. The palace walls were only a few feet thick, they were not made for patrolling. They walked past several guards and workers, but no one noticed the pair as they made their way to the west grounds.

Nix stopped and knelt down when he saw her. Festa was trimming roses and placing them carefully in a basket.

"Stop." A soft male voice spoke from Fajii's shoulder. "There is an agent of darkness nearby."

Nix froze in place, his eyes scanning the garden. Did Eron mean Festa?


Chapter 105: Raven

"Raven" Erin uttered a single word. It took Nix a few moments to find the black bird perched in the branches of a lilac tree. The tree was in full bloom, its pink flowers neatly masked the bird's presence.

Fajii squeezed his hand. "Eron can hold the bird for a few minutes, it won't realize anything is different."

[Captured Spirit] 

Eron is holding Sirca the Black.

Nix jumped down and approached the Princess, he kept stealth on and stopped a few meters from her. "Do not be alarmed, this is Nix from Inferno." 

To her credit, she barely jumped. She placed the rose she was trimming in the basket and reached for another. "Why are you stealthed?" 

"Inferno has uncovered a plot against Phelinomia. You were once engaged to Tu-Khat from Wisteria. Ten years ago he was captured and replaced with a doppelganger. That doppelganger assumed his identity and canceled the engagement. Since then he has been ruling Wisteria while the real Tu-Khat was imprisoned."

"We had planned to unite the three central kingdoms." Festa ran a gloved hand across her forehead. "If this is true, What can we do?"

"The Necromancer who replaced him has at least one spy here, the raven in the lilac tree behind me." 

"Spying?" Festa's voice frosted over with anger. "That old bastard-King Brahmi has to be involved."

Nix nodded, temporarily forgetting he was stealthed. Brahmi was the King of Espana. The uniting of the three kingdoms would have relegated him to a glorified governor. 

"Eron says time is short." Fajii's voice spoke softly from behind him. 

"We have to go Festa, our hold on the raven is limited. Make up a reason to come to Glory. We will figure it out there" Nix moved to the wall and climbed back up. Eron released the raven and they quickly retreated from the rose garden.

The duo remained in stealth and quickly made their way through the streets of Lohai. They ducked behind a shop near the docks and dropped stealth. 

Inferno: Nix: We made contact with Festa. She was being watched.

Inferno: Jun Li: Were you discovered?

Inferno: Nix: No, we'll be coming back to Glory now. Let's gate back, Captain Delphi can return to Glory with the Phoenix.

***************

Within the hour, Tu-Khat and the officers from Inferno were gathered on the back deck of Nix's houseboat. Fajii wasn't part of the meeting, but she was relaxing in the hot-tub, presumably standing by in case they needed to question her. Shae was also in attendance since she decided to help take on the Necromancer. 

Tu-Khat was leaning against the rail, too nervous to sit. "You made contact with Princess Festa?" 

Nix nodded, "thanks to Eron, we discovered a spy and were able to neutralize it long enough to speak with the Princess." 

Semmi glanced at the black fox laying comfortably on a seat cushion. She didn't dare bring Tilde out with him around, apparently, the black fox had an irresistible charm. "What did she say?"

"Our time was limited, I told her about the doppelganger switch and the Necromancer that now rules Wisteria."

Jun Li had a map of Wisteria open. She was confident that they would easily win a naval battle. "Anything else?"

"Yes, I invited her here to discuss this properly." Nix smiled at Tu-Khat's reaction. He was jumpier than a cat. 

"She's coming here?" The rightful King of Wisteria looked down at his robes. "I'm not properly dressed to receive the Princess."

"Receive the Princess? The fuck are you talking about?" Nix frowned at the King, they were about to start a fight with a Necromancer and Tu-Khat was worried about his wardrobe?

Shae lay a hand on Nix's arm. "He just wants to make a good impression on the woman he was engaged to." 

Semmi cocked her head to one side, nodding as if she was talking to someone. "Just received a bit of intel from Sulane." 

Nix thought well of the Guild Leader from Resolute. Inferno had helped them attain the Earth Pearl or at least a very good copy of it. "And?"

"Four ships, including the Fire Storm have left Lohai and are on their way here." Semmi smiled when she said it. The Fire Storm was the Flag Ship of the Phelinomia Navy. 

Inferno: Jun Li: ETA?

Inferno: Semmi: Five hours.

Inferno: Nix: That's pretty late. 

Nix stood up suddenly. "You need to stay here, for now, Tu-Khat, I'll make you something suitable to wear." 

Inferno: Nix: We'll meet at the docks in four hours. Be prepared to move. Prey waits.

Inferno: Ronnie: I love it when you say that Nix. 

Nix grabbed Shae's hand and squeezed it. "Need a few minutes of your time."

Shae nodded, Nansu or Fajii must have braided her hair, it hung down past her waist in a simple but attractive weave. "Yes, of course, Nix." 

After everyone had left, Nix pulled Shae through the sliding door and motioned for her to sit on the bed. "I forgot about something I looted off the Lich King." He pulled out the black crystal and held it out to her.

Necrofire

Description: A tiny spark of

black fire. 

Shae stared at the crystal in his hand but didn't make a move to take it. "Black fire Nix...The Lich King had that?" 

Nix nodded. "Can we use it?"

"Not you or I, but if we placed it in the Fire Palace Altar." Shae seemed to consider her words carefully. "We could make a Black Fire Mage." 

"You are talking about a Necromancer?" Nix wanted nothing to do with Necromancy, although he wasn't averse to having other Inferno members try it. 

"No. More like a hybrid. I doubt they'd be able to summon undead or dominate corpses." 

"Hmmm... so useless then?" Nix looked at the crystal in his hand, if nothing else he'd have Darsi make it into a ring. 

"One time use Nix. Someone could try the Path of Black Fire." Shae looked interested in the idea. "Anyone but you, of course, your emerald flame is too valuable." 

Inferno: Nix: We have a crystal capable of developing a unique Fire path. Is anyone interested in becoming a Black Fire Mage?

Inferno: Pon: You have Necrofire?

Inferno: Nix: Yes... Interested?

Inferno: Pon: Hell no, I've spent years tempering my flame.

Inferno: Wind: Do it old man! I want to see a Black Fire-Nado

Inferno: Donri: I'm interested. 

Shae wrinkled her nose slightly. "Who is Donri?"

"He's a tank actually, pretty good one." Nix didn't hate the idea, Inferno was already loaded at tank. They could always use some fire-based dps. "He's smart and calm." 

Shae nodded, "have him meet us at the Fire Palace."

Nix shook his head, "I've got a few things to take care of. Can you handle it alone?"

"Of course." Shae took the crystal from his hand and bent closer until her lips brushed against his. "Don't miss the dock meeting." 

"Wouldn't dream of it. Cya there." 

********************

Nix stopped by his shop and made a black three-piece suit for Tu-Khat to wear. It definitely wasn't Colonial fashion, but the best Tailor in Glory didn't care in the least. He slipped on some casual clothes and comfortable shoes. If it got out that Nix could make jeans, he'd be overrun with requests. "Too many moochers in Inferno." 

A short while later he met Hyai outside of the Kindled Spirit and offered her his arm. She was dressed in a simple blue dress that complimented her curves, her red hair was up in a tidy bun. 

She slid an arm through his. "Thanks for the dress."

Nix shrugged. "You work hard for everyone else." 

The streets of Glory had changed substantially over the past month. There were no more one-story buildings anywhere in town. Since the lack of Inns caused most visitors to leave on the last ferry, the town became quiet and peaceful with the setting sun. 

Bela welcomed him with a warm hug when she answered the door. "Nice to see you again Nix."

"Thanks for having me." Nix shook hands with the mountain standing behind her. His normal-sized hand all but disappeared in Bane's enormous mitt. 

Dinner was a quiet affair with wine and easy conversation. Bela wanted to know everything about the chef token that Hyai had brought back from Shangri. Apparently she hadn't activated it yet. The food was the typical pasta that Nix had eaten many times growing up. It reminded him of something Ronnie had once said. What if the NPCs in Colonial were all people? Deep-stays like him, who were hired to perform a certain role in a virtual world. 

Nix dropped Hyai off at the Inn a few hours later. He took the gate to the Sea-World and dropped off the suit for Tu-Khat. He had even found a suitable pair of shoes in Dalton's empty shop. After gearing up, he arrived back at the dock a few minutes before the appointed time.


Chapter 106: The Reluctant Bride

Nix ignored the whispered words of envy from his guildmates as the Fire Storm pulled into Glory Bay. His own FlagShip definitely wouldn't lose out to the Fire Storm, the Veranda Class ship was even bigger than a Dreadnought. 

The silver-armored Princess stepped onto the dock a few minutes later. She was flanked by a half dozen very serious looking Knights. She wore a smile on her face and greeted Nix as an equal. "Well met Nix! It's nice to see you again." She offered him an armored glove to shake. 

Nix returned her smile. "Welcome to Glory Princess Festa." Nix turned to one side and motioned for Shae to come forward. "May I present Shae Balefire, Nemesis of Fire." 

Shae nodded cordially, she wore one of the dresses that Nix had made for her. It had intricately designed red flames on darker red silk. The Salamander wanted everything in red. "I am pleased to finally meet you, please address me as Shae." 

Festa could feel the dormant power of the Nemesis, even royalty wanted to make a good impression. "Thank you for inviting me Shae, since we are allies we will dispense with titles."

Inferno: Nix: Fajii, have Eron examine the Knight in the back row, nearest the water. 

Inferno: Shae: Something is masking his intent. Such foolishness. 

Inferno: Fajii: Eron says that he is being possessed. 

Inferno: Nix: Anything else?

Inferno: Fajii: He says you are worthy. 

Inferno: Tess; I'm on it. 

Tess moved from behind the group. Her dark red hair was tied up in a ponytail, she wore leather armor rather than the traditional robes of a cleric. She stood beside Nix, a slight smile on her face. "Please accept the blessings of Glory Island."

[Sacred Ground]

A white pulse of light moved outward from the cleric. Those whose nature wasn't dark received a small strength and stamina buff. The knight in question collapsed face-first on the ground. 

Nix frowned while the other knights tried to help him up, he was completely unresponsive. 

Inferno: Tess: He'll be fine, This wasn't a long term control.

Tess knelt next to the Knight, her hands running casually over his limbs, torso, neck and finally hair. At the base of his neck was a black scarab, its pincers were embedded deep into the flesh. She pulled in free and immediately healed the area. 

Nix took one look at the scarab and stepped in front of Festa, blocking her from the Knights. "Festa is now under my protection. You will stay here." 

The Knight Captain was a squat, dark man, with a short goatee and broad shoulders. He placed a hand on his sword. "What is the meaning of this?"

"Stand down," Festa spoke quietly but firmly. "You may escort me to their gate, but I forbid you to go any further." She glanced at the scarab in Tess's hand. "Please bring that with us, honorable Healer."

Nix brought Festa into the Sea-World, immediately the Princess seemed to relax. Her expression changing from worry to curiosity. 

"A seed world? It's lovely." She glanced at the cottage on the beach and the houseboats tied up on the wharf. A man stood on the wharf, he was dressed in a dark suit of foreign fashion. 

"This way please." Nix led her to the wharf, stopping in front of Tu-Khat who seemed to be frozen in place. 

"Tu-Khat? Is that really you?" Festa's dark features remained expressionless. It was true that he betrayed their plans ten years ago. "What did I say to you during my birthday celebration in Lohai?" 

Tu-Khat stared at her without replying. 

Inferno: Sharl: Oh shit...

Inferno: Nix: Be ready Tess, just in case. 

Tu-Khat cleared his throat, looking quite uncomfortable. "You said that you would provide me with one heir and that I should never think of ever touching you again after that." 

Nix chose this time to burst out laughing. Apparently Ronnie had been holding it in also and was unable to contain herself. The two of them laughed at Tu-Khat's words. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Nix...

Nix bit down a chuckle but didn't bother to hide the grin on his face. "Sorry... that was some funny shit." 

Festa's dark lips curved in a smile. "That's exactly what I said." 

A short while later, the officers of Inferno along with the Royal couple were sitting in a circle on the deck of Nix's houseboat. 

"This could spark a war, I'm reluctant to have it come to that." Festa voiced two concerns, the imposter on the Wisteria throne and all-out war. 

"We'll go in quiet and change everything." Nix smiled and spent the next few minutes laying out his plan. Only King Brahmi and the Necromancer knew about the switch. They could ignore Brahmi and deal with the Necromancer. Once the Dark Mage was dead, they could swap in the real Tu-Khat and only Brahmi would know the difference. 

Festa leaned back in her seat, her dark eyes watching Nix. "Brahmi will keep his mouth shut, especially if we decide to keep to our original plans and unite the three kingdoms." 

"Two teams then, one to handle the imposter, King. The second to protect Tu-Khat and put in him in place after the Necromancer is dealt with. 

Jun Li nodded in agreement. "I'll head up the second team. Ronnie, Gypsy, and Semmi with me." 

Nix cast a sideways glance at Shae who nodded. "I'll take Shae, Tess, and Wind." 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] Why am I being left out again?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] You aren't, I have a mission for you. 

"Shall I return to Lohai?" Festa had verified Tu-Khat's identity, there wasn't much left for her to do.

Nix shook his head, "I'd feel better if you remained here as my guest until the mission is complete." 

Festa's eyes wandered to the scarab that Tess had placed on the small table. Necromancers used them to create walking zombies. The person could obey simple directions and perform basic tasks, everything that he heard and saw while being dominated would be seen by the owner of the scarab. "Perhaps that would be for the best. Rhanos is the name of the Knight that was infected. It had to have been someone in the palace." 

Tess nodded in agreement. "He was infected sometime in the last four hours."

Nix stood and picked up the scarab. According to Tess, it was no longer a threat, he handed it to Mina. "Take Fajii, Milat, and Zhava. Infiltrate the palace and track down the source. I'm assuming Eron can find the culprit."

A soft voice spoke from Fajii's shoulder. "Of course." 

Festa reached in her belt and pulled out a small token. "This shows you are in my personal service. If you are discovered, present this and they will ignore your actions." 

Mina stowed the token. "I'm assuming we aren't bringing this person back for questioning?"

"Correct. Eliminate the threat and return immediately. Let me know when you are safe." Nix took a quick look around the deck. "Questions?" 

***************

Three small teams stood next to the Dock portal. Jun Li's team was escorting Tu-Khat, they would leave last. Nix's team would deal with the Necromancer and Mina's group would find the scarab owner and relieve them of their life. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] Be careful Nix.

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] Remember this is an infiltration mission in friendly territory. Surrender is the best option if you are caught. We shouldn't kill our allies and I don't want anything to happen to you. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] I will do as you say. Be safe.


Chapter 107: Necromancer

Nix, Shae, Tess, and Wind took the portal to Wisteria. The Wisteria portal wasn't connected to a city, it was literally in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps at some time, someone was going to build a city there. It was the only portal on the Archipelago continent. 

[Summons: Fey]

Nix hopped up on the Drake, patting its shoulder. "We're facing a Necromancer, you up for it?"

Fey snorted, "I hate dead meat." 

The rest of the group summoned Manta and a few minutes later were flying west toward Corso, the capital city of Wisteria. 

Inferno: Nix: Tu-Khat suggested we put down on the Palace roof, I'm not against it. 

Although the hour was late, the skies were clear. Even with the dark, they stood out while they were in flight. In an effort to avoid detection, they purposely spread out and went to maximum elevation. Fey stealthed and didn't bother. 

The city of Corso was a sprawling settlement on the largest island in the Wisteria Archipelago. Roughly five times the size of Glory, Corso was known as a smuggler city. You could find whatever you needed, provided you had the credits. The city itself didn't have walls, however, the Palace did. Gigantic stone walls nearly thirty feet in height surrounded a pristine looking palace made from white marble. The grounds of the palace were quite large, in the event of an invasion, the population would fall back behind the walls, completely abandoning the city. 

There was only one roof access door, Wind unlocked it quickly before turning back to the group. "Plan?"

Nix smiled in the darkness. "You're the scout... Find that Necromancer for us." 

Tess nodded in agreement. "We'll wait here." 

"Hilarious." Wind stealthed and entered the door quietly. 

They waited a few minutes before they were given the all-clear.

Inferno: Wind: The fourth floor is completely empty, no bedrooms up here at all. You can come to the landing outside the third level. 

Just to be safe everyone stealthed and advanced to the next floor. It was here that Shae suddenly stopped. 

Inferno: Wind: Shit, I've been discovered. Need assistance.

"Nix... I recommend we abandon this mission now." Shae looked calm on the inside, but Nix could feel the radiating heat of her body rising. 

"Can't now, Wind needs help." Nix moved out the door, with Tess on his heels.

Inferno: Shae: There's a Fire Nemesis here, he's been masking his source. 

Nix skidded to a stop.

[Summons: Mortimer]

When the bear appeared, Nix began running again. "Protect Shae!" 

Inferno: Nix: fuck... Can you hold him?

Inferno: Shae: He's stronger than me but I can hold for a bit. 

*****************

Wind tried to move but couldn't. The Necromancer had been in bed when the Inferno Scout decided to risk a quick assassination. The black eyes had popped open the moment he stepped toward the bed. 

The Necromancer wore Tu-Khat's face, his dark smile giving it an evil visage. "An Assassin? Not even a good one." He ignored Wind and slid on a black robe. He armed himself with a long black staff that had a large jewel mounted on the end. 

Inferno: Wind: Hurry... Found the Doppelganger stone. 

"Where are you from little Assassin? No wait... please don't say. I prefer to find these things out myself." He moved closer, his foul breath smelled like a graveyard. "Takes a brave man to be a Kingslayer." The Necromancer's eyes turned blacker, his freehand glowed with Necrofire.

Wind gritted his teeth, struggling desperately to move. "You're not the King." blood oozed from his mouth when he forced the words out.

"No?" The Necromancer seemed to find his words amusing. "If I'm not, then who..." He stopped speaking when a small creature crawled from beneath the scout's armor. The tiny gecko patted Wind's cheek with a webbed hand. 

[Fear the King]

The Necromancer's black eyes widened in terror, covering his head with both hands he screamed and ran for the door. 

Nix grabbed his sword hilt, an instant later emerald flames lit up the hallway. They turned the corner and instantly dodged to one side when fake Tu-Khat ran passed them screaming. 

Inferno: Wind: I have the doppelganger stone!

Inferno: Nix: Gate back to Glory now!

Inferno: Wind: Understood. 

Wind smiled at the little gecko who was still standing on his shoulder. The doppelganger stone was a big part of the mission. Even if they missed killing the Necromancer, they could destroy the stone and expose his disguise. According to Nix, this would be plan B. Wind activated his guild portal icon and a moment later he disappeared. 

The Necromancer stopped suddenly, the terror in his eyes quickly turning to rage. An eerie green light flooded the dark hallway, he turned towards it while producing another staff. 

Nix stared at fake Tu-Khat, the man's brown hair was sticking straight up, his eyes seemed crazed. "I see you met the King. How'd that go?" 

[Turn Undead]

The Necromancer screamed in agony when Tess suddenly appeared next to him and place both glowing hands on his back.

[Deadly Counter]

An explosion of Necrofire burst outward from the Necomancers's hands. 

Saintess has been Slain

Nix charged into the Necromancer, slamming him through the wall, both men landing in the next room. 

[Aura Ignition]

A dozen strands of Emerald flame wrapped around the Necromancer's body, pinning his arms. "You've hurt my friends pretend King." 

[Absolute Corruption]

The strands around the Necromancer held but slowly began to turn black. Nix dropped the strands and summoned his flame blade, slashing at the Necromancer's face. 

[Deaths Gate: Lich King]

Nix leaped backward, as a spear-wielding Lich King stabbed through the air where he had been standing a moment earlier. 

The Entire Palace suddenly trembled, a deafening roar filled with power shook the floor. 

[Your Summoned Creature has initiated Rage]

Nix grimaced. "I don't have time to fuc..'

[Ducky has charmed Lich King Soto]

The Lich King flashed toward the Necromancer, impaling him into the wall with his spear. 

[Turn Undead]

The Necromancer screamed in mortal agony as the Inferno cleric pressed both glowing hands into his chest. She ducked away a moment later, just when a blade of emerald flames removed the fake king's head. 

Nix stared in shock from Tess to Ducky. "How did you two...? Never mind, get out of here now. I'm going to help Shae!" 

************

The entire palace grounds had been leveled, a huge crater formed where an orchard had once been. Two Elementals faced each other a dozen meters apart. 

"You've done well, it's my good fortune to meet you now. In a year or so, this might have gone differently." A refined-looking man with white hair spoke quietly, he wore blue robes that matched his bluish tinged flame. 

Shae scowled at the arrogance of the old salamander, his name was Sogan and he was powerful. The area around her was splashed with red glowing blood, her anger welling up at the sight of the titan cub. Morti's rage had caused his size to instantly triple, forty feet of angry bear had slapped the other Nemesis twenty feet into the ground, like a hammer striking a nail. If only rage was a bit longer. "This won't be our last meeting, I promise you that," the redhead's words dripped with venom. Despite how it looked, she knew he was wounded. 

Sogan shook his head. "I'm afraid it is. Unlike you, I have no problems wasting this entire city."

Shae's brown eyes reflected her disbelief. "You'd change here?" 

Inferno: Shae: I want everyone to leave Corso immediately. This city is about to disappear.

The light cast by the red flames of Shae and the blue flames of her opponent changed slightly when the smallest bit of green mixed in. 

Sogan watched the newcomer with interest. "A lord class Salamander? The green flame is nice... I'm going to have to take it from you. 

Inferno: Shae: Please run Nix. Escape now. 

"Take it from me?" Nix walked slowly toward the center of the crater. Morti lay unconscious off to one side, Shae was obviously badly wounded. "Messing with my woman and fucking with my bear... Someone your age ought to know better." 

Inferno: Nix: How long can you channel brown flames?

Inferno: Shae: Long enough. 

Nix moved behind Shae and wrapped his arms around her waist, he pushed all of his emerald flames into their joining. 

"Why would I be scared of y..." Sogan stopped when the flames around Shae turned a deep, rich brown. "Brown Flames?" His hands glowed suddenly, his body shrinking as it began to morph.

[Balefire] 

Brown flames shot out from Shae's extended hands and struck Sogan on the shoulder, his right arm disappearing while he howled in agony. He scurried backward, caught between forms. 

[Flight of the Gyrphon]

The distance between them closed in an instant. Nix shouted in pain, pushing the brown flames into the hilt of the Sythe, he slashed downward, scoring a deep hit on the Nemesis's wounded shoulder. 

Sogan used his life-saving measures and disappeared, his agonizing scream echoing in the crater. 

Shae ran towards Nix, who had collapsed on the ground. "Drop the brown flames Nix!" 

By the time Tess and Ducky arrived a few minutes later, Shae had helped Nix to his feet and Morti had been unsummoned. 

Nix crossed his arms and stared at the pair. "Explain your presence here Ducky."

The Siren looked down at the ground, her lower lip sticking out slightly. "I ran away last time I faced a Lich King, this time I did not run."

"Well... very nice job Ducky." He patted her blue hair before turning to Tess. "You shouldn't have been able to recover during combat." 

Tess smiled sweetly, "Area 5 in Shangri." She held up a ringed finger and then linked it to him.

Heaven's Might

Ring: Legendary [Cleric Only]

Description: Resurrects the wearer.

Uses: 2/3

"What a cheat!" Nix shook his head in disgust. 

Tess laughed at him. "Right... says the raging forest fire to the little spark." 

Nix frowned at her. "What's that even mean?" 

Inferno: Jun Li: Real Tu-Khat has been put into his bedroom. He's currently yelling at his guard for allowing thieves in the palace. 

Inferno: Shae: You didn't evacuate?

Inferno: Semmi: Nope, we knew the two of you could handle it. 

[Onion Quest: Mystery Map has been completed.]

Colonial System Message: A Colonial Embassy has been built on Glory Island. 

Onion Quest: The Final Layer

Abominable Creatures

Description: Investigate the origin of the creatures on Mystery Island. 

********************

"Just rest Nix. Morti is fine." Shae stroked his head softly while the hot water of her elemental pool healed their wounds. The bear cub was sleeping soundly on the soft grass and Festa had returned to Lohai. 

Nix opened one eye, smiling up at the Salamander. "What do you think will happen with them?"

Shae shrugged, "there's no telling. We'll talk later, rest now." 

Nix yawned, "fine. Thanks for your hard work." 

*********************

[Whisper: Darsi to Nix] I'm back. Miss me?


Chapter 108: Colonial Embassy

The pretty blonde had her arms crossed in front of her, frowning at him when he appeared in the doorway. "Really Nix?"

"Hmm... What?" Nix walked in, letting the door swing shut behind him. 

"Don't what me. I contacted you last night and you didn't bother to reply!" Darsi spotted the first aide token in his hand and dropped the frown. 

"Sorry Darsi. We just had a major raid and I was injured." More than likely she had saved his life, so he was going to take good care of her in Colonial. He placed the token on the counter in front of her. 

She picked up the token, the smile on her face returning. She noticed that he was wearing jeans. "You can make jeans?"

"Yep, underwear too." Nix noticed that she had been crafting. "Doing the lifestyle route? Or feel like adventuring?" 

"Adventuring, but I'll keep crafting since I can make credits." Darsi finished the piece and set it aside. "Gladis Corp has been banned from Colonial, pending investigation of tampering."

"What about Dalton and the rest?"

"Gladis wiped all the cards right when they discovered they'd been infiltrated. Fortunately, a lovely and talented angel was able to grab their cards first."

Nix grinned at her. "No argument here. When can we expect them?"

"They'll filter in slowly. Our friends are part of the case against Gladis. In exchange for sworn affidavits and testimony, they will be released. Some of them could be here in a few weeks if Gladis decides to make a deal, the release might be quicker." 

"Anything I can I do for you?"

"I'd like to be a sniper, I can't shoot or anything but that's not needed right?" 

Nix shook his head. "Definitely not. I'd recommend becoming a Scorched Earth Mage, Assault Tree, and a rifle marksmen as your second path."

Darsi gave him a blank look. "Didn't I just say I want to shoot things?" 

"Yep. Normally the second path comes with a penalty. The Scorched Earth Path has modifiers in place that can avoid that."

"So I can still be a sniper but with added benefits of a Scorched Earth Mage?"

Nix nodded, "Scorched Earth sniper." 

[Whisper: Wylie to Nix] Were you serious about going through Mariner training with the newest recruits?

[Whisper: Nix to Wylie] Yep.

[Whisper: Wylie to Nix] The next rotation starts in two weeks. 

[Whisper: Nix to Wylie] Sign me up. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Can you make it to a meeting Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Sure when and where?

Inferno: Jun Li: Guild Hall, right now. 

After saying goodbye to Darsi, he headed toward the Guild Hall, he could have gated there but preferred to stretch his legs. 

"Nix!" Mina's voice called him from the doorway of the Kindled Spirit.

"Morning." NIx accepted a hug from her, smiling when she fell in beside him. "How'd the mission go?"

"One of the Palace Pages was secretly a Necromancer in training, still very weak but he was able to use the Scarabs that fake Tu-Khat had given him."

"Did you destroy them?"

Mina nodded, "unnatural and evil."

"Glory will have its first Black Fire Mage in a few days." Shae had told him that the queue time was five days, even she had been surprised by the time table. 

"I'll be interested to see what sort of abilities he has." Mina slid an arm through his. "I've not been myself lately." 

"Everything okay?"

Mina nodded, "when you disappeared, it felt like my heart had been torn out. I guess getting back to normal will take a while." 

"Am I better looking now?"

The Aquarion stared up at him for a moment before shaking her head. "Nope, still very difficult to look at." 

Nix laughed at her serious face before stopping abruptly. "The fuck is that?" 

A black, windowless tower stretched skyward several hundred meters into the air. It was round at the base, perhaps fifty meters in diameter, it stayed that way until the very top. 

Mina pulled his arm and continued walking. "It's the Colonial Embassy Nix."

"Huh? That's not an Embassy. An embassy has courtyards and gardens, maybe some offices filled with diplomats." Nix frowned at the huge ugly building, it was an eyesore. 

Mina shrugged. "No idea. The construction is not quite finished. According to Semmi, less than an hour left." 

They entered the Guildhall together and Nix took a seat at the table. Shae's injuries were serious enough to take her out of commission for a few days, so she wouldn't be attending. "Morning everyone."

Ronnie claimed the seat on the other side of him. "How's Morti?"

Nix shrugged. "Fat and lazy, he'll be sleeping for the next three days."

Tess took a seat across the table. "He slapped the monkey-snot out of a Nemesis, I'd say he's earned a nap." 

Jun Li and Semmi were the last two officers to arrive.

Inferno: Jun Li: I'm assuming everyone has seen the Embassy by now?

Inferno: Sharl: You mean the black Wizard Tower of death?

Inferno: Ronnie: There's a wizard in there?

Inferno: Sharl: No Ronnie...

Inferno: Jun Li: Regardless, we'll check it out after this meeting. 

Inferno: Semmi: The Inferno Guild received an invitation to the marriage ceremony of Princess Festa and King Tu-Khat.

Inferno: Ronnie: Be my date Nix!

Inferno: Nix: Sure. 

Inferno: Sharl: Hey!

Inferno: Tess: The hell? No asking stuff like that at the meeting.

Inferno: Ronnie: Heh... Too slow. 

Inferno: Jun Li: He can't anyway, Festa has requested that he attend her for the duration.

Inferno: Nix: Attend? Am I a bridesmaid now? No thanks. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Can't really say no Nix.

Inferno: Nix: Sure I can. No, no, no. See? Easy. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Can you make me a nice dress Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Yep.

Inferno: Tess: Stay with the agenda, Ronnie.

Inferno: Jun Li: Moving on. Their intent is to follow the original plan and unify Espana, Wisteria, and Phelinomia into one Central Kingdom. Festa's parents will become the governors of Phelinomia and Brahmi will be the governor of Espana. They will answer directly to the King and Queen of the Central Kingdom. 

Inferno: Nix: That's the name? The Central Kingdom?

Inferno: Jun Li: Unsure. Anything else on the agenda besides the Embassy?

Inferno: Nix: I'll be taking Mina back to Pinnacle to speak with Air Nemesis Rhylia.

Inferno: Tess: Need any healing support?

Inferno: Nix: Diplomatic mission, we will avoid any fighting. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Anything else?

Inferno: Nix: If you want me to make you proper wedding attire, put an order in now. Be prepared to pay for mats, no free rides. 

Inferno: Semmi: Looks like the Embassy is finishing!

Nix exited the Guildhall, the rest of the officers following behind. There were already dozens of vendors setting up shop around the embassy.

Inferno: Nix: Okay... How is this possible?

Inferno: Semmi: They came with the building. 

The entire first floor was nearly all windows, after that, it was black marble all the way up. A huge set of double wood doors was the only entrance, Nix and his group filed in quickly.

The building's lobby had a single elevator with a rather large armored man guarding it. He smiled when he saw them. "Going up folks?" 

Nix gave the man a blank look. "Sure..."

"Guild Cards please." The man held out his hand expectantly. 

"We're from the Inferno Guild. We own Glory Island." Nix smiled pleasantly. "the fifth floor please." 

Inferno: Jun Li: Why the fifth?

Inferno: Nix: Lucky number. 

The man cleared his throat and pointed toward the office across the entryway. "No one is allowed access without first presenting an Adventurer Guild Card."

Inferno: Nix: This a joke?

Inferno: Jun Li: I think it's an instance. Let's play along.

Nix walked through the glass doors and stood in front of a large counter. Three men in office uniforms stared back at him. "Where can I get a Guild card?"

"Here sir!" The first man pointed to a line on the floor. "Stand there please!"

Nix grinned when the man took his picture. The man held it up and examined it for a moment before sliding it over to the man next to him.

"Next in line please."

The second man grabbed the picture and slid it into a pad. "Place your right hand on the pad please."

Nix placed his hand on the pad, it warmed up for a moment and then vibrated. 

The third man reached over and pulled a small card from the pad. He lowered his spectacles and read it aloud. "Nix from the Inferno Guild. Is that you?"

Nix nodded. "Yep."

The man slid the card in front of him. "Please verify that the information is correct."

Nix [Race: Human/Salamander Hybrid]

Level 50 [Locked: Actual Level 96]

Strength 92

Endurance 95

Intelligence 57

Dexterity 57

Perception 57

Mana 18900/18900

Cold Resistance 120 [Ice Blessing]

Fire Resistance 120 [Burning Aura]

Emerald Flame Strands 100 [Flame Snare] [Fire Root]

Fire Seed [Emerald]

Josori's Stealth [Champion's Ability]

Weapon Skills:

Primary: Path of the Fire Lord [Salamander]

Secondary: Spellsword 

Support Skills:

N/A

Primary Path Skills

Balefire

Meteor Storm

Combustion

Comet Strike

Secondary Path Skills

Flame Blade

Flight of the Gryphon

[Spirit Animal 4/4]

1: Soup [Royal Sea Turtle]

2: Ducky [Siren]

3: Fey [Fire Drake]

4: Mortimer [Titan Cave Bear]

Skills: 

Hunter 100

Leather Making 100

Tailor 100

[Current Floor Rating: 1st]

[Companion Price: 19 million Credits]

Nix shrugged. "Seems okay."

The man smiled happily. "There's a Kiosk in the lobby. If you wish to hire a companion, you may choose one there. You also have the option of becoming a companion for others to hire. If you choose this option you will be immediately transported to the lobby whenever someone hires you. Your hiring price may go up or down depending on your performance in the Embassy."

Nix walked into the lobby a few minutes later. The elevator attendant hadn't moved. "Can I choose any floor?"

The attendant shook his head. "There is a test on the next level. Your floor rating will depend on how you perform there. You can take this rating test as many times as you like." 

"How many floors are there?" Nix glanced back into the offices, Semmi was just finishing up. 

"I'm not sure sir. I know there are at least a hundred. On the tenth floor is a weapons/armor shop, on the 20th floor there is a casino, on the 30th floor there is an inn. on the 40th floor there is a Pleasure Club. I have no data on anything passed that. 

Semmi overheard most of their conversation. "Every 10 levels there's a break and a special floor?"

The attendant nodded, while examining both of their cards. He handed them back and stepped to one side. "Going up?" 

Semmi glanced at Nix, "you and me Nix?"

"Sure, we're going up." Nix grabbed Semmi's hand, a moment later the huge elevator door opened up and they stepped inside.


Chapter 109: Mercenary for Hire

Semmi jumped in and slashed at the swamp lizard's hamstrings before rolling to one side. 

[Balefire]

White flame tore through the lizard's abdomen backing him up.

NIx raised a hand and a dozen emerald strands wrapped around its legs, the creatures alligator face opened wide as it roared miserably. 

[Backstab]

Semmi has slain as Swamp Lizard. 

[Level Cleared]

Semmi placed her hands on her knees, gasping for air. "Stop for now?" 

Nix nodded at the blonde scout. "Nice job Sem." 

Each zone in the Embassy has a small neutral zone in its entrance. In this zone is the floor control panel. You can change floors, provided you are qualified to enter the new choice. This is also the area in which you are rezzed in the event of your death. 

They walked back to the entrance together. Semmi was covered in swamp muck from having been ambushed by a half dozen man-sized lizards. 

The blonde was using the edge of her dagger to scrape mud off her armor. "This random zone shit is for the birds."

Nix nodded in agreement, the two zones prior to this had been arctic and desert. "Not a bad piece of work though."

Semmi smiled, "It looks like we qualified up to Floor 33. Want to check out the shops on the 10th floor?" 

"Sure."

They summoned the elevator and stepped in. This time the floor lights were lit all the way to 33. Semmi pushed the button for the 10th floor. "Too bad we didn't qualify for the 40th floor."

Nix hid a smile, "Oh? Why's that?

Semmi wiggled her eyebrows at him. "You know why." 

Inferno: Ronnie: Looks like my asking price is 1.5 mil. I'm gonna get rich!

Inferno: Sharl: 1.8 mil.

Inferno: Pon: 3.7 mil.

Inferno: Tess: 7 mil.

Inferno: Wind: Everyone wants heals. 2.1 mil.

Inferno: Jun Li: Tess and I just qualified up to floor 25. Heading to the armor shop on 10 now.

Inferno: Semmi: See you there. I qualified for 33. 

Inferno: Pon: Bullshit.

Inferno: Wind: Really?

Inferno: Semmi: Yep.

Inferno: Ronnie: Hey... You're with Nix!

Inferno: Semmi: Maybe.

Inferno: Tess: Cheat.

Inferno: Pon: Lame.

The elevator came to a stop with a loud ding, and the duo stepped out. The armor/weapons shop on the tenth floor was actually a huge bazaar. As soon as the elevator closed, it opened again and two more inferno members stepped out. 

Tess smiled at her friends before her eyes caught the board behind them. "Hey, it's a leaderboard."

Semmi smiled innocently, "Oh?" She'd already noticed that she and Nix were at the top. 

"Welcome to the 10th Floor. I'm Khabi, the Floor Steward. May I help you find something?" A tall, muscular man with dark skin approached them. He was wearing white robes with a purple turban and sandals. 

Nix smiled pleasantly at the Stewart. "Where can I find rifles?"

Khabi turned and pointed directly across from them. "This entire row of vendors sell firearms."

"How about daggers?" Semmi had noticed a touchscreen map on the wall, however, it was listed by shop name, not by what they sold. 

Khabi stepped closer to the touchscreen. "Upper right is the map index, you can use it to highlight shops by what they sell." The Steward chose the dagger search icon, a dozen shops on the far wall lit up.

All four of them went in separate directions with Nix heading toward the firearm vendors. 

[Whisper: Darsi to Nix] Hey, I stopped by the Scorched Earth Temple, there's quite a waiting list.

[Whisper: Nix to Fajii] Would you push Darsi to the front of the conversion line, please?

[Whisper: Fajii to Nix] Yes.

[Whisper: Nix to Darsi] Ask again, Fajii will take good care of you.

[Whisper: Darsi to Nix] Thanks Nix. 

Nix spent a few minutes shopping for a quality sniper rifle that Darsi would like. After finding one and settling on a price, the vendor offered to use their 'delivery service.' This option enabled the person to receive it as a package via their hud. 

Inferno: Nix: Done shopping yet Sem?

Inferno: Semmi: Um... No.

Inferno: Tess: Not even close, the corner shops have accessories!!

"Sorry Jani, Mira logged in, so we are swapping her in for you."

"Oh, I see. It's fine... I'll find another group." 

Nix overheard the conversation between a handful of guildmates from Tea Leaf. They definitely stood out, every one of them wore a bright green singlet over their armor. They left the cleric in question and entered the elevator. 

She noticed his approach right away. "Care to group with me? 44 level cleric!" 

"What floor are you on? Nix smiled at her patience, she'd been dumped by her group. She was handling it better than he would have.

"Just the 14th," she admitted. Her hair was dyed bright pink, and she had a smattering of freckles across her nose. "I'm a good healer though, and I work well with others."

Nix laughed at her words, he remembered saying the same thing at his first job interview. "You're hired Jani the Pink." 

"Sajani actually... sometimes my guildmates call me Jani." She spoke quietly as if she was in a library.

"I'm Nix, let's head to the 14th floor." Nix summoned the elevator and a moment later they stepped inside.

******************

[Several hours later on the 41st floor]

"Map says there are three more mobs on this level Nix." The pink-haired cleric's face was smudged with mud, she pursed her lips while studying the map.

[Summons: Fey]

The Drake appeared in front of them a moment later. She looked around the area, "where we at?"

"41st floor in the Embassy. This is Pinkie."

The Drake nodded, "Hi Pinkie. Good thinking bringing a cleric. What's our status?" The drake glanced around, they were in an arid region, low foothills with lots of sagebrush. 

"Clearing out the zone, but we are missing some mobs." She pointed to the west side of the map, "my best guess says they are here."

Fey nodded her scaled head, "What kind of mobs?"

"Melee so far, white primates with four arms." Nix waited until the Drake took to the air. "Why did Fey ask about the mobs?"

Pinkie scratched her cheek while considering the question, he had been doing it all day, teaching her small things. "Risk assessment?"

"Correct. Fey's a flier, so melee mobs don't present a threat. She'll find them."

Inferno: Semmi: Dumped me Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Um... you were shopping until ten minutes ago. 

Inferno: Ronnie: 41st floor? You check out the 40th?

Inferno: Nix: Not yet. 

Inferno: Tess: Cheating on me with another healer?

Inferno: Nix: Fraid so. 

Inferno: Jun Li: With the Embassy here, we are going to have to get another Ferry.

Inferno: Nix: Sounds good. 

Fey landed a few minutes later. "Found them, a small cave hidden by some brush. Probably going to need a tank Nix."

Nix scowled, "bosses seem to be randomly occurring every few floors."

"We should stop here Nix, the last boss took us three tries." Pinkie shuddered at the memory, The 38th floor was a volcano, the boss there had been immune to fire.

"I guess." Nix grinned at the young woman and sent her a friend request. "Wanna check out the 40th floor?"

Pinkie kept her face expressionless, it was difficult to know when Nix was teasing. "We are at the top of the leaderboard. That means we'd be the first ones to see it."

A few minutes later they stepped back into the elevator and chose the 40th floor.

Inferno: Ronnie: Hey... Nix is on the 40th floor!

Inferno: Semmi: Traitor! 

Inferno: Pon: What's it like?

Inferno: Sharl: Spill it Nix. 

Inferno: Wind: Nix? Why isn't he answering? 

Embassy System Announcement: The Embassy exits and entrances close at 18:00 hours, at that time a special campground for overnight guests will be located on the 5th floor. You may continue to shop or advance floors. Enjoy your evening.

******************

Pinkie exited the elevator and strolled into the lobby, she walked over to the kiosk and activated the 'For Hire' option. Her asking price was 5.2 mil credits. She scrolled down the mercenary column, even though his name was grayed out she could see the price. "Holy crap. Who has 20 mil?"


Chapter 110: Air Champion

"So... tell me more." Hyai used a hand to prop her head off his chest.

Nix laughed at the interest in her eyes. "Pinkie thought it was a place to eat... Yep, not the best place to go for dinner."

Hyai laughed, a warm sound that was pleasant to hear. "This Pinkie seems pretty young."

Nix nodded, "I had to cover her eyes a few times, to preserve her innocence."

"What about your innocence?" She ran a fingernail down his chest and bent closer until their lips touched. 

"Hmmm... Long gone." 

"Maybe you could bring me there?" Hyai frowned at the sun shining through the window, already time to get up. 

Nix shrugged and watched as she slid out of bed. "I could ask Kai if guests are allowed."

"And Kai is?"

"Floor Steward on the 40th floor." 

She cupped her large breast and eased it into her bra, well aware that she had a captive audience. "Is Kai a man or a woman?"

"Yes."

Hyai sat on the edge of the bed and continued dressing. "What kind of answer is that?"

Nix stretched his arms over his head and turned on his side so he could continue to watch her. "From the waist up, Kai seems like a very attractive woman."

Hyai stopped what she was doing and turned her head toward him. "And the rest of her?"

Nix shook his head, "no idea and I'm not checking."

Hyai laughed at his expression. "Be adventurous Nix, grab the bull by the horns."

"Pass... I'll bring Chiba there, she'll definitely solve the riddle." 

She finished dressing, occasionally laughing while they chatted. "You getting up or staying in bed?"

"Staying in bed. Have to meet Mina at the docks in a couple of hours." 

"Okay hun, cya later." 

*********************

When Nix came down the stairs a few hours later, Hyai was too busy to talk. She did, however, hand him a box lunch and offer him a smile. 

Inferno: Semmi: For those interested, the Inn on the 30th floor is quite amazing. The rooms have every amenity you can think of. There are also apartments available for rent or purchase.

Inferno: Pon: The casino is pretty nice, Wind and I checked it out last night. 

Nix found Mina waiting for him by his shop door. He took a few minutes to deliver some products to Nova.

The Aquarion was wearing her black leather outfit with the hood pulled over her head. "You sure we don't need healing help?"

Nix frowned at her, "the moment you make me say we don't need it, we will definitely need it."

Mina offered him a smile, "better not say it then." 

A few minutes later, when Nix finished up, they joined hands and she activated her Deep Blue. Once on the platform in Mermaid city, they swam leisurely, neither of them in a hurry.

Mina smiled at him, "it's nice talking, I feel like we aren't spending enough time together. In Aquarion society, you spend a lot of time with your friends."

"It's like that with humans also."

Mina nodded as if his answer pleased her. "I want to talk about something, but am not sure how to approach it."

"I find it's best to speak your mind." 

"I want you to stop seeing Fajii." 

"No. Anything else?" 

"Milat wishes to pursue her, he can't do that if Fajii remains close with you."

"Why should I give a fuck about what Milat wants?" Nix spoke calmly, no hint of anger in his voice.

"They are both Aquarions, this is how it should be." 

"I see... You don't like the idea of Fajii having a human companion? You would prefer that she bonds with Milat or Zhava?"

Mina nodded. 

Nix stopped, not really in a hurry to arrive at Pinnacle. "I do understand what you are saying, Mina."

Mina offered him a smile. "Good Nix, you are easy to talk to."

"What if I told you one of my human friends feels the same way?"

Mina stopped beside him, "I would say you should listen to your friend."

"I see... Suppose my friend takes it a step further and says that I shouldn't be friends with Aquarions? It's unnatural and I should avoid them."

Mina shook her head, "isn't that unreasonable?" 

"What if I take Deep Blue away from you, banish the Aquarions from the Sea-World?"

"Nix... Why are you saying this?"

"Didn't you say that we shouldn't intermix? Do you think your race will accept you back if you admit that it was a mistake to be allied with humans?" 

"These aren't my words Nix. I don't believe anything like that."

"No?" Nix continued toward the Pinnacle air pocket. "Tell Milat if he wants Fajii, then he should do his best to win her heart. Your belief about racial barriers is nothing more than an unreasonable prejudice hidden deep inside." 

They entered the Pinnacle territory a few minutes later, neither speaking as they approached the white-robed guards.

Nix bowed his head slightly. "I seek an audience with Nemesis Rhylia." 

One of the guards ran toward the temple, while the other returned Nix's bow. "Please wait here Champion." 

The guard returned a moment later and escorted them into the Air Temple. Rhylia was sitting on her throne, her dark eyes watching them as they walked toward her. "Champion Nix, it's only been a short time since we last spoke but I welcome you anyway."

Nix bowed low, "I find your conversation interesting and am here to speak more with you."

Rhylia laughed at the words, "aren't you here to repeat the last conversation we had?"

Nix shook his head, 'I'm here to take you to your temple. This time I won't take no for an answer."

Rhylia's smile faded, her dark eyes glittered. "What if I say no anyway?"

"As I said, that's not an option anymore." Nix stared at her, in truth it was a harder stance then he had planned but some of the aggression he felt toward Mina had affected him.

She stood slowly, black feathers dragging the ground, her hands caressing the longsword at her waist. "You're not in a position to dictate conditions to me Nix."

"Sogon thought the same thing."

[Burning Aura]

A green flame erupted around Nix, his yellow eyes staring at the Air Nemesis.

Inferno: Mina: Nix? What are you doing?

"You've met Sogon?"

"Met him and would have killed him if he hadn't used life-saving measures." 

She stared at him, everything about him was different then it had been a few days earlier. Slowly she dropped her hand from her sword. "What are you offering?"

Nix flamed out his aura and held out his hand, "I'm offering my hand, my companion will stay here until we get back."

Rhylia nodded and took his hand. "Treat her well, I will return shortly."

Nix activated Deep Blue and chose the slot he had saved in the Death Temple. A moment later the two of them appeared on the platform near the huge doors of the abandoned temple. 

Nix led her further inside, the place looked the same but the smell of death was gone. The high cathedral ceilings and vast amount of space would be a huge step up for the Pinnacle inhabitants. Together they walked through the temple and then outside to the large courtyards. The world was still dimly lit and lacking a sun. 

"Where is this place Nix?" 

"It's a seed world encased in a doppelganger stone. We'll mount the stone on the altar of the Fire Palace. You will be able to come and go through the portal whenever you like."

"The receiving portal is in the Fire Palace?"

Nix nodded. "We've defeated Sogon once, the next time he shows his face I'm going to remove his head." He took a step toward her, when she didn't back away he took another.

She didn't move when he placed his hand on her shoulder, they stared at each other for a long moment. "You're the Fire Palace champion and the Scorched Earth champion?"

Nix nodded.

"Would you be my Air champion also?" 

"Yes."


Chapter 111: Palace of Fire and Air

Inferno: Mina: Nix? All the air elementals have suddenly vanished.

Inferno: Nix: Rhylia summoned them into the Temple.

Inferno: MIna: All of them at once? Did she decide to join us?

Inferno: Nix: Yes to both. Gate back to Glory, I'll see you there.

Inferno: Mina: Can you meet me in the Sea-World?

Inferno: Nix: Sure Min. 

Nix stepped into the Sea-World, the warm breeze off the water made him stand in place for a moment. "Gulls... we need some birds here." 

Mina was standing next to the door of the cottage when he walked up, she had removed her hood and the tie that held her white hair. 

"You never wear your hair down Min, looks nice." 

She didn't reply, only stared at him with her pale blue eyes before opening the door and walking in. Nix followed behind and eased the door shut. 

"I misspoke." She stated softly and then sat on the couch. "My words sound sour, even in my own ears." 

Nix sat down next to her. "You're jealous, it's a common feeling between men and women."

"I'm jealous." She sat there staring as she considered the words. "Would you stop being my friend if Fajii asked you to?"

"Fajii wouldn't ask me something like that."

"No... I guess she wouldn't." She moved closer and leaned against him until her head rested on his shoulder. "I see Fajii as she is now, There's a happiness that wasn't there before." 

"She seems the same to me, perhaps the Scorched Earth path has made her emotions more stable."

"Please forget my harsh words."

"It's fine Min." He stroked her hair softly. "The mantle of leadership can be heavy."

"I cannot calm myself."

"We could always exchange pointers."

Min sat up, her pale eyes looking intently at his face. "It would be difficult with such an ugly man." 

"Right... I could just turn you around, then you wouldn't have to look at me." 

A smile cracked on her alien face before she laughed loudly. Nix joined her and they laughed together for some time. 

*************

Inferno: Sharl: Floyd just shapeshifted...

Nix was walking toward the Fire Palace when he heard the comment. Floyd was the name that she had given the Naga boy. 

Inferno: Nix: Into?

Inferno: Sharl: A regular boy.

Inferno: Fajii: Don't worry, it's normal.

Inferno: Sharl: He can't even speak yet.

Inferno: Fajii: He should be able to turn into a regular snake also although that might take longer.

Nix shuddered, anything but snakes. 

Inferno: Sharl: Can I come to see you Fajii?

Inferno: Fajii: Yes.

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] You will be leading a man's group into the embassy later.

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] Let me guess... You want to see the 40th floor.

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] Of course we do! 

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] Fine... Only if you guys make it into the 30s on your own. I don't want to repeat all those floors.

Inferno: Pon: Wind, Banz, Milat, Chael... Our mission is a go. Meet at the Embassy.

Inferno: Wylie: Such motivation, I like it.

Inferno: Ronnie: A suspicious amount of motivation. 

Nix entered Shae's elemental world, he had expected to find her in her favorite pool but she wasn't there. Morti was still sleeping soundly although he had actually moved enough to turn on his back with his huge paws in the air. Nix patted his fat tummy and kept walking. 

Nix stopped when he finally found her, she was sitting next to Fajii and the two of them were tending an enormous garden plot. "This is way bigger than I remember."

Shae looked up when he spoke. "We planted more peppers Nix, Fajii says I am good with plants!

He nodded and accepted a hug from her. There was dirt smudged all over her face. "Wanted to talk about the Air Nemesis.'

Shae frown, "she still refuses?"

"No, she is in the Doppelganger Stone with all of her air elementals. She has agreed to join us." 

Shae grabbed his hand and pulled him into the freshly planted rows. "Help us for a while."

"Sure... let's put the stone in place first."

Shae sighed, "you'll come back and help us plant after?" 

"For a bit, I already promised Pon I'd give him a hand.

Shae waved and all three of them appeared on the altar. She held out her hand and Nix placed the Doppelganger Stone in it. 

He watched as Shae held it up, to Nix it was just an ugly brown stone. It looked like a topaz. "Is it okay to leave them in there while you do this?

Shae nodded and placed the stone in an unmounted slot on the altar. 

A near-deafening sound of rushing wind surrounded them, the Fire Palace shook while the stone shone brightly. After several minutes it stopped. Nix dropped his hands from his ears and glanced at Shae.

The Salamander smiled and shrugged at him. "She is a Nemesis after all."

[Fire Palace Upgrade Available]

Nix moved closer and opened the Palace menu.

[The Fire Palace may be upgraded to the Palace of Fire and Air]

Shae read the message and then nodded at him. "Go ahead Nix."

"Upgrade the Fire Palace."

[Upgrading the Fire Palace: 6 hours]

Colonial System Message: Phelinomia, Wisteria, and Espana have united to form The Central Kingdom. 

Colonial System Message: The wedding of King Tu-Khat and Princess Festa will take place in 10 days, all of Colonial is invited to attend. 

Colonial System Message: The Central Kingdom has entered into an Alliance with the Inferno Guild.

New Guild Options are available.

New City Options are available.

[Whisper: Cyan to Nix] Please come to Cyphix and help us!

Without a second thought, Nix activated Deep Blue and selected Cyphix. A moment later he appeared on the city platform. His nose detected the scent of sulfur and brimstone. "Damn... A Salamander Lord." 

Inferno: Shae: Nix?

He sprinted down the street, half of the temple had been destroyed already. Cyan was shielding the unconscious Ice Spirit with her body. Her long dark hair had been scorched in many places and half of her face was burned badly. "Leave us alone! This is merely a Spirit's Temple. Someone of your rank will only destroy it!"

"These two are under my protection." Nix's shouted voice carried in the empty street. The Salamander had blonde hair and a too handsome face. There was an evil in his eyes that turned Nix's heart cold. 

The blonde man stared at the newcomer. "Defending this Ice bitch is worth your life?"

[Aura Ignition]

Nix armed himself, pushing his emerald flames into the hilt of his sword. 

The Salamander backed up a step. "Brother... Why defend an Ice spirit?"

"You are no brother of mine." Nix walked toward the Salamander, his footsteps leaving a path of glowing rock behind him.

A flash of light announced the arrival of Shae and Fajii. The Nemesis frowned at the destruction, she immediately saw cruelty in the eyes of the other. "If Nix has told you to leave, then leave at once and never come back."

Stark terror entered the Salamander Lord's eyes when he felt Shae's aura pushing down on him. "I will leave! Forgive this one Nemesis!" The air around him started to shimmer, he gave Nix a malice filled glare and then disappeared. 

Nix flamed out his aura and ran toward Cyan.

Inferno: Shae: I must leave Nix, my existence here is too much for her in this weakened state.

Inferno: Nix: Thank you Shae, bring Fajii back to the Palace. I will take care of things here.

Cyan pulled Shi into her arms, her body glowing while she healed her. The ice priestess wept bitterly, "she protected me, even though she knew there was no standing against him." 

Nix felt his heart squeeze, this was the first person he had talked to in Colonial. The anguish in her eyes reminded him of his past. He noticed the Temple deed floating above the altar. "You can rebuild?" 

Cyan nodded, "We could, but for what purpose? He will just return and you cannot always protect us."

"Come to Glory then."

"You heard Shae. Fire and Ice will not do well together." 

Nix grabbed the deed and then picked up the small Ice Spirit in his arms. "Do not worry, I will definitely protect my friends." 

******************

Nix returned to Glory several hours later, his step seemed exhausted as he made his way back to the Fire Palace. He entered quietly, Shae was seated on her Throne with Fajii standing next to her. 

"How is the Ice Spirit?" Shae seemed genuinely worried, her presence in Shi's ice world had nearly caused her death once. 

"I have taken care of it." Nix felt the sudden build-up of power, the doppelganger stone glowing brightly, changing from brown to transparent as a strong wind blew Nix back several steps. A second throne formed next to Shae's, this one was clear and made from air.

A flash of black wings announced her arrival. Rhylia seemed much stronger than before, dressed in black, her wings dragged on the marble floor while she walked slowly to her throne. 

She bowed her head slightly at Shae. "Greetings Shae."

Shae smiled in return. "Welcome, Air Nemesis Rhylia." 

Rhylia sat on her throne, her dark eyes finding Nix immediately. "Please advance Champion and receive the blessings of Air."

Nix walked forward and knelt down on one knee. When he did, Rhylia stood and approached. She laid a cool hand on his head. "My blessing upon you, Air Champion."

You have received the blessing of Air. 

Your Champion's Medallion has been upgraded. 

You have learned [Fire Burst]

You have learned [Flame Throw]

You have learned [Vacuum]

You have learned [Gusting Flames]

You have learned [Null]

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Glory Island for constructing Colonial's first Palace of Fire and Air.


Chapter 112: Special Mission

"For Pete's sake... Why are you dragging your feet?" Nix pushed against Mortimer's side trying to get him to move faster. 

"It looks scary. I don't wanna." Morti sat in front of the entrance of the Embassy, refusing to budge. 

Three days had passed since the construction of the Palace of Fire and Air. Mortimer had finally woken up. When he was told about the Colonial Embassy, the curious bear demanded to be taken there. 

"Hey, Nix!" A young woman with pink hair and a big smile called out to him. She ran toward them waving before skidding to a halt. "Who's your friend?"

Nix resisted the urge to kick him. "This is Morti, he's a chicken."

"Bear," Morti corrected.

"Fine, a Chicken Bear."

Morti turned his head toward Pinky. "Just a regular bear. I like your hair."

Pinky grinned up at the bear, she was shorter than him even though he was sitting. "A brave bear I bet."

"I'm very brave," he agreed. 

Pinky gestured toward the door. "I'm going into the Embassy, you coming Morti?"

"Yep." Morti stood and waddled to the door, it was a tight fight but he squeezed in. 

Nix frowned at the pair of them and followed along. "Take a left and go into the office."

The first man behind the counter was writing something on a notepad. "Stand on the line pl..."

Morti stood his hind legs with his feet on the line, his head only a few inches from the ceiling. "Here?"

"Perhaps sit on the line sir," the man amended.

Morti sat down while the man took his picture. "This my good side Nix?"

"It's your fat side." 

The second man grabbed the picture and nodded approvingly before sliding it into the pad. "Place your right hand on the pad please."

Morti placed his gigantic paw on the pad, the entire counter seemingly disappeared. 

After a few seconds, the man patted his paw. "That should do it, sir."

The third man reached over and slid a small card from the pad. He lowered his spectacles and read the card. "Mortimer the Cave Bear. Is that you?"

Morti nodded. "Yep."

The man slid the card in front of him. "Please verify that the information is correct."

Mortimer [Titan Cave Bear: Spirit Companion]

Rank: Lord [Redacted] 

Level: 1

Strength 911

Endurance 450

Intelligence 38

Agility 15

Charm 85

[Abilities] 

Ground Pounder: Stuns all creatures within 10 meters. Duration: 3 seconds

Absolute Defense: Blocks half of all incoming damage from one target.

Absolute Challenge: All enemies are forced to change their targets to the challenger.

Bear Intentions: First Strike.

Rage: Unknown Effect. (Use of Rage results in companion sleeping for three days.)

[Bad Memories] Past experiences have made this companion immune to fire.

[Charmless] Immune to all charm effects.

[Fearless] Immune to fear and control effects. 

Morti stared at the tiny card. "I like honey... it doesn't say that." 

Nix leaned in and snatched the card. "Thank you, this is perfect." 

Pink smiled at Morti. "Do your best on the test! You can join me on the 41st floor." She glanced at the leaderboard that hung over the elevator, there were a dozen people on the 40th floor most of them were from Inferno.

Nix handed the card to the elevator attendant. "He's gonna do the trial." 

The attendant took the card and nodded. "From now on I will keep your card here with me Mr. Mortimer."

Morti squeezed into the elevator. "You gonna wait for me Nix?"

"Don't be such a baby. I have a few things to take care of."

"I'll wait, Morti." Pinky waved until the elevator closed.

********************

"She's waiting for us." Shae smiled from her throne, her eyes watching the glowing stone that signified the presence of the Air Temple.

"I thought for sure you'd go in." Nix held out his hand and pulled Shae to her feet.

"Not without you." The Salamander's red hair brushed against his arm. She lowered her voice to a whisper," Rhy is very excited."

Shae lay a hand on the stone, immediately Nix felt the air sucked out of him as a vacuum pulled them into the Air Palace. He shielded his eyes, the bright expanse of blue skies coupled with the glaring sun made him squint his eyes. 

"She has a sun." Nix glanced at Shae who seemed mildly surprised. 

The dark dreary court had been replaced with colorful gardens that filled the air with the scent of flowers. Many of the air elementals relaxed in shallow pools while dozens more raced through the clear skies. The white robes and head wraps seemed to have been replaced with barely anything.

"Do air elementals typically wear...?"

"Nearly nothing at all?" Shae finished his question. "As far as I know, although if they leave here they will put the robes on, probably."

Nix tried not to stare, there was something mildly disconcerting being dressed among a bunch of scantily clad air creatures. "Probably should make sure Pon doesn't come here."

"Welcome Shae, welcome Air champion." 

[You have designated as the Lord of this Palace]

Nix bowed his head slightly, "Thank you, Nemesis Rhylia."

Rhylia's dark eyes seemed to find his words amusing. "No need to be formal, please address me as Rhy."

"Show us your new abilities Nix." Shae could sense the changes, but she had refrained from asking until now. 

"Yes, show us please," Rhy agreed, her dark eyes watching him closely. 

Fire Burst: [Fire/Air Ability]

Description: Five spheres of superheated flames shoot instantly from your hand.

Target: Single target up to 200 meters.

Null: [Air Ability]

Description: Remove all the air surrounding your opponent, immediately canceling any spells/abilities. Duration 5 seconds.

Target: Single target, line of sight.

Flame Throw [Fire/Air Ability]

Description: Superheated flames shoot from your hands, bathing nearby targets in fire.

Target: Single target up to 20 meters.

Gusting Flames [Fire/Air Ability]

Description: Summons a wall of flames that engulf your targets and follows them. Duration:30 seconds.

Target: Area Effect, Up to 5 targets, line of sight.

Vacuum [Air Ability]

Description: Summons your target.

Target: 20 meters, instant.

Shae's eyes shone while she examined his new abilities. "Fire and Air are natural allies."

"With my support, Sogon wouldn't dare challenge you." Rhy had been hiding from him for a long time, it felt good to be relieved of that burden.

[Whisper: Chiba to Nix] I need your help apprentice.

Nix suddenly cringed. Neither Nemesis noticed, they were considering how they could work best together. 

[Whisper: Nix to Chiba] If you can't handle it, who could I possibly bring?

[Whisper: Chiba to Nix] If you don't come, I will most likely kill King Brahmi.

Nix cursed silently.

Inferno: Nix: Pon, Wind, and Chael. Meet me at the Guild Hall immediately.

Rhy cocked her head to one side, Nix had brought her into Inferno, she still wasn't use to the chatter. He had shown her how to silence it, but she found the interactions interesting. 

Nix turned back toward the two women and bowed slightly. "Something has come up."

He ported directly to Guild Hall; Pon, Wind, and Chael were already waiting for him. "Special mission. We're taking the portal to Espana. 

***************

Twenty minutes later, the group was flying over Hova City, the location of King Brahmi's palace. 

[Whisper: Nix to Chiba] We are in Hova City. 

[Whisper: Chiba to Nix] Follow the smoke. There's a large sky window, you'll have to break it.

Nix pointed to the southern wing of the palace, it was completely engulfed in flames. 

Fey dived straight for the glass, talons extended she crashed through the window and skidding on the marble floor for a dozen meters before stopping. The rest of the group floated down gently on their Manta. 

The sound of sword fighting drew their attention to a large set of double doors. Nix ran down the hallway and stepped into a large room, Chiba was guarding the door against a half dozen guards, more than twice that many already lay on the ground dead. 

[Gusting Flames]

Five of the guards burst into flames, their screams echoed in the room as they desperately tried to put the fires out. 

Nix drew his hilt and pushed his flame into it. 

[Vacuum]

Nix targeted one of the men he had already torched, dumbstruck the man appeared in front of him, the look stayed on his face as his head bounced across the floor. 

The rest of his group had already put the stragglers down.

Inferno: Pon: The fuck... What is Chiba doing here?

"This way Nix." Chiba led through a narrow hallway that was littered with bodies. "Watch your step, I didn't have time to remove them." She came to a large reinforced door. "Open up, it's me." 

The door opened up and the group followed Chiba inside. All four members of Inferno froze suddenly, their eyes showing surprise. 

Inferno: Pon: I take back every bad thing I've ever thought about you Nix.

Inferno: Wind: Thanks, boss.

Inferno: Chael: Woah... Best mission ever."


Chapter 113: King Brahmi

"Okay... I did not see this coming." The door opened up to the most luxurious room Nix had ever seen. Silk covered walks, exotic furs lining the gold tile floors; sofas, chairs, and cushions of all shapes and sizes were set up throughout the room. The smell of lilac and rose petals tickled pleasantly at his senses.

Slowly they stood, women of all shapes, sizes, and colors. Each seemingly more beautiful than the next. A particularly lovely blonde threw herself at Chiba. 

"Aunty Chiba!" She was wrapped in red silk and had white flowers braided into her hair. She hugged the swordmaster tight. "I was so worried about you." 

Inferno: Pon: Nope... not buying it. 

Inferno: Wind: Completely impossible.

Inferno: Chael: No way they are related. 

Nix didn't bother to count, there were a lot of them. "Explain please."

Chiba turned to face him, pulling the blonde with her. "This is Mari, my sister's child, you probably already guessed. The resemblance is uncanny." 

"I'll let that go for a bit. Why am I here?" Nix knew there were at least a dozen guards dead, and the Southern Wing of the palace was in flames. 

Chiba frowned, the expression making her look even more like an old man. "It's Brahmi. You had to guess he wouldn't be happy with losing a country right?"

Nix sighed heavily, "war?"

Chiba shook her head. "Nothing so grand or honorable. His army has been dismantled. A smaller and more reasonable 'governor's mansion is being constructed away from the capital." 

Pon whistled softly, "it's like they are pushing him to do something rash." 

Chiba nodded, giving Pon a wink. "This Palace was to belong to one of the new Princes of the Central Kingdom." 

"So Brahmi has decided to torch it?" Nix shrugged, "I don't care if he burns this place. Let's get them out and head home."

Chiba's old eye's glittered dangerously, though her face was remarkably calm. "He has ordered that his harem stay."

[Whisper: Nix to Chiba] Why is your niece part of the King's Harem?

[Whisper: Chiba to Nix] Sadly, she has my looks, but not my skills or brains.

[Whisper: Nix to Chiba] So this was the answer? An old man's plaything?

[Whisper: Chiba to Nix] Relax. Who knew you were so uptight? The old fool leans in a different direction. Every one of these girls are virgins.

Nix smiled at Chiba's Niece, "We'll do this the hard way then."

"Forget about fighting apprentice. My backup isn't here, and you four aren't good enough."

Chael had been trying not to stare at the women, it was definitely a losing battle. "We aren't? Who's your backup?"

Inferno: Nix: Why did you ask that?

Chiba smiled and leaned closer. "His name is Baiter... Have you seen him?"

Mari laughed, but quickly covered it up with a hand.

Inferno: Nix: Shit... I think they are related. 

Nix closed the door and glanced around the room. "We are on the second floor?"

Mari nodded, "the door you came in is the only entrance." 

"What about porting out?" Nix frowned when Chiba immediately shook her head. 

"Brahmi has a safeguard against thieves, you can't port out from anywhere on the grounds." 

Pon pulled some of the silk coverings off the walls, the walls behind it were made from stone. "This place is just a pretty prison Nix." 

Chiba nodded in agreement. "Normally they aren't confined to this room. Even though the army has been dismantled, he still has a few hundred of his Palace Guards."

Inferno: Nix: Pull all that silk off the wall. Let's make sure we aren't missing something.

The four of them began pulling the silk off the walls while Chiba talked quietly with Mari. 

"Over here Nix." Chael called from the far side of the room. 

Nix stowed the huge pile of silks into his inventory, no use letting them go to waste. "What did you find?"

Chael slid a wall panel open. "Dumbwaiter." 

"That leads to the kitchen, its way to small for a person." Mari had followed him, her voice sounded right behind his ear.

Nix didn't answer, he slammed both fists into the wood paneling and started tearing large pieces out. In a few moments, he had opened it up from the floor to the ceiling. He had broke the platform also, the only part left were the two ropes that made up the pulley system. "Should be large enough now. One of us at the top, the other at the bottom."

"Me! I have the most experience with this sort of thing." The old mage was sliding down the rope before anyone could react. 

Inferno: Chael: Did Pon volunteer?

Inferno: Wind: He did. 

Nix pulled his scout off to one side. "Go down first, find us a way out that doesn't include the palace guard."

Wind nodded and leaped into the hole. 

After he was gone Nix faced the nervous beauties. "Just slide down the rope, I'll help you get in and Pon will be there at the bottom." Nix helped them through one at a time, while Pon caught them at the bottom. Within a few minutes, they were all crowded into the kitchen. 

Nix and Chiba were the last two out.

"Gonna torch the place apprentice?"

Nix nodded, "I'll be down in a bit." He had taken all the silk from the walls, but the cushions and chairs were all flammable, better yet, they would make more smoke than fire. 

[Flame Throw]

A thick fountain of flames shot out of Nix's raised hand, he turned in a slow circle, bathing the room in flames. When satisfied it was enough, he walked casually through the flames and slid down the rope to the kitchen below. 

Inferno: Wind: No guards on this level yet. Head west from the kitchen, left at the first hall. There's a small chapel. 

Nix nodded at Pon to take the lead.

Chiba waited with him. "Going to burn your way out of here?"

Nix nodded, "seems like the safest way. Ideally, these girls can all disappear and go back to their lives."

Chiba shook her head. "These are rare beauties Nix, if any of these girls are seen somewhere, Brahmi will immediately know." 

"In that case... Just leave it to me." Nix motioned for her to leave. The serving dishes on the shelf caught his eye, "each one of these plates is probably 100k credits. What a waste." 

Nix caught up with the group at the Chapel. Wind was waiting for them. He motioned to a dark stone staircase leading down. 

"Don't tell me those are crypts?" Nix raised a hand, instantly it burst into flames. "Let's go. There's no sense in wasting tim..."

An explosion rocked the chapel, the mortared bricks that lined the outside wall burst inward showering them with stone shrapnel. Nix slammed into the far stone wall, catching Mari before she suffered the same fate. He collapsed to his knees, ears ringing. 

It felt like minutes, the smell of smoke and the scent of charred flesh. A hand pulled him to his feet. Chiba's face was next to his a moment later. Her lips were moving but Nix couldn't hear anything. 

"plan this. We have..." Nix squinted at her, trying to understand what she was saying. The blurred swordsman shook her head and then dragged him down the staircase. The heavy metal door closed behind them with a loud metallic clunk. 

Several minutes later, the group stopped long enough to tend to the wounded. Nix had recovered his hearing and was using his hud to plan a route through the catacombs.

The sound of crying seemed eerily familiar, Nix's yellow eyes watched them in the dim room. "Who did we lose?"

Mari limped forward, her leg and arm on the right side were bandaged. "A Jhabi girl named Malisa. She was new, everyone called her Lisa." 

Nix stared at the corpse. "This is my fault. I should have bought Tess."

Chael watched from one side, there was no trace of the easy-going marksman from a few minutes earlier. He watched as Nix wrapped her body in a long sheet of white silk. Not moving when he bathed her corpse in green flames until there was nothing but ashes. 

[Summons: Rock Golem]

A huge golem appeared in their midst, its stone head nearly touching the ceiling. 

The pointed ear blonde equipped his rifle. "No more deaths..."

[Scorched Earth Coating]

Chael's rifle throbbed with the combined power of Fire and Earth.

Nix walked toward the only visible passageway. "I'll take the lead, Chiba bring up the rear."

Chiba nodded. "Okay, Nix." 

*************

Several hours later the large group exited near the rocky eastern shore. The catacombs had connected with natural caves that eventually led them to the ocean. No one in the exhausted group felt like celebrating. 

Inferno: Pon: What now Nix?

Inferno: Nix: You three head back. I'll catch up after I stash these women.

Chiba waited with Nix while his guildmates left. "What's your plan for my niece and her friends?"

"Better that you don't know." He lay a hand on her shoulder. "I never said thank you for dragging me out of there. Thank you, Master." 

*******************

It was nearly dawn by the time the master swordsman found him. The ex-King had confiscated one of the better inns in town. She snuck in quietly, weaving passed the guards until she opened the door with the softest of clicks. 

Chiba drew her sword silently and like a ghost appeared at the side of the King's bed. She stopped and stared in mild surprise. King Brahmi had already been relieved of his miserable existence. A thin cut had nearly removed his head. There was no blood, the wound had been instantly cauterized by intense heat. She smiled in the darkness. "A worthy apprentice."


Chapter 114: Spirit Companions

"How long have you been here?" Shae offered him a small smile and sat next to him while he weeded a row of peppers. 

Nix shrugged, "not long. I didn't want to bother you."

Shae stared at him, her warm brown eyes watching his every movement. "Want to talk about what's bothering you."

He nodded but didn't stop working. "I moved a bit too quickly and was caught unprepared in a dangerous situation."

Shae moved behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist while leaning against his back. "Someone died?"

"Yes. Brahmi decided to burn his palace with all of his worldly possession inside."

She squeezed him tighter. "These possessions included people?" 

"Yep."

"Feel responsible?"

"Initially I did." Nix squeezed her hands, "rational thought has since won over. Better preparation may have prevented it, but the death is Brahmi's fault."

In Colonial, NPCs could only be rezzed by a cleric and that had a time limit of minutes. Aquarions were a different story altogether, they could only be rezzed by Elder Matriarchs. 

[Rezzed=Ressurection]

Shae leaned forward and kissed his shoulder. "So now what?" 

"I need an Elder Matriarch." Nix smiled when her soft lips touched the side of his neck. 

"You want to protect our Aquarion friends."

Nix nodded. "One small error or mistake for Mina or Milat..." 

Shae pulled him back and moved around to straddle his waist. "You have unexpected respect for death Nix. Remember when we met?"

Nix grinned. "You tried to impregnate me with your fire seed."

"I was mortally wounded and you could have taken the easy way out by accepting my gift." 

"Good thing I was there to fix you up."

Shae laughed loudly. "Know what I like about you Nix?"

"Everything?"

"Everything," she agreed. "I have an idea though."

"Does this idea involve the higher tiered brown flame?"

Shae bit her lip while she considered the question. "Fine... I have two ideas."

"Tell me."

"Spirit Companions." Shae watched him as he considered her words, there was momentary confusion before he sat up, nearly unseating her from her perch. 

"Is that even possible?" Nix stood up, carrying the surprised Shae with him. 

"No idea. Aquarions had no personal interactions with humans until you discovered the purpose of the abductions." 

Inferno: Nix: Nansu and Mina, please come to the Fire Palace. 

Shae wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed the side of his face. "The Palace of Fire and Air," she corrected. 

Mina and Nasu talked quietly while they walked towards Shae's throne, they could see her and Nix talking, but neither was sure of the reason. 

Nansu smoothed back her short dark hair. "This is the first time Nix has summoned me, I'm a bit excited."

Mina glanced at the alchemist, she was what the humans called a lifestyle member. "You talk to Nix every day."

Nansu rubbed her hands together nervously. "Yeah, but this is official!" 

They stopped in front of the Shae and bowed slightly. 

Nix took a step forward. "I wonder if the two of you would try something for us." 

Mina looked at Nansu, who was suddenly looking very scared. "If we can Nix."

"In an effort to protect our Aquarion friends, we are experimenting with Spirit Companions. Have you any spirit companions Nansu?"

The alchemist shook her head. "No." 

He moved away from the throne and approached the pair. He could tell Mina already understood what he wanted. "Min?"

The Aquarion leader shook her head. "I 've never considered such a thing."

Nix watched as they faced each other, a moment later a thin white strand of light connected them before completely fading away. 

Nansu's face lit up in a smile when she displayed the results.

[Spirit Companion 1/4]

1: Filamina [Aquarion Matriarch] 

Inferno: Nix: I want all combat and noncombat members of Inferno to meet in the Sea-World at 10:00 hours.

Inferno: Mina: All Aquarion assault teams please attend the meeting also. 

Nix smiled at the salamander. "Thanks. What are you going to do now?"

She moved closer and kissed him before stepping away. "Since you are busy, I will tend to my peppers." 

Shae watched as he exited the Fire Palace. Humming softly to herself, she willed herself into her world. "It's a good memory Nix." It had appeared back then when he had returned her fire seed.

[Spirit Companion 1/1]

1: Nix

*******************

By the time Nix entered his houseboat an hour later he was beginning to feel the effects of not sleeping. "I'll just put my head down for a moment." 

Ronnie found him face down on his bed at 09:45, she sat down on the bed next to him and waited another ten minutes before shaking him. "Wake up Nix."

Nix sat up slowly, his eyes focusing on the smiling face of Ronnie. "Where's Sharl?"

Ronnie's dark face moved closer. "Why? Feeling like another ride on the Sinful Sister's Express?"

Nix nodded and rolled out of bed. He could hear her talking while he splashed water on his face in the bathroom. "I didn't hear any of that Ronnie."

Ronnie shrugged, "I was only pointing out that you seem to be very busy."

Nix grabbed a towel from the bathroom and dried off his face. "If Sharl were more like you, the two of you would rule Colonial."

Ronnie nodded in agreement. "Sis is great. It's too bad about the enormous stick shoved up her backside.

Nix tried not to laugh, Sharl was one of his good friends. "I'll work on it."

A few minutes later Nix was standing next to Mina in front of the Beach Cottage. 

Inferno: Pon: Nix! Where did you put Brahmi's Harem?

Inferno: Nansu: Harem? What is he talking about Chael?

Inferno: Chael: No idea. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's make this quick. I want every human here who isn't maxed out on spirit companions to raise your hands. That includes non-combatants. 

Nix could see Sila, Hyai, and Kyla all standing together. After a few seconds, all three raised their hands, along with just about everyone else. 

Inferno: Nix: If you are on one of the Aquarion Assault teams, I want you to raise your hands also.

Inferno: Mina: This morning Nansu and I were able to successfully complete a spiritual bond. As you know this protects the companion's life. 

Everyone started talking at once, the result was a loud, chaotic, mess. Nix relaxed and eventually, he started seeing the strands of white light that indicated spiritual bonding. 

Inferno: Rhylia: Nix, would you attend me in the Air Palace at your convenience?

Inferno: Nix: Of course. 

**************

Nix entered the Air Palace a short while later. The skies were filled with Air Elementals and Arch-Winds racing back and forth. Rhylia was easy to spot, she was the only one with black wings.

Rhy was standing in knee-deep water, flapping her enormous wings to dry them. "Thank you for coming." She walked toward him, her feet splashing slightly. She held out her hand and held up a small bracelet.

Nix received it from her with a confused smile. It was a plain white bracelet made from ceramic. "What's the occasion?" 

"As part of the Air Palace, you are given a number of Arch-Winds." 

"Those are the archer elementals that accompanied all of your fighters?" Nix had been fascinated by them at the time but had lost interest when he realized how fragile they were. 

"Some are archers, rare ones are healers." She smiled when he slipped in on. "The bracelet is inactive now, activating it will grant you a one time passage to Air'Voilla."

Nix felt her dark eyes watching him. His feeling was that Arch-Winds were too weak to bother with. However, he didn't want to offend Rhylia. "What do I do?"

Rhy's black lips were the same color as her wings and eyes. Nix wasn't sure whether he liked it when she smiled at him. "Activate it and you will be transported to Air'Voilla."

"Is this a dangerous place?" Nix didn't feel like fighting anything, the memories of the Espana Palace were still too fresh.

Rhy shook her head, "not at all. It's an Air Zone, you will be granted temporary wings for the duration of your stay."

Nix stared at the Air Nemesis, not sure if she was serious. "Wings?"

Rhy nodded, "or else you'd spend the entire time endlessly falling through the skies."

"Can I bring others?"

Rhy nodded. "As many as you like, however only you will be able to come back with Arch-Winds."

"I can never go back again?"

Rhy shook her head. "Unless you become an Air Elemental, this will be your only visit." 

A smile crept onto Nix's face, "how do I do get them?"

"Fly around, your presence will attract some. They are very friendly. Arch-Winds will eventually agree amongst themselves who will be anchored to your bracelet."

Nix frowned when he remembered how easily they die. "What happens if they are killed?"

"They return to Air'Voilla and will most likely remove their bracelet anchor."

"That means that your people who fought against us all lost their Arch-Winds?"

"Yes, but since they are elementals they can return to Air'Voilla for more." 

Nix bowed his head slightly. "Thank you for the gift. I shall return the favor when I can.

[Rhylia Thundercloud has accepted your friend request]

Inferno: Nix: Sorry to ask this again. All Inferno members, both combat and noncombat, report at once to the Sea-World.


Chapter 115: Air'Voilla

Nix waded into the knee-deep surf to greet Soup. He had grown again but wouldn't reach his full size for quite some time. "We're gonna hit the next stage of Mermaid City in a few days, I'm expecting big things from you." 

"Nix?" Hyai called to him from the shore, she hadn't wanted to come since it was lunchtime at The Kindled Spirit, but Nix had insisted.

Nix waved at the Innkeeper. He had seen her in a wide variety of outfits but never in pants. "You look good Hyai."

"Why am I wearing pants?" Hyai tried to frown at him, but her lips wouldn't comply.

"You'll be happy you did." He rubbed Soup's head one last time and then came ashore. "You have some Spirit companions now?"

Hyai nodded, her freckled face blushing slightly. She had found herself surrounded by a crowd of Aquarions, all of them wanted to be her Spirit companion. She was unsure if her popularity was caused by the Kindled Spirit or by Nix. "Four of them." 

"Saji was one right?" Nix had seen the Aquarion healer make a bee-line for Hyai at the start. He suspected that Mina put her up to it, but was clueless as to why. 

Hyai nodded. 

Inferno: Jun Li: How'd you get to the 61st floor Nix?

Nix scratched his head while he considered it, he was actually on the 41st floor. 

Inferno: Tess: This cleric from Tea Leaf? You and Morti carried her to the 61st floor! I'm your favorite cleric!!

Inferno: Gypsy: Pretty sure it's me. 

Inferno: Nix: No comment. Junie, I want to bring all the raid gear. Prep for Tent City.

He used his hud to check out the Embassy rankings. Sitting on the top were five names. Sulane, Caza, Mortimer, Sajani, and Nix. "That's curious, I'll have to look into it." 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] This meeting is required?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] Yes. Mandatory.

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] May I ask why?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] Of course. Our recent discussion has shown me how far apart we still are. This could be considered team building. 

Inferno began to gather on the beach in the Sea-World, slowly over the course of a few minutes they all arrived. 

Inferno: Nix: Raid leader Junie, please form them up into groups, according to their Spirit Companions, please.

It took several minutes to figure out, but Jun finally finished. 

Inferno: Nix: Save this configuration for future reference. We'll be doing this regularly.

Inferno: Jun Li: Doing what?

Inferno: Semmi: Why so secretive?

Nix walked down the beach, a distance away from the raid and examined the bracelet that Rhy had given him.

[Do you wish to activate the Arch-Wind bracelet?]

The roaring of wind made him cover his ears, it sounded like an approaching freight train was rushing down upon them. A small horizontal whirlwind appeared, over the course of a few seconds, it widened and lengthened until it formed a wind tunnel several meters long. 

Inferno: Nix: Prey waits. 

Nix leaped into the wind tunnel and was instantly sucked out of sight. 

Nix howled in the face of the hurricane. The wind was so strong he couldn't open his eyes. It felt like one of those rides he use to go on as a kid. There were several dips, turns, and unexpected climbs until suddenly he was thrown high into a clear blue sky. He knew a moment of panic before his wings opened up and caught the wind gracefully. "Wings? fuck yeah... Wings!" 

Ronnie was the second one out, she was screaming and laughing before finally leveling out in a glide.

Inferno: Ronnie: OH BOY!! Nix, you are the MAN!!

Nix flapped away from the entrance, it felt awkward at first but as he moved further away it became easier. It was blue sky in all directions as far as he could see. Floating trees seemed to be scattered liberally throughout the area. 

Perhaps the natives of Air'Voilla had seen visitors from Colonial in the past, but not 60+ at once. 

Inferno: Nix: Spread out and explore, stay with your companions. There are no hidden dangers here.

Nix glanced over his shoulder, his wings were light brown, the same size and shape as everyone else. He spent a few minutes trying to understand how to climb and turn. By accident, he discovered banking and diving. He climbed for a few minutes, making sure he was higher than everyone. He could spot Hyai in the distance, a smile started to form on his face. She was with a group of four Aquarion females. "Time for some fun." 

He banked hard and then went into a steep dive.

[Flame Throw] 

Hyai and the Aquarions froze in place for a moment as Emerald flames roared by them, then they scattered like roaches. The sound of Nix laughing told them who was responsible.

Inferno: Hyai: Nix!

Not stopping there, he chased Min, Zhava, and Milat around for a few minutes. Mina scolded him several times but Nix ignored the threats and continued. 

Ronnie was laughing louder than anyone. She buzzed her sister a few times, trying to get Sharl to play, but her older sibling seemed uninterested. It was then that she noticed the rather large flock of birds following Nix.

Inferno: Ronnie: Nix, you have birds following you.

Inferno: Pon: Arch-Winds! Is that why we are here?

Inferno: Nix: That's why I'm here. The rest of you are here to have fun. 

Having blown off steam, Nix was content to circle lazily. His guildmates had gone in several different directions. Everyone seemed to be embracing the chance to fly. A movement beside him announced the arrival of 3 Arch-Winds. Two of them were male and the third was a female. The two males both carried bows, while the female carried a small staff. They circled around him as he flew, their speed and flight abilities were years ahead of his. 

"I'm Nix, a Fire Mage."

"I'm Torrent, an archer." 

"Cali, also an archer."

"Ea'Shadai, a Priestess of Air."

"Hmm, the three of you are quite impressive. In the interest of making things easy, I will call you Tor, Cal, and Shadai."

"Of course." Shadai offered him a smile and flew alongside him. "It is our destiny to fly for you."

"Will the three of you remain here and wait to be summoned?" Rhy had told him that they would probably choose that but also there was a chance they'd want to stay at the Air Palace. 

Cal seemed to be the leader of the three. "We will stay with you."

Nix nodded, that wasn't what Rhy had told him, but they could always change their minds later. "My home is in the Sea-World, but there are plenty of wide-open spaces to fly." 

A few hours went by before Nix decided to head back.

Inferno: Nix: Time to go. 

He activated the Wind Tunnel and dived in. Immediately he felt the loss of his wings. His three Arch-Winds flew close beside him. Nix landed gracefully on the beach and kept moving in order to stay clear of the others coming through. 

"Pretty." Shadai stood in the surf for a moment, looking at the area around them. 

Nix took this moment to get a closer look at them. They were all about the same height, around five feet tall. They had white wings and feathered heads. Their faces were human-like, although quite thin and they had normal-looking arms and legs. Nix pointed to his large houseboat. "I live on that, make yourselves at home."

Cal glanced at the other two and then nodded before flying away. Nix watched them until all of Inferno had recovered on the beach. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Okay... that was amazing. Why did I grab all of our Raid gear?

Inferno: Nix: We aren't done, everyone report directly to the Embassy.

Nix looked at the time, it was nearly 16:00 hours.

Inferno: Nix: Get a move on, those who haven't received a Guild Card, do so now. Everyone else stays outside until we are ready. 

It took nearly two hours to get everyone through, Kyla and Hyai were the last two. 

The elevator Attendant was watching his group carefully. He faked a smile when Nix came forward.

Nix handed him his Guild Card. "The doors close at 18:00 right? We want to move directly to the 5th-floor camping grounds." 

The Attendant breathed a sigh of relief. "That's easy, I'll lock on the 5th floor and all of you can walk in at the same time. Sector six had been pretty empty. There is a vendor there who sells camping supplies and vegetables." 

At exactly 18:00 the Embassy elevator opened up into a large open meadow, it was surrounded by a fairly dense looking forest. The sun was just starting to set when Inferno entered. 

Inferno: Nix: Ronnie and Nansu, take your companions and gather wood. 

Inferno: Jun Li: I'll get the tents set up.

Inferno: Nix: Hyai, come see me. 

A short while later Hyai walked up with her new Aquarion friends. "What do you need hun?" 

"We're going to have a dozen campfires, choose two sites for cookfires."

"Do we have things for cooking? Pots? Utensils?"

Nix nodded, "Junie is setting up the Mess tent, you can get what you need there." He began to stack cans of Kraken and Leviathan on the grass. 

Inferno: Nix: Semmi, take Pon and head to the Inn on the 30th floor.

Inferno: Semmi: Booze run?

Inferno: Pon: Yep. 

Inferno: Nix: Tess ask Hyai what she needs, and see if the Vendor has it.

Inferno: Tess: I'm on it. 

Slowly, over the course of two hours, fires were started, tents were put up and food was prepared. The voices of dozens of different conversations going on at once made a comfortable but very loud and steady din. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

A surprised Morti appeared in front of him a moment later. 

"Nix!" He pushed his head into Nix's chest. "Where've you been?"

Nix scratched the bear's ears roughly. "No where fun. Still hanging out with Pinky?"

Morti nodded and looked around. "A party?"

Nix shook his head. "Just camping. Now that you're here, it's a party." He patted the ground next to him, smiling when the big bear waddled over and sat down. 

There were just over a dozen people around Nix's fire. Hyai, Chael, Nansu and all their companions.

inferno: Semmi: Well done, Nix. 

Inferno: Pon: I'm inclined to agree. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Same here. 

He felt Mina staring at him over the fire. She smiled slightly without speaking.


Chapter 116: Then there were two

Nix opened his eyes slowly, mid-morning on the fifth floor and nearly an hour before they were required to vacate the level. Hyai and her Aquarion friends were clearing the camp while Jun Li was showing her companions how to take the tents down. He was leaning back against Morti who was snoring softly, someone had placed a blanket over his legs. 

Morti turned his head when Nix moved. "Nix. Can you bring Pinky into Inferno?"

"She's already in a guild Morti. Tea Leaf I think, right?"

"I don't like them. They aren't very nice to her." Morti's big brown eyes stared at him, 

"Did something happen I should know about?" Nix stood up, he scruffed the fur on Morti's head, making the black hair stand up.

Mort moved to a sitting position. "They told her she'd have to leave the guild if I didn't help them."

"I see... Did Pinky tell you that?"

"No, she hasn't mentioned it. I heard them talking to her." 

Nix nodded. "I'll take care of it. You should go to visit Shae, she's been missing you." 

Inferno: Jun Li: Nix are you heading out?

Inferno: Nix: After I lend a hand with clean-up, I want to check on Darsi and Donri. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Salamander has petitioned us to remove the ban on them coming to Glory Island.

Inferno: Nix: They want access to the Embassy?

Inferno: Jun Li: Yes. What do you think?

Inferno: Nix: Lift all bans regarding ferry travel to Glory. They can take the ferry like everyone else. We won't allow portal access to any non-Inferno members. 

Colonial System Message: A Bridge had been spotted in the Great Escalades Barrier to the far west. Rumors of a New World with powerful inhabitants are starting to circulate. Please check the forums for further details. 

Inferno: Nix: Can someone investigate that?

Inferno: Semmi: I'm on it Nix, I'll have a full report by the end of the day.

Inferno: Nix: Thanks, Sem.

He spotted Hyai stacking up the cooking pots. "Hey, let me do that. Why don't you show your companions the Inn."

Hyai favored him with a smile. "Thanks, hun. I really should get started on lunch prep."

After helping clear camp, Nix found the elevator attendant. "Wanted to ask you something. Why am I cleared to the 61st floor?

"You're Morti's companion right?" The large armored man smiled like the bear was his best friend. "Since he's your Spirit companion, your Guild Cards are linked."

"I see, thanks." Nix reentered the elevator and chose the 50th floor." 

The elevator dinged and opened up. Nix froze in place when he saw her.

An Air Spirit glided smoothly toward him. She was nearly transparent and completely devoid of clothes. "Welcome to the 50th floor. I am Esta, the floor Steward."

Nix bowed slightly. "Greetings, I am Nix. Is this what I think it is?"

Esta nodded, her air hair flowing gracefully. "Yes, it's a portal."

"To anywhere?" Nix frowned at the huge device. It represented a security threat if an entire guild could land here and then launch an assault at Inferno.

"Yes, you can port in from any destination in Colonial, providing you have access to this floor. Furthermore, the 50th level of this Embassy is a free binding point."

Nix shook his head. "I would like security measures put in place. No one who ports into the tower from outside of Glory may exit the Embassy."

Esta smiled at the Nix. "You have interesting eyes, but I cannot do that, sir."

"This Embassy is on Glory Island. I will simply dismantle the entire building if you won't agree."

Esta laughed but then quickly covered it up. "Sir, the Embassy cannot be dismantled."

Nix brought up the Glory Island Menu. A hud map of the island appeared, when he touched his finger on the Embassy it lit up. 

[Do you wish to destroy the Embassy?]

"WAIT!" Esta stared at the menu and bowed her head. "Forgive my mirth Sir. I didn't realize your identity."

"I am Nix, Guild Leader of Inferno, The Champion of the Palace of Fire and Air. You may be able to control this floor, but this building is on Glory Island and is the home of the Inferno Guild."

"Of course Sir. We are enjoying your hospitality."

Nix closed the menu. "I am not being unreasonable. Restrict those who port-in from other places to the Embassy."

Esta sighed, she had started badly. She could sense the smallest measure of Air within him. "It is my honor to greet the Palace of Air Champion. Anyone who arrives through this portal will not be able to use our exits." 

Inferno: Nix: The 50th floor is a Portal. Once you make it to this level you receive a free binding point.

Inferno: Jun Li: That's bad Nix. An entire guild could launch an attack from there and we wouldn't even know they were on the island.

Inferno: Nix: No worries, if you use the portal to enter the Embassy, you are not allowed to exit. 

When Nix headed back to the elevator, the Air Elemental moved to block his path. 

"Does the Palace of Air have access to Air'Voilla?"

Nix nodded. "Why do you ask?" 

[Summons: Ea'Shadai]

The small Arch-Wind appeared in the air behind Nix. Right away she realized it was a single summons.

[Wind Haste]

Ea'Shadai has increased your movement speed by 30 percent.

Esta gasped when she saw the Arch-Wind. "An Air Priestess!" She bowed deeply and introduced herself. "I am Esta Helisstuiride."

Shadai moved closer to Nix. "A Stormsinger here?" She glanced at Nix, "is she being troublesome?"

Nix shook his head. "Not really. Just a small misunderstanding." 

"I bet she wants access to Air'Voilla." Shadai shook her finger at the Air Elemental. "That is the home of Arch-Winds!"

Esta leaned closer, smiling at the priestess. "I only want to play for a bit." 

Shadai shook her head. "My companion has access to a world that you may have some fun in, but you'd have to pay a price."

Nix shook his head. "I can't bring her to the Sea-World."

"Sea World?" Esta circled them both quickly, her movements blurring her form. "Water and Air together? That sounds amazing!" 

"I'll consider it. Let's discuss it another time." Nix opened the elevator and waited until Shadai landed beside him before choosing the 60th floor.

The elevator opened up once again, immediately the sounds and smells of Colonial flooded his senses. Shadai ducked behind Nix, and grabbed onto his sleeve. "It's a city, kinda like the 10th floor only not limited to weapons and armor."

There were hundreds of brightly colored tents everywhere. Vendors hawked their wares in the streets, while NPC customers by the dozens examined their goods. There were no players that Nix could see. White stones covered the marketplace, there were several small stages where people sang or dance. A theater troupe performed on a large stage that had stadium seating built around it. 

"Apprentice! Of course, you are strong enough to get here." Chiba was dressed in proper clothes for once, sleek white armor and her shoulder-length hair was pulled back into a ponytail. 

"Master... What are you doing here?" Nix studied the Swordmaster, her normally cavalier disposition was absent. 

"Did you think this place some sort of market? No. It's where you can buy a few more minutes of life." She turned and pointed to a domed building in the far distance. "This floor is the Embassy Arena!"

"Arena? Do you fight in the Arena?" Nix studied her gear, the armor was definitely high end and the sword was the one she had taken from Calyph.

Chiba bowed slightly. "Advance in the Arena and you will eventually have to face me."

Nix considered the words carefully. Chiba was better than anyone he'd ever heard of with a sword, but defeating her using abilities may be possible. "How far would one have to advance?"

"To the end. I am the Arena Champion." 

[A champion that you may challenge is present. Defeating this Champion will result in a major upgrade.] 

Nix wasn't interested in fighting Chiba, he had a genuine fondness for her. "I am just looking around Master."

"Smart and handsome." Chiba lay a hand on his shoulder. "I would like to see you here for the next few days. It's time to continue your sword training." 

"Of course. I will make an effort to come in the mornings if that works."

Chiba nodded and then walked away without another word. 

Inferno: Nix: The 60th floor is a huge Bazaar that seems to have everything. There is also a fighting Arena.

**************

Shadai returned to the Sea-World while Nix walked toward the Scorched Earth temple to check on Darsi. 

"Finally come to see me?" Darsi was sitting with Fajii and Nansu on the bench next to the Temple's garden.

"Hmm.. Interesting changes." Darsi looked nearly the same as before, the biggest change were the pointed ears.

"I look like an elf now." She smiled at Fajii, "An elf and a dark elf, tell me that doesn't make you think."

Fajii stood and greeted him with a hug. "My High Priestess would like a word with you, she won't tell me why." 

"Um... Sure. When I can arrange it. I came by to check on Darsi, now I have to see how Donri is doing." Nix strained his ears, listening for the telltale sign that Sori Dah was close. 

Colonial System Message: The capital city of Safarza has been destroyed. A Palace of Fire has been constructed in Safarza.

Inferno: Jun Li: Nix?

Inferno: Nix: All Inferno members return to Glory and stand by.

Nix ran out of the Scorched Earth Temple and up the stairs to the Palace of Fire and Air. Just as he came into view of the thrones, both Rhylia and Shae appeared. 

Nix's face showed his anger when he stopped abruptly. An entire city had been destroyed. "Sogon?"

Shae nodded. "Has to be." 

Inferno: Nix: Milat, Wind, and Semmi. Drop whatever you are doing and investigate this immediately.


Chapter 117: Prepping for Battle

"The capital city doesn't exist anymore. It's ground zero for a catastrophe. The only thing standing is the enormous Fire Palace." Semmi sent the rest of the officers the scout team's findings. 

Inferno: Nix: Semmi, I want you to take Chael, Wind, Tess, and Sharl. Find the next in line for the Safarza throne and keep them safe.

Inferno: Semmi: I'll do some research. According to initial estimations, the entire royal family and nearly fifteen thousand inhabitants have been vaporized. 

Inferno: Jun Li: What should we do Nix?

Inferno: Nix: I want you to take the fleet to Safarza. Notify our Allies that we are deploying and that we expect them to support us. 

Inferno: Jun Li: And do what?

Inferno: Nix: Create a blockade, Safarza may have enemies that are looking to move in. It's possible that Sogon has allies, he's strong but he must have someone standing with him. One Salamander can't stand against Colonial. 

Inferno: Sharl: What are you going to do?

Inferno: Nix: I'm going to take Shae, Rhylia, Fajii, Milat, and Pon, then we're going to kill that fucking creature.

Inferno: Jun Li: All teams report to your designated ships immediately.

Inferno: Nix: After the 1800 ferry leaves, I want all non-combatants to return to the Sea-World. Wylie, I need you and all your Knights on the walls. 

Inferno: Wylie: Yes, Commander.

Inferno: Nix: I'm going to leave Banz with you, and a cleric. 

[Whisper: Nix to Sajana] Inferno has gone on full alert. If you are willing I have a mission for you. 

[Whisper: Sajana to Nix] Yes, of course, Nix.

[Whisper: Nix to Sajana] Report to Captain Wylie on the City walls. 

Pinky quickly put back the armor she was looking at and headed toward the 10th-floor exit. She slowed when she spotted a group of her guildmates.

Mira, one of the clerics in Tea Leaf stepped in front of her. "Jana. Where's that big bear? We are ready to go."

"Morti? You do realize he's not my bear? He's the companion of Nix, the Inferno Guild Leader."

"We told you to make him come," Mira played with a strand of her light brown hair while her cold green eyes stared.

"No, I won't even ask him. Anything else Mira?" Sajana started toward the elevator but stopped when she read the message. 

[You have been removed from Tea Leaf]

She sighed and waved at them, ignoring the smile on Mira's face. "Sorry, I have an important mission."

**************

Fajii stood in front of Sori Dah and her two hundred Acolytes. The dark-skinned Scorched Earth Mage looked nothing like the easy-going Aquarion Alchemist from a few months earlier. "You will stand with Knights on the City Walls. We must ensure that if Glory is attacked, we protect our people."

Sori Dah nodded. "Did you pass on my message to the Champion?"

Fajii sighed, it was painfully obvious that Nix avoided her Priestess at all costs. "I told him."

Sori Dah's cold face frowned. "Am I not worthy of his time? There are things I must discuss with him."

As an Aquarion, Fajii was honest to a fault and was sometimes overly blunt. "He's nervous around you because of your lower half."

Sori looked down at her snake tail, surprized etched on her features. "He thinks of me like a snake?"

Fajii nodded. "I believe this to be the case, but you would have to talk directly to him to know for sure." 

"I'm a Lamia, the highest-ranking of my kind." Sori's verticle Irises expanded and contracted several times, a sign that she was upset. "Could you arrange something Mistress?"

Fajii smiled at the title. They had called her Queen for the first few days until the Aquarion decided that she didn't like the term. "I will make sure he comes to see you." Sori hadn't told her the nature of her business with Nix, only that it was imperative. 

Wylie stood on the west wall an hour later, a fully armored Banzi was standing in front of her. She lay a gloved hand on his shoulder. "The men have transitioned to rifles, so if we are overrun, we'll be relying on you." The surrounding knights watched their captain with interest, it was no secret that she fancied the Inferno Tank.

Banzi nodded. "I won't let you down, Captain." 

"Captain Wylie?" They both turned as a young pink-haired woman skidded to an abrupt stop in front of them. She wore white cleric's robes and was somewhat out of breath. 

"Are you the cleric that Nix assigned to me?" Wylie grabbed Banzi's arm. "See this guy? Your job is to keep him alive."

Pinkie nodded. "Keep him alive, got it, Captain!"

Banzi waited until Wylie moved away, then he lowered his voice. "If Wylie is killed, I need you to drop whatever it is you are doing and rez her right away." 

"No matter what?" Pinkie understood the order. As an NPC, the time in which Wylie could be rezzed was limited. No one was sure what sort of calculation went into the time period, it varied from a few minutes all the way to a quarter of an hour. 

Banzi nodded. "Nix agrees, we can always rebuild but we must protect our friends." 

Pinkie smiled, "I'll keep you healed sir, and watch the Captain's back."

******************

Captain Delphie moved the Phoenix into the small channel between Safarza and the rest of Broyan. She glanced up at the Arch-Winds that Nix had assigned to them. All three of them were perched on the mainsail. The Aquarion assault team were standing by at the bow. "An entire city destroyed," she shuddered at the idea, her voice trailing off. What kind of monster would do that?

Mina and her team stood by the rail. They would enter the water the moment an enemy was spotted. She smiled at the Siren who waved at her from beneath the waves. Nix had assigned Ducky and Soup to her. The massive Sea-Turtle could sink anything smaller than a Dreadnought and the Siren was a powerful Charmer. "We mustn't allow any ships to make it to shore."

Zhava frowned at the empty sea. "Why are we here? Our place is with the Cora'Zai." 

Mina's eyes narrowed. "You aren't allowed to use that term! We will support Nix by making sure no one is able to approach them from the sea."

"He is the Battle Leader of our people. Yet, he continues to push us into support roles." Zhava sighed in frustration. 

"You know his reasoning, our lives are valuable to him. This is as it should be." Mina understood that above all, her human friend valued his friends. 

"I am a Spirit Companion now! This protection should enable me to stand with the Cor..." Zhava trailed off without finishing the sentence. "Forgive my words Filamina. I say too much." 

***************

Semmi glanced at the Inferno Guild Leader. He was sitting comfortably on his Drake while two Nemesis traveled on either side of him. Her team would find a sixteen-year-old male name Nygil Rapti. According to Semmi's research, this was the person with the best claim to the Safarza Throne. 

Inferno: Semmi: We have to part here Nix, our mission is taking us west to Vrye Peak. Nygil should be there.

Inferno: Nix: Okay Sem, do whatever you need to do. Secure his safety.

Inferno: Tess: Be safe guys.

Inferno: Sharl: Cya soon.

Semmi turned slightly west, a small gap appeared between the two groups. She could tell that none of her group was happy about leaving them. "It's fine guys. We have our own mission. Trust Shae and Nix to take care of this rogue Salamander." 

Wind nodded, hiding a slight smile. Before they had parted he had given Lubo an order. It never hurt to have a hidden card when things started going badly.

[Command: Protect Nix]


Chapter 118: Assault on Safarza

"There are eight Ships on the horizon sir!" Cal landed nimbly on the mainsail, all the Arch-Winds had been flying high above the fleet for the past hour. 

Captain Delphie nodded. "Thank you. Did you get a look at their flag?"

"A red leaf or tree." Cal shifted slightly so that his two companions could land beside him. 

Mina was listening to the interaction from the front of the ship. "Does that mean something?"

Captain Delphie shrugged, "it sounds like the Emblem of the Buelasi Empire."

Mina didn't know the human geography of Colonial very well. "Where is Buelasi?"

"It's a group of Kingdoms on the Jhabi continent that have united under one banner." Captain Delphie took out her scope and peered into the distance. They weren't visible yet.

Inferno: Mina: Ships heading toward us, flying a flag that looks like a red leaf or tree.

Inferno: Semmi: That's Buelasi, they've been fighting small skirmishes with each other for the last few years. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Ronnie, take your Vette and find out what their intentions are. Let them know that approaching Safarza at this time will be considered an act of aggression against Broyan.

Inferno: Shar: You up for this sis?

Inferno: Ronnie: Yes. I've been getting diplomacy lessons from Nix. Don't worry.

Nix laughed from the back of Fey. The amusement became short-lived as they approached the Temple. "Put down here."

A cloud of Ashes hung over a dark Temple that glowed with heat. It was much smaller than the Fire Palace at Glory. "Fey, get back in the air and keep an eye on things. Stay stealthed."

"Okay, Nix" Fey leaped into the air and began climbing upward, her sleek form fading into nothing. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

Morti appeared a moment later. He sniffed the air with a large black nose. 

"The bad Salamander is here." A deep rumble sounded in his chest signifying his disapproval.

[Deep-Sea Trident]

Fajii summoned her weapon and then put buffs on her group.

[Flaming Rock Wall]

A weightless rock barrier instantly became part of the small group's armament.

[Charred Rock Blade]

The group's weapons throb with the power of Scorched Earth.

Milat squinted in the haze caused by heat and ashes. "I'll scout us a path." He started out at a trot before he faded from sight. 

Rhy and Shae were standing side-by-side. They had been communicating non-stop since the mission started. Nix understood, as Nemesis, they were vastly stronger than him. They would work together to take Sogon down. His job would be to react accordingly as the fight unfolded. 

Pon wiped the sweat from his brow. The old man's face was emotionless but inside he was scared. They were facing a Nemesis of fire, the Salamander wouldn't be affected in the least by his tempered flame. 

Inferno: Milat: Flame Wolves, a half dozen on them. 

Milat has been slain. 

The beasts charged out of the haze as a pack. They loped in easy strides that ate up the distance to the group. Nearly as tall as a man, the Flaming Wolves with their razor-sharp teeth, closed on Pon. 

Fajii stepped in front of the fire mage and impaled the first Flame Wolf through the chest, she easily lifted it off the ground and tossed it to one side as if it were weightless. Then she dodged off to one side and ran past the pack.

[Balefire]

White fire exploded from Pon's hands and incinerated the next closest wolf. 

[Sonic Burst]

Rhy has cast an Air Spell.

A flaming wolf has been stunned. 

A flaming wolf has been stunned. 

A flaming wolf has been stunned. 

A flaming wolf has been stunned. 

Nix pushed emerald flames into the hilt of his sword and took the heads of the two nearest creatures.

A small wave of Shae's hand destroyed the remaining two. 

Fajii returned a few moments later with Milat in tow, her battle rez had finally been used. 

Inferno: Pon: A BR that returns you buffed and full XP, total cheat.

Inferno: Milat: There's a clear path to the temple, this group of Flame Wolves was roving. There aren't anymore. 

**********

Ronnie stood next to her captain as he steered the Infinity towards the incoming ships. Wilo perched happily on her shoulder. "Hope the reinforcements hold up Captain." 

The Captain of the Infinity was the youngest captain in the fleet. He had a dark brown face and wore his hair close-cropped. Although young, Rolan had skills beyond his years. It was his idea to reinforce the masts and use thicker sails. The Infinity had an Air Lord on board, the small ship needed to be both sturdy and fast. "They'll hold Commander."

"Wilo you can wait by the Main. Once the fighting starts, give her what you think she can handle." Ronnie laughed when she buzzed her cheek with a kiss. 

Rolan frowned from the helm. "Why do you think they'll be a fight?"

Ronnie winked at the young captain. "This is Inferno, there's always a fight." 

When the Buelasi fleet was within 100 meters, Ronnie moved to the rail. "You are entering the Sovereign waters of Safarza, please turn around at once." 

An older man, dressed like a soldier moved to the rail of the lead ship. "We are merchants, this is a designated trade route."

Ronnie pursed her dark lips. "Safarza is currently under siege, the Broyan Alliance is defending her territory. Turn around at once."

Inferno: Ronnie: They claim they are merchants, it's obvious they aren't.

Inferno: Nix: Your call then. 

"Prey waits Captain, let's hit'em hard." She sprinted for the Main Mast and drew her bow. Immediately targeting crew members on the deck.

"Fire! Full Sails! Prepare to come about!" Rolan held onto the helm as the Infinity surged forward on the Winds of Wilo. He quickly steered through the middle of the fleet. "Hard to Starboard! Fire!" 

The sounds of cannon fire were all the signal needed, Mina and her team entered the water. She took a moment to give Soup orders to hit one of the center ships. The Sea Turtle turned abruptly, leaving the Aquarions in her wake. 

"Why is that turtle so fast?" Zhava swam alongside Mina, their assault force trailing behind. They were nearly there when a loud boom announced that Soup had taken one of them down.

Mina could see that three ships were already riding low in the water, Ronnie must have hit them hard. "Follow me!" She dived and then came up at a steep angle, her momentum freeing her of the water while she landed Nimblly on the deck of the enemy ship. 

"Stay back!" Zhava moved in front of Mina while she summoned her Vila, the rest of the assault force were already engaging.

A quick analysis told Mina that her Vila wasn't needed on this ship, she sent them to the next target. 

Ducky has charmed Serai Quickblade.

The Siren seemed to have appeared out of nowhere and charmed a stealthed fighter that was closing on the Aquarion leader.

Mina frowned at the charmed assassin. "Careful! Stealthed fighters!" 

**********

"Your intel said the Vineyard east of the Vrye's Peak." Sharl spotted the Vineyard first, there were bodies everywhere. She put her Manta in a steep dive and jumped to the ground when it leveled off.

"Wait for us." Semmi cursed aggressive tanks everywhere. "There could be more!"

"I'll get to high ground!" Chael banked his Manta toward a small bluff overlooking the vineyard.

"Prey waits!" Sharl slammed her shield onto the ground, sending shockwaves in all directions.

A Buelasi Assassin has been stunned

A Buelasi Assassin has been stunned.

Sharl impaled the first one through the neck, driving him into the ground. "Found them." 

[Sniper's Nest]

Chael has set up kill point. 

Semmi slashed across the second assassin's hamstrings and dived out of the way. 

[Critical hit]

Chael has slain a Buelasi Assassin.

Tess moved behind Sharl. "Lead the way!" 

Sharl charged the door, both Wind and Semmi stealthed and followed. 

**********************

Wylie stood directly beside Banzi, the large tank nearly blocking out the daylight. "Will they really come at us? Didn't the faction event show them that Glory is a difficult city to take?"

Banzi shrugged, "or... maybe someone was paying attention and now they know what not to do. 

Wylie smiled and continued to patrol the walls. She had asked him to accompany her for one circuit. "Make sure you keep an eye on that cleric, but not too close, she's awfully cute." 

Banzi grinned in response, he liked it when the woman behind the Knight Captain facade peeked through. "As you say, Captain." 

Wylie has been critically hit

Wylie has been critically hit. 

Wylie has been slain.

Banzi watched in stunned silence as Wylie fell face-down on the wall. He moved next to her, drawing his sword but there was no enemy. "Wylie!"

Sounds of gunfire made him look upward, dozens of men were falling from the sky. He cursed loudly. "In the Air!" 

Inferno: Banzi: Pinkie! Wylie is do...

"fuck... She's not in the guild!" He bent close and checked her rezz time. "Oh god... 90 seconds?" Banzi picked her up and started running toward Pinkie's checkpoint. "PINKIE!"

[Blessed Heavens]

All nearby allies are healed for half of their existing hitpoints. 

The cleric ducked down behind the wall, healing the knights as they targeted the soldiers floating down on them. Something caused her to turn her head, on the far wall a heavily armored Knight was running toward her. "Banz?" She stood up to get a better look and realized he was carrying someone. Without a second thought, she sprinted toward them. 

Banz slid to a halt and knelt when the cleric entered his range. Pinkie's hands glowed while she cast.

[Ressurection]

Wylie has been resurrected.

[Blessing of the Goddess]

Wylie has been completely healed.


Chapter 119: Killing Sogon

Banzi helped the Knight Captain to her feet, not trusting himself to speak he placed a hand on her shoulder and nodded. 

Inferno: Wylie: They are in the air, don't let them land!

The Knights and the Lamia Acolytes poured heavy fire at the incoming invaders. Wylie watched as the wall defense completely obliterated them. Is this why Nix had ordered that the Knights be converted to firearms? Had he seen this kind of attack coming? Wylie stepped closer and embraced the cleric who rezzed her. "Thank you both. Return to your posts immediately!"

She bent down and checked the corpse of an invader. She spotted the ring she was searching for. "Featherfall item. Where are their mounts?" 

**************

Sharl slammed into the front door of the Vineyard, immediately raising her shield when a sword stabbed at her.

[Battle Cry]

Sharl has released her rage, all enemies must attack her.

[Heavens Shield]

Tess has placed a Holy Shield around Sharl.

Four would-be Assassins were forced to unstealth and attack. The Inferno tank didn't miss a beat, slamming her shield into the face of the nearest.

Inferno: Sharl: Don't waste time Semmi, find the boy!

[Backstab]

Semmi has critically wounded a Buelasi Assassin.

Sharl bulled forward and stabbed the wounded assassin in the neck.

Sharl has slain a Buelasi Assassin. 

Semmi stealthed and headed up the stairs. The hall leading to the only bedroom was empty, she pushed the door open and moved quickly to one side. When no attack came she stepped into the room. "If you're in here, please come out. I'm with the Broyan Alliance, here to secure your safety."

A moment later a scuffling could be heard under the bed. "The Broyan Alliance?" 

Semmi smiled as the young man crawled from under the bed. "Yes. We are the Inferno Guild, from Glory Island." 

Inferno: Semmi: I have the kid. Need any help down there?

Inferno: Sharl: No, all done. Why would we need help? Looks like all his retainers were killed defending him.

Inferno: Chael: All clear outside, I'll stay here and keep watch. 

**************

"A Salamander Fire Lord," Fajii saw him first. The same one that Nix had chased in Cyphix. 

Nix patted Morti's head. "You help Milat, Pon and Fajii take this guy. I have to help Shae."

Morti's big head nodded. "Yep, gonna swat him." 

Shae grabbed Nix and pulled him closer to Rhy. They blurred for a moment and appeared in front of the Fire Palace. 

Nix stepped away from the two Nemesis. They were in the courtyard of the Temple, none of the others were visible through the thick ash that floated on the air. The smell of sulfur and brimstone hung in the air, Sogon had to be close.

"Let's say hello." Shae smiled pleasantly at Rhy and held out her hand. Nix took another step back when they joined hands.

[Balefire Burst]

The temple doors were struck a half dozen times, incinerating them while leaving gaping holes completely through the walls. 

A maddening roar could be heard from inside. "WHO DARES??"

Nix frowned at Sogon when he appeared in the entryway. His Salamander form wasn't breathtaking like Shae's. It was lumpy and black, like some ugly deformed toad. The pure heat coming off it made Nix step back. "Shit... He's wielding brown flames." 

Rhy moved first, a wave of her hand and an air-weave surrounded Sogon.

[Nullified]

Sogon has been silenced.

The two Nemesis joined hands again, an instant later a glowing projectile hurtled toward Sogon.

[Fire & Air Seeker]

Nix pushed Emerald flames into his scythe.

[Flight of the Gryphon]

He landed next to Sogon just before the Seeker struck him, Nix stabbed deep through his back, a moment later the Nemesis was blasted away. Nix cursed as his weapon was yanked from his grasp. 

Sogon impacted the side of the Temple and then fell onto the ground. 

"No mercy." Shae and Rhy joined hands again, but before they could strike the wounded Salamander's flame blurred and he appeared in front of them. A flaming longsword struck at Rhylia, Shae stepped in front of her and blocked it with her own blades. The brown flames pushed them both back several feet.

"Time for your death li.." Sogon's words were intercepted as a dozen emerald flame strands wrapped around his body and he was yanked backward several meters. 

Nix's emerald aura surrounded him, his voice calmly reassuring his friends. "You should have stayed hidden." 

Nix has activated his bloodline.

[Second Form: Salamander]

All three Nemesis were blown away by the massive release of power. Rhy managed to put a wind barrier around them but they were still blasted high into the air. 

In the aftermath, a frantic Sogon dug out of the rubble caused by the collapse of one of the Temple walls. His eyes were glazed over with fear, the Salamander coughed loudly, black blood leaking from his mouth. "I'll be back..." 

[Null]

Nix has silenced Sogon.

[Vacuum]

Sogon tried to scream as an irresistible force pulled him to Nix. 

The emerald green Salamander raised his front leg and a several thick strands of green flame move toward Sogon. These didn't wrap around but rather impaled him with spear-like tips. 

Sogon hung in the air, eyes filled with pain and fear. 

[Balefire Burst]

Sogon was blasted several times by white fire as the two Nemesis rejoined the battle. Its body was nearly torn in half, as it hung in mid-air from the emerald strands. 

Rhy placed a hand on the Emerald Salamanders Shoulder.

[Air Expulsion]

The barbed ends of the flame strands exploded, sending a mist of black blood in all directions. 

Sogon has been slain. 

Nix collapsed on the ground, his form blurring as he morphed back into a human. He groaned and climbed slowly to his feet. The two Nemesis were both staring at him in shock. "You two okay?" 

You have received an Escalades Token x 2.

Your Champions Medallion has been upgraded. 

The sound of running feet announced the arrival of their four guildmates. 

Inferno: Fajii: Sogon is dead?

Inferno: Nix: Yep. The Fire Lord?

Inferno: Milat: Pon finished him.

Inferno: Pon: Take notes young bastard and bask in my awesomeness. 

Nix shook his head, laughing while he collected the Temple deed that was hovering over the top of the rubble. 

Inferno: Nix: Report.

Inferno: Wylie: Small invasion force of less than a hundred. Repelled easily, I believe they were a diversion.

Inferno: Jun Li: A fleet of eight ships were destroyed when they refused to turn away. One of the dead is a Buelasi Prince. 

Inferno: Semmi: The heir to the throne of Safarza is safe and sound in our custody. 

Colonial System Announcement: The Salamander Guild [Upper Tier], has become the first guild to defeat the Escalade Bridge Master and advance into the New World. They have departed Colonial forever. 

Inferno: Nix: Anyone have a clue about that announcement?

Inferno: Semmi: I do. Let me locate this boy's family and we'll discuss it. 

****************

The Kindled Inn was standing room only, both dining floors were filled with Inferno members who decided that a feast was compulsory. Hyai was being helped by her four Aquarion companions , Nix and Jun Li were serving behind the bar. 

"You old enough to drink this Pinkie?" Nix stared at the cleric, he had heard about her performance on the wall. 

Pinkie smiled sweetly and took the ale from his hand. "I'm 25 Nix. That's probably older than you." 

[You have invited Sajana to join Inferno]

"Thanks for your hard work today Pinkie, and welcome to Inferno." Nix shook her hand and toasted her before downing his pint. 

"Hey! Serve them don't drink em Nix." Hyai caught him for the third time in an hour. 

"Right, sorry Innkeeper."

"It's not bad really." Rhylia sampled a pint. 

Shae was seated next to her, she also had one. "It's better with peppers in it. Want some?" She held out a handful of ghost peppers.

Rhy glanced at Nix who was shaking his head 'No'. "I'll pass Shae, but thanks."

The door opened and shut, announcing the arrival of the blonde scout that everyone had been waiting for. 

Inferno: Nix: Welcome back Sem.

Inferno: Jun Li: About time girl!

Nix placed a pint next in front of the empty stool he had been saving for her. "Take your time Sem."

Semmi sat down and took a long drink. 

Inferno: Semmi: Okay. A Buelasi Prince conspired with Sogon in a massive power grab. In exchange for interfering with Inferno, he was going to receive something very valuable. No one seems to know what that is. 

Inferno: Jun Li: We botched their plans by moving quickly, they were out of position.

Inferno: Semmi: It seems like Sogon may have moved his timetable up, my guess is that he believed we would be coming for him. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Toward what end? Sogon created a Fire Palace, but I hadn't heard of any Acolytes being recruited. Trust me, there would have been a lot. 

Inferno: Shae: He was very close to advancing to the next level. Had that happened, it would have taken many guilds to put him down. 

Inferno: Semmi: The unanswered question is why? He was worried we were coming, but then his actions ensured that we would. 

Inferno: Nix: He was leaving. My guess was that the Prince was too. He had two of these.

Nix linked them in guild chat.

Escalade Token

Description: A pass across

the bridge to the New World.

Limit five per token.

Inferno: Pon: fuck... Where did you get that Nix?


Chapter 120: Ronnie's Theory

Inferno: Semmi: We need to lock those away and keep them safe Nix. Those tokens are worth a fortune.

Inferno: Shae: I'll keep them in my elemental world. 

Inferno: Nix: So...Explain what you've discovered about the New World.

Inferno: Semmi: Exactly what it sounds like. There has been a crowd of upper-tier guilds fighting over the same scraps in Colonial for a few years now. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Right, there's actually a waiting listing on all the top Upper-tier raids that aren't instances. 

Inferno: Semmi: There's a forum for the New World, but since Salamander is the first Guild to advance, there aren't any details yet. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Salamander's policy is not to give out information. So we'll have to wait until another guild advances. 

Inferno: Semmi: I do know one thing, the recommended level for entry is 100.

Inferno: Jun Li: That's the level cap for Upper Tier guilds.

Inferno: Ronnie: Anyone here close to that?

Pon, Sharl, Wind, and Nix all raised their hands. 

Inferno: Pon: You're that far noob?

Inferno: Nix: Fraid so. Our mission hasn't changed. We are going to destroy the Artifact on the 12th floor of Mermaid City. After that, who knows?

Inferno: Ronnie: I have a theory.

Inferno: Sharl: Don't start sis. 

Inferno: Nix: Go ahead, Ronnie. 

Ronnie sat on the bar, giving Nix a smile when he slid a pint to her. "Okay. I think that Aquarions and humans are highly compatible. We were never meant to be enemies but actually allies that live and fight together."

Nix kept his face expressionless. "Please continue." 

"Know why a human girl is needed to change the gender of Aquarion babies? It's because the two can interbreed. Think about it, how were there any Aquarion girls before the artifact?" Ronnie took a long drink from her pint, a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth.

Milat frowned at her. "We are friends yes. Our two peoples cannot reproduce." 

"I'm not sure that is correct Milat." Fajii's soft voice carried everywhere in the Inn. 

Mina stared at her friend. "Are you saying?"

Fajii nodded. 

Nix felt his stomach flip-flop as he listened to the conversation. "Wait...What are you saying?"

Mina took over the conversation. "Aquarion females have an inherent protection around their eggs. It's impossible for one of us to accidentally become pregnant. We have to allow it or fertilization will not occur."

Fajii smiled at Nix, "when Nix and I have exchanged pointers in the past, I became aware that not only was it possible but also quite probable." 

Ronnie whistled softly. "So you aren't pregnant, but only because you didn't remove the protection?"

Fajii continued to watch Nix while she spoke. "I believe that to be the case." 

"Fajii is right, the potential is there." An Aquarion female named Yuna spoke from the back of the room. 

Ronnie grinned happily, her theories were never right. "Nix... You dog!"

Nix felt his face turning red as he shook his head, "I've definitely never exchanged pointers with any Aquarion other than Fajii."

"Yuna is my girlfriend." The words caused everyone to pause. A relatively new Scorched Earth Mage named Tyrant spoke up. He moved beside the Aquarion and squeezed her hand. "That's the way it is." 

Mina's pale face was a picture of shock. "Yuna?" 

Yuna nodded in agreement. "We are good together."

Inferno: Mina: All females come at once to the Kindled Spirit. I would appreciate if all males would leave now.

"Huh?" Nix found himself pushed towards the door along with the rest of the men. "Hey! I should be in on this!"

A few minutes later, Nix was sitting on the docks with Milat and Wind. They talked amongst themselves, mostly about the raid but occasionally their eyes would stray to the Inn. After nearly an hour, the door opened and the females started to leave. Mina, Jun Li, and Semmi walked toward them. 

Semmi patted Nix on the back. "Well... You may have been the historic first, but you definitely aren't the only."

Mina sat down next to Nix, her face showing confusion. "Seventeen Aquarion women have human lovers."

Semmi nudged Mina with her elbow. "Tell them the rest."

"Three of the couples have agreed to try and conceive." Mina frowned at Nix, somehow this was his fault. "You started this Nix!"

Colonial System Announcement: The Hoss Guild [Upper Tier] has defeated the Escalade Bridge Master and is departing Colonial forever.

Colonial System Announcement: The Daybreakers Guild [Upper Tier] has defeated the Escalade Bridge Master and is departing Colonial forever.

Inferno: Semmi: That's more like it, there should be details in a few days.

Inferno: Sharl: I'll check my friends in the Daybreakers and find out what I can.

Inferno: Nix: Okay, everyone take a few days off. We'll meet up after everyone is rested.

***********

A week went by, Nix spent the time in the Embassy. His main purpose was to increase the combat effectiveness of Fajii, Darsi, and Pinkie. In the interest of advancing floors, they fought continuously. Darsi jumped up to level 25 as a result of the power leveling. 

The group left the Embassy in the morning, they had leveled most of the evening before camping out on level five. 

Inferno: Chael: Waiting on you Darsi.

Inferno: Darsi: Just leaving the Embassy. Give me five minutes. 

"Going hunting again?" Nix had examined Darsi's stats a few days earlier, her Gladis enhancements were similar to his. A sniper needed high perception and hers was climbing steadily from constant use.

"Ronnie and Chael are taking me somewhere to hunt." She was sure that Nix had put them up to it, they were both expert range fighters.

"I'm heading back to the Sea-World." Pinky had her hand on Morti's shoulder while they walked. Since joining Inferno, she had managed to lock her level at fifty. She stayed in the beach cottage with Mina since she didn't have the funds to buy a houseboat.

Fajii slid an arm through his, she had become much more forward after learning that other Aquarion females had also taken human lovers. "I'm going to help Shae with her garden. Would you join us?" 

"Sure." Nix was fairly certain that Shae owned the largest Ghost Pepper garden in Colonial.

Inferno: Semmi: A few small tidbits of info coming out of the new World. Want to have a sit-down? Or should I spill it?

Inferno:Nix: Go ahead Sem. 

Inferno: Semmi: The New World is called Oasis. As you can gather from the name, it's mostly desert. There is a large forest centrally located, but the natives don't allow exploration. There are also two Polar Ice Caps with settlements. 

Inferno: Nix: Confirmed races?

Inferno: Semmi: Your gonna love this one Nix, they have Elves. No class information yet.

Inferno: Chael: Looks like we're in Ronnie. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Yep. Pointy ears for the win.

Fajii walked with Nix toward the Fire Palace, they were just entering the courtyard when she stopped. "Could you help me with something Nix? It won't take long."

They walked together to her small garden where she stopped. "Please wait a moment."

Nix watched as she hurried away, a moment later he cringed at the sound of hissing. "When did Fajii become sneaky?" He turned slowly, of course, Sori Dah was standing there. 

The Lamia's hands glowed for a moment.

[Second Form: Human]

Nix took a step backward, her appearance was remarkably similar to Fajii. Sori stood in her bare feet, watching him. 

"I'm sorry that my Lamia form is so repulsive to you Champion." Sori bowed low, her light brown hair spilling off her shoulders. 

"You have a third form also?" Nix couldn't separate this form from the other in his head. It was irrational, but she was a snake-woman to him. 

Sori nodded, "my snake form." 

Nix maintained his distance, wishing he were someplace else, anywhere else. "Oh, I see. Let's not show me that one." 

"You are the Temple Champion. Don't you realize how much we care for you?" Sori closed the distance between them. The short wrap she used in her Lamia form was nothing but a very short skirt while she was human. "With each victory of our Champion, the Acolytes grow stronger."

Nix sighed heavily. Somehow he was starting to feel guilty. "A stronger Scorched Earth Temple means a stronger Inferno. I thank you for your hard work." 

She reached out and grabbed his arm, she could feel the tension in him, his jaw clenched tightly but he did not pull away. "Would you speak to my sisters?" 

Nix nodded and then followed as she descended a staircase hidden neatly behind a large pillar. He had been in the garden dozens of times and had never realized it existed. "Damn... I need to explore more." 

She moved nimbly on her bare feet and led him to a large practice yard. There were archery targets set up in a line and tables with practice swords and daggers. Although underground, it was quite bright, the walls were adorned with torches every few meters. 

Nix watched the Acolytes as they used the yard. They were expert archers, but he hadn't seen them use melee weapons. They seemed to favor dual-wielding small daggers. Two fighters were sparring in the center of the yard, their movements blurred while they moved with inhuman speed. Sparks would fly at each encounter until one succeeded in disarming the other. 

Nix clapped in appreciation. "Very nice blade-work." He knelt and picked up the dagger of the one who had been defeated. Both combatants bowed deeply toward him. 

"Again, this time with me." He tossed the dagger back to the Acolyte who had dropped it. He equipped his sword hilt. "You guys are immune to fire right?"


Chapter 121: Power Vacuum

"We sure about the numbers?" Nix leaned against the rail of his houseboat. He had invited Semmi over to discuss her findings. 

Semmi nodded. "Nine guilds in the last three days, bringing the total to sixteen." She had been tasked with finding out as much information as she could on the mass exodus to Oasis. 

Nix whistled softly, "how many more are preparing?"

"Most of them." Semmi glanced up at the three Arch-Winds that were enjoying the sun on the top deck. "Oddly enough Resolute will be staying for at least a year."

"Sulane said that?" The new world held too many unknowns at this time, Nix was curious but not willing to let it distract them. With the unprecedented growth of Inferno, they could start pushing harder in Mermaid City.

Semmi nodded, "I spoke with her in person. Perhaps we should consider using one of the tokens and sending an advance team."

"Maybe... " Nix ducked into his bedroom and changed into his fatigues. It was tradition training garb for the Mariner course. 

"Still at it?" Semmi hid her approval, Nix was training alongside the new recruits in the Mariner course. 

"Yes, six hours every day. Then into the Embassy for blade work with Chiba." He grabbed the rest of his things and waved at Semmi. "Keep gathering intel, and have the guild work on moving up the Embassy tower."

************

"Cadet Jackass, what would you do in this situation?" A small dark-skinned woman with an extremely loud voice yelled at Nix. She gave all the trainee's nicknames, some of the nicer ones were Idiot, Dum-Dum, Shit-for-Brains, Dickless, Sombitch, and Shithead. 

Nix studied the 3-D image of the battlefield. "I'd fall back. In this cas..."

"I didn't ask you why Jackass, I asked you what!" She zeroed in on one of her favorites, a white-haired man she had labeled Brain-Dead. "Care to add something Brain-Dead?"

"I'd use the tanks to hold the line, then move the rest of the troops west in a flanking maneuver."

The Mariner Instructor frowned at the student. "At least I know you have the right name." She turned back toward Nix. "Explain your answer now Jackass."

"Fall back and take the high ground. With that secured, the enemy will break themselves trying to take it back." 

She turned back toward Brain-Dead. "You'd lose your tanks trying to hold a line? Who is going to heal them while the clerics are heading west in your flanking move?"

Brain-Dead didn't bother to reply, instead, he stared at his feet and hoped the woman let him off. 

She glanced up at the sky. "Looks like we have the noon sun. Who feels like running?" It was a rhetorical question that she asked every day. Brain-Dead had mistakenly tried to answer it the first time she asked. "Put the backpacks on Pussies. Time for some roadwork." 

She slung on her own backpack and adjusted the weight. "Display your stats for me." She walked by each of the cadets, adding weight based on their strength stat. She stopped at Nix, unlike the other cadets, his stats would rise the more he used them. His strength had been 92 when he started the Mariner course, now it was at 96. She added a bit more weight and moved on to the next person.

Three hours later a weary Nix exited the Training instance. He lingered for a while, talking with the Knights and sharing mutual complaints about the evil Instructor. Nix compared notes on battle positions with the genius of the class, a strikingly attractive woman with a black mohawk. Her real name was Lolazi, but the instructor had aptly labeled her Dickless.

Nix headed straight for the heated pools in Shae's elemental world. Soaking in them after a hard day of training seemed to restore his strength. He entered and was making a bee-line for the hottest pool when he heard Shae's voice.

"Try a cooler pool today Nix. I want to talk to you while I tend to my garden." 

He found the Salamander a minute later. She had branched out a bit in recent days and had decided it was okay to wear colors other than red. Today's color was a very light shade of green. Her version of tending the garden was to eat all the ones that were ripe. 

Nix laughed when he saw her put a handful of them in her mouth. "You are developing a pepper problem Shae."

The slim redhead smiled sweetly at him. "It's only a problem if I run out!" 

Nix undressed and waded into the nearby pool. This was one of the cooler ones that Rhy would sometimes use when she visited. "I thought you were going to tend the garden?"

Shae shrugged while walking toward him. "Change of plans." She let her green dress slide down and puddle on the ground. 

[Aura Ignition]

Immediately the water in the pool started to heat up. Nix watched her walk into the pool. Slender legs and a narrow waist with just the smallest hint of a sixpack. Her pale skin slowly disappearing as she waded deeper. Finally, she stopped, the round globes of her breasts floated on the water, the pink tips of her nipples barely visible. 

"You're beautiful Nix. Beyond anything I've ever seen." She leaned closer until their chests touched and wrapped her arms around his neck. 

Nix knew of course that she was talking about his Salamander form. She mentioned it regularly and asked to see it nearly every day. "Not today. I have to train with Chiba." For some reason changing forms left him completely wiped out. 

"I'm going with you Nix." She kissed his face a few times, her hands intertwining in his hair. 

Nix gripped her hips and pulled her closer smiling when her ankles wrapped around his waist. "Going to learn sword fighting with Chiba?"

Shae shook her head. "I mean after you destroy the artifact and decide to travel to the Oasis."

"You sure? You've plenty of time to reconsider, we have a long way to go before we are strong enough to take on the 12th floor." 

She reached between them gripped him gently before guiding him in. Her aura lit up instantly, the combination immediately turning a deep, rich brown. "I'm sure." 

*****************

The sword circle was perhaps a hundred feet in diameter. It was just a perfect line drawn onto the sands of the arena. At the center of the circle, two identical swords were sticking out of the ground. Around the perimeter, a dozen swordsmen knelt on their knees with their eyes clothes. They were all shirtless and covered in sweat, even the three women among them. 

Nix waited patiently with his eyes closed. He was number nine, which meant his sword skills were only rated ninth in this group of twelve. He wasn't allowed to use any skills or fire, just the sword, and his natural abilities. The master would call two numbers, they would race to the swords and then fight. In his eight prior battles, Nix had lost six times. Death in the circle resulted in you being rezzed without penalty. 

Chiba paced back and forth within the circle. She had removed her shirt also, but her flat chest bore no signs of sweat. "Ready, four and nine. Fight!"

Both fighters exploded upward in a cloud of dust, their feet flew over the sand. Nix arrived first, drawing the closest weapon, he slashed at the other sword sending it out of the others grasp just as he reached for it. Nix turned the blade horizontally and slashed at his opponent's midsection while throwing a foot towards his groin. 

Number four responded by stepping backward away from the kick and the slash. Too late he realized the kick was only the vessel for a scoop of sand that struck him in the face. An instant later a fist struck his jaw knocking him unconscious. 

Chiba frowned at his apprentice. "Damn it Nine! This is a sword fight!"

"Right..." Nix nodded and stabbed the unconscious man through the chest. 

Chiba's cackling laugh carried across the arena. "Much better Nine." She waited until the dead swordsman recovered and stood next to Nix. 

Both Four and Nine bowed toward Chiba. 

Chiba stopped and motioned for everyone to stand. "We'll break off now for some light sparring. This is one-up sparring only, if your too slow in finding a one-up then deal with it as best you can." 

One-up sparring meant your partner had to be either one higher or one lower. Nix quickly found Eight and paired up. 

By the time they were finished, Nix was both hungry and exhausted. He ported directly to the docks as soon as Chiba released him. 

The Kindled Spirit was unusually quiet, even though it was crowded. Nix found a table in the corner and leaned back against the wall.

"Going to eat or sleep, hun?"

Hyai's voice caused his eyes to pop open, "I must have dozed off for a minute."

The Innkeeper nodded. "A bit longer than that, I've walked past you three times in the last half hour."

Inferno: Semmi: Nix, could you come to Guildhall right away?

Inferno: Nix: Sure.

Hyai's hand on his shoulder stopped him from standing up. "I'll box your dinner. They can wait a few minutes." 

Nix nodded. "Okay. Thanks, Hyai."


Chapter 122: Old Friends

The weeks ticked slowly by as Inferno continued their hard work by advancing upward in the Embassy Tower, solidifying their hold as the top mid-tier guild. During that time, Nix finished both the Mariner course and Chiba's instructions. Nearly all the Upper-Tier guilds that were capable of beating the Escalade Bridge Master had done so and left Colonial forever. Semmi kept everyone updated with intel from Oasis. As with anything, some were excited about the chance to see the new world, while others wanted nothing to do with it. 

The biggest Inferno news during this time was that three Aquarion females were pregnant. 

Inferno found themselves with two important missions before they could focus solely on Mermaid City. A guild meeting had been called to discuss their options. 

***************

Nix sat next to Fajii at the guild table. They had come early for the meeting and took the opportunity to spend some time catching up. She was holding his hand while they spoke, a very common behavior among Aquarions. 

"Will you leave Colonial when the artifact is destroyed?" Fajii was steadily growing into her strength, with her BR and Scorched Earth buffs, she had become an invaluable part of Inferno raids. 

"We've built so much here. Honestly, I'm hesitant to leave." Nix wasn't like traditional VR gamers, once his mission was finished he could see himself enjoying a relaxed life. 

"I think I would like to see this new world." Fajii watched him for any sign of disappointment. "That probably surprises you."

Nix shrugged, "not completely. Given your independent nature, your curiosity is understandable. You've less attachment to Aquarion culture than the others here."

"I want you to join me." Fajii gave him a slight smile. "But...I will go, even if you decide to stay here."

"Lots of time to decide. Seems like quite a few of our members share your interest in going." 

The fingertips of her free hand played with the earring Nix had given her. "True, but I do not love them."

Nix stared at her for a long moment. Any further conversation was halted by the arrival of Ronnie and Semmi.

Inferno: Ronnie: You guys weren't 'exchanging pointers' were you?

Inferno: Fajii: No, I was confessing my feelings. 

"....." Nix.

Inferno: Ronnie: Nope, unacceptable. We two sisters have already claimed him. Right sis?

Inferno: Sharl: Please stop talking Ronnie.

Inferno: Ronnie: Fine you're out then. Fajii can have your half. 

Inferno: Nix: Very diplomatic Ronnie. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Yep.

A few minutes later, after the officers had arrived, the meeting started. 

Inferno: Nix: I want to finish the last layer of the Onion quest before we push on with Mermaid City. 

Inferno: Semmi: I agree, the reward is likely to be huge. We received the Embassy after the 3rd Onion quest.

Inferno: Darsi: Nix! Sorry for the interruption. They're back!!

Inferno: Ronnie: Who?

Inferno: Dalton: Hey guys.

Inferno: Pinwall: Hi!

Inferno: Lena: Finally!

Inferno: Blitz: Missed this place.

Inferno: Sorbie: Heyas!

Inferno: Moki: Best for last. Hi guys.

Inferno: Nix: Welcome back to Colonial guys. Hyai could you gather the party staff?

Inferno: Ronnie: We have a party staff?

Inferno: Pon: We do like our parties.

Inferno: Hyai: I'll handle it. 1900 at the Wharf.

Inferno: Nix: Awesome. Okay... the Second topic, there's a Guild Raid event on the 69th floor of the Embassy. No one has been able to win it. Resolute has been working hard on it, but can't quite topple it. We need to be first.

Inferno: Jun Li: Why? They are an Upper-Tier guild, it's normal if we lose to them.

Inferno: Semmi: The Floor Steward from the 60th floor says that the 70th floor will only be accessible by the first ones to beat the 69th-floor raid. 

Inferno: Nix: Any guild who defeats the 69th raid after that will just move to the 71st floor. They will never see the 70th.

Inferno: Ronnie: YES! That's for us! 

Inferno: Sharl: I like the sound of that too. 

Inferno: Nix: We won't beat Resolute unless we bring out our big guns. 

Inferno: Semmi: Shae and Rhylia. And Nix in Salamander form.

Inferno: Jun Li: I have to see that!

Inferno: Mina: Me too. 

Inferno: Pon: You punk! You better show me!

Inferno: Jun Li: Which first? 69th floor or Onion final layer? 

Inferno: Nix: 69th.

Inferno: Semmi: 69th

Inferno: Pon: 69th.

Inferno: Mina: 69th.

Inferno: Ronnie: 69... of course!

Inferno: Sharl: 69th.

Inferno: Milat: 69th.

Inferno: Wind: 69th.

Inferno: Shae: Sounds fun. I'm in.

Inferno: Rhy: I'm also in. 

Inferno: Nix: That seals it. We take on the 69th floor starting tomorrow. We keep at it until we win or Resolute beats us to it. 

Inferno: Semmi: We have a few other small items, but nothing pressing. Let's welcome back our friends properly.

Nix ported directly to the docks. The shops belonging to the former members of Gladis had been closed for a few weeks, Inferno didn't have the resources to keep them open, even though they had picked the Hub clean. Predictably by the time he walked to the shop's area, all of them were busy crafting product. Only Darsi was standing in front. 

"Knew you'd come Trip-7." Darsi smiled at him, "as you can see they are hard at work. Like you, Gladis Crafters keep their crafting supplies on them."

"That's good then, they should be set for quite a while." Nix went into each shop individually and personally transferred the credits each had earned before running out of product, Darsi followed him the entire time. 

Nearly half an hour went by before he had finished. "Make sure our friends make it to their own party."

Darsi nodded, "Inferno parties had reached legendary status. I'll let them know."

Nix noticed that Darsi was wearing the rifle he had bought her. "Let Kyla know when it's time for an upgrade, she's not Gladis but she's top of the line."

Darsi noticed he had activated Deep Blue. "Where are you heading to?"

Nix shrugged, "personal errand." 

********************

Nix appeared on the empty platform a moment later. It had changed a bit since last he had visited. The Lobby had been gutted and turned into a training yard, complete with cushioned mats. A large white throne overlooked the training area. Several Acolytes were sparring with staffs, while others were being carefully instructed. 

The instructor turned when she noticed several of her acolytes smiling. Her pale face also broke into a wide smile. "Nix!"

The Priestess dropped her staff and ran towards him, it was a bit surprising but Nix accepted a hug from her. "How are things Cyan?"

"Is that some sort of joke?" A young female spoke from behind them. "You bring us to the heart of the Ice and give us this perfect building. Then you show up a few days later and fill it with Acolytes!" 

Nix bowed deeply. "Shi... I am glad to see you are doing so well."

The young girl grabbed both of his hands in hers. They were small and cold, but despite that Nix felt warmed by the gesture. "We could not ask for a better friend."

"I thought I would stop in and check on things." Nix glanced around the large building. "I like the changes." 

"Shi, I need to speak with Nix. If you would excuse me." Cyan bowed deeply. 

"Of course. In the future, I hope you visit more often." Without another word, the young ice spirit walked back to her throne. 

Cyan turned toward the training yard where dozens of Acolytes were waiting. "That's it for today, you may return to your quarters. Those on dinner detail please report to the kitchen." 

Nix followed her through a small door and up a few flights of stairs. She grabbed his hand and pulled him along until they stopped at a familiar door. "Is this your room?" 

Cyan nodded. "Of course." Several other girls were entering the hallways and walking toward their rooms. 

Nix stared at his picture on the door with 777 written on it. "You can remove that."

Cyan shook her head. "I wouldn't dare. The Acolytes love it." 

Nix followed her in and took a seat on the couch. "Never actually spent the night here, but I did throw Dalton through that window."

Cyan laughed. "You are much wilder than I would have guessed from our first meeting. This is the place you escaped from right?"

Nix nodded. "Yep, this would have been my permanent home."

Cyan took a seat next to him, her face serious. "Shi has grown stronger despite being wounded. I believe she intends to become an Ice Lord." 

Nix could see the worry on her pretty face. "What can I do?"

"Not sure. We need another Lord to walk her through it." 

Nix considered her words for a moment. "How about a Nemesis?"

Cyan shook her head. "Just being in the presence of a Fire Nemesis could hurt her badly."

"I was thinking about an Air Nemesis." 

"An Air Nemesis?" Cyan looked surprised by the words. "How many Nemesis do you know?"

Nix grinned, "just the two. I'm no one important." 

A knock sounded at the door. It opened slowly when Cyan said to come in. 

A lovely blonde haired girl stepped inside, her beautiful face lit up in a smile. "Sorry to interrupt Cyan. I can't remember if I was on the kitchen duty tonight and the roster seems to have disappeared." 

Cyan shook her head. "Mari... If you want to say hi to Nix. Then do so."

Mari nodded, not at all embarrassed. "Hi, Nix. Seen Aunty Chiba lately?"

Nix nodded. "Very recently actually. She's doing well." 

Cyan waited until after Mari left before turning back toward him. "Tomorrow would be best, but at your convenience of course." 

Nix stood up. "I'll ask Rhy and let you know. I do have a question."

Cyan smiled. "You want to know why your presence doesn't harm Shi?"

"Yes. I'm the same rank that Shae was when she hid in the ice world."

Cyan touched a slender finger to the tip of his nose. "Because you carry the Blessing of Ice." 

"I see. Are the Acolytes working out?"

Cyan hugged him close for a moment and then stepped away. "They are doing very well. Mari seems to know some complex foot movement. She's nearly impossible to hit."

Nix narrowed his eyes, he had recently learned a foot movement from Chiba. "I'm not surprised. Anyways, I should get going."

She watched as he activated Deep Blue. "Hey, where'd you get so many girls anyway?"

Nix shrugged, "found em." 

**************

A few minutes later Nix was walking down the wharf. There were several large hogs being barbecued while large barrels of ale were being rolled toward a makeshift bar. He spotted Hyai showing one of her Aquarion friends how to baste the meat. "Need help Hyai?"

Hyai shook her head. "We got this in hand Nix. Take a seat and relax."


Chapter 123: Setting up the Raid

[Flame Throw]

The crusted pot glowed slightly as green flames licked at the insides. Nix picked up the scraper and continued cleaning. "Can't leave a pot on the fire all night and expect things are just going to wash off." He rinsed it off and grabbed for the next one. 

The pot cleaner kept working diligently, after finishing off the last one he moved on to the much easier stack of dishes. 

"I do like a man in suds." Hyai's voice spoke from the entryway. She was dressed in her work uniform, even though it was still very early. 

Nix glanced up from his work at the sink. "Hmm, food for thought."

Hyai moved beside him, pausing long enough to kiss the back of his neck, a clear exception to her strict rule about public displays of affection. "I'll rinse hun." 

Between the two of them, they finished the rest of the party clean-up in a relatively short amount of time. Hyai made them both breakfast and they enjoyed some quiet conversation at the small table in the kitchen.

When Nix left the Kindled Spirit a short while later, the sun was just starting to rise. Hyai sent him off with the promise that there would be some nice 'payback' coming his way. 

Derva was the only Acolyte present when Nix entered the Palace of Fire and Air. She bowed deeply when she saw him. "Good morning Champion,"

Nix returned the courtesy, "no need for such formalities Derva."

The slender woman offered him a smile. "Going to see Shae?"

Nix shook his head. "I've some important business with Rhy."

As if hearing her name, the Air Nemesis appeared before them an instant later. "Impressive Nix, I thought for sure that last night's activities would have kept you in bed for a few more hours." 

Nix bowed slightly. He was beginning to understand Rhy. Although her coal-black eyes seemed cold, her personality was much different. She would laugh and frolic with the other air creatures for hours on end. Unexpectedly, she had grown very close to Shae. "I could use your help Rhy, an Ice Spirit friend of mine is seeking to become a Lord of Ice."

"You seem to have a fairly wide variety of elemental friends." She lay a hand on his shoulder and extended a wing enough to pull him closer. 

"Hmm. I do seem to know my share." He pushed back the feathers that were grazing his ear. 

"I will help. Is this where you received your 'Ice Blessing' ?"

Nix had shown Rhy his stats before, so of course, she would have seen it. "Yes, the Ice Spirit from Cyphix. Her name is Shi."

"A Fire Lord with an Ice Blessing." She nodded her acceptance. "You are definitely a unique person Nix. Let's do the raid first, then I will assist your friend." 

A short while later, 20 of Inferno's finest were gathered in the holding area of the 69th floor. The raid had a limit of 20, so Jun Li and Semmi had carefully considered what was needed.

[Raid Sheet: 69th Floor]

Healers: Tess, Gypsy, Pinkie, Wylie, Saji

Tanks: Sharl, Banz, Jun Li

Crowd Control: Sila, Fajii, Nix, Rhylia

DPS: Chael, Ronnie, Wind, Semmi, Pon, Shae, Milat, Mina

Inferno: Nix: Semmi will give us a brief. After the raid starts, and we leave the prep area, I want everyone to summon all of their Spirit Companions. With the Vilas and our Aquarion friends, it should give us enough firepower.

Inferno: Semmi: With just our Aquarion Spirit Companions, we'll gain twelve more fighters. I think we can shock Resolute. 

Inferno: Semmi: I'm sending everyone the Raid brief, I had to pay some serious credits to get one of the members of Resolute to give us the set-up. Please read and then we'll discuss strategy. 

[Raid Brief]

The 69th-floor raid takes place in a large valley nestled nicely inside of a dense jungle. It's about an hour hike through the jungle to arrive at the river basin. We can expect to be attacked several times by random creatures of different strengths. In fact, Resolute was wiped on the hike during their last attempt. This part is no joke.

There are two very large white primates on separate sides of the valley. These are the two bosses that must be killed for us to win this raid. They will remain docile until we attack either one of them. They are very strong and hit hard enough to kill a tank if our healing rotation is off. The is a straight-up fight until 90 percent. At that time the two apes will start moving toward each other. As they get closer, they will start to regenerate and their power will increase. If it gets to the point where they are within 50 meters, they will be reset to 100 percent and we are best off restarting the raid.

At 90 percent, if you successfully keep the bosses from advancing, there will be 8 spawns of lesser mobs. From the time of spawn, you have 2 minutes to deal with all of them. Failure to do so will result in 8 more mobs. If you don't deal with all remaining lesser spawns in the next two minutes, both bosses will rage and the raid will wipe. 

If the lesser spawns are all dealt with inside of the time limit, the raid will be able to work on the bosses again. After ninety percent, the two bosses' health must stay within two percent of each other. If the difference becomes more than that, the boss with the most health will rage.

Beat the bosses down to 80 percent health while keeping them within two percent of each other. Once the second boss is down to 80 percent, he will Rage for 1 minute while the other Boss becomes dormant. The dormant boss cannot damage nor be damaged at this time. You must survive this rage. After the Rage is done he will become dormant while the first boss rages. This will be accompanied by another spawn of eight. You don't have to kill these lesser spawns, they will despawn when the first boss stops his rage. 

Keep attacking the bosses and bring their health down to 70 percent, same rule as before, they must stay within 2 percent. At seventy percent they will once again advance toward each other. You must be able to contain them. If you manage to do so, eight mobs will spawn again. This time you have 1 minute to kill them all if this doesn't happen both bosses will rage. 

This is all the information we have at this point. Resolute has wiped at this point the last two times they've attempted it. 

inferno: Jun Li: Questions?

Inferno: Nix: Pretty sure that Morti can hold one of them. What about the other? I assume CC won't work on the bosses.

Inferno: Semmi: Correct, the bosses are immune to all control effects. We'll have to hold them physically. Our Aquarion friends and Nix will be tasked with that. 

Inferno: Mina: The Vila should be able to handle the spawns until their health runs low. 

Inferno: Semmi: The lesser spawns aren't particularly strong, but they have a lot of health. I'd recommend using CC on four of them, and assigning the Vila to the other four. 

Inferno: Pon: What will the rest of us be doing at that time?

Inferno: Semmi: We can continue to whittle the boss's health down, even while they are being held. 

Inferno: Nix: I'd rather have us get rid of the spawns as soon as possible. There's no hurry with the bosses as long as they are contained.

Inferno: Semmi: We can do that. The hold teams will stay on the bosses, while the rest of the raid helps with the lesser spawns. Do not attack anything that's being Controlled. 

Inferno: Jun Li: What do you want to do about the healer rotation Tess?

Inferno: Tess: Sharl will be the tank on boss one, with Banz backing her up. Wylie and I will be their healers.

Inferno: Gypsy: Morti will tank boss two. Saji and I will be healing. 

Inferno: Tess: Pinkie that leaves you as the roving healer. Your priorities if everything is going well is to keep the Vila alive. Fajii will be able to BR any of the dps that get slain. (BR=Battle Rez) If one of the clerics is killed, drop what you are doing and replace them.

Inferno: Sajana: I got it. 

Inferno: Semmi: If one of the Tanks is slain, the back-up will jump in while Fajii hits the primary tank with a BR.

Inferno: Fajii: What if I'm killed?

Inferno: Semmi: You will stay in the middle with Shae and Rhy. They will ensure that you aren't harmed. Stay safe unless someone dies, if that happens BR them and then return immediately. 

Inferno: Shae: What do you want me and Rhy to do?

Inferno: Semmi: Stay in the middle and rotate your attacks between the two bosses. Make sure you keep their health within two. Since you are monitoring both, you can keep tabs on them and adjust the raid dps accordingly. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Questions?

Inferno: Nix: No one has made it past 70 percent. If we get lower than that we'll have to play it by ear. We should be able to guess either way.

Inferno: Semmi: Correct. If the bosses start moving, then hold them. If we get lesser spawns, kill them immediately. 

Inferno: Nix: Take 10 minutes and prepare. After that we'll start the raid.


Chapter 124: 69th Floor Raid: Kill the Apes (one)

Inferno: Nix: From here on out, let's use this channel for raid purposes only. Junie will be in charge.

Inferno: Jun Li: Everyone leave the prep area. Once you are clear, summon all of your Spirit Companions. 

Nix walked out a few meters and stopped. There were about 20 meters of clearing before the zone turned into a fairly dense jungle. He quickly summoned Morti, Fey, and Ducky. Since this zone was water-free, he left Soup in the Sea-World. 

"You should bring your Arch-Winds, they will feel bad if they are left out." Rhy had walked out with Shae and Fajii.

"Damn... I keep forgetting." He activated his bracelet and summoned Tor, Cal, and Shadai.

Cal bowed slightly. "Special instructions Nix?"

"This is a tricky raid. Don't target the bosses at all. Cal and Tor, I want you to assist the Vila with the lesser spawns. Be sure not to hit anything that is being controlled. Shadai, I want you to support Pinkie as a roving healer. Anyone below half health, feel free to heal them."

Cal nodded. "We understand Nix." 

Once all of the Spirit companions were in place, Jun Li gave the signal to start. Shae and Rhy moved to the front of the group and joined hands. 

[Balefire Burst]

A half dozen balls of white flame burst outward, burning everything along its path. The dense foliage had been completely removed in a straight line for several hundred meters. The group moved freely toward the valley, Rhy and Shae would stop every few minutes to repeat their clearing maneuver. Smoke and fire followed them, but nothing dared attack. 

Without the threat of attack, coupled with the removal of the dense undergrowth, the raid was able to step into the valley thirty minutes after they left the prep area. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Well done, the bosses are a bit further down the valley. We'll divide when we get to the middle. 

Nix walked side-by-side with Mina. Her Vilas had already been summoned and were trailing behind the raid. 

"You are smiling a lot today Nix." Mina watched him from one side, her tone curious.

"Fighting for an exclusive prize, I'm a bit excited. Feels like my birthday."

Mina walked with a hand on his elbow. "You aren't a newborn."

Nix considered the question. "In our world, your birthday is celebrated every year."

She stared at him for a moment, trying to decide if he was teasing her. "Is your world filled with very important people?"

Nix nodded, "they certainly like to think so."

Inferno moved to the narrowest part of the valley. It was approximately 200 meters wide, huge white apes could be seen sitting peacefully near the north and south walls. 

Inferno: Semmi: Fajii, please buff the raid. 

Fajii nodded. 

[Deep-Sea Trident]

She gripped the weapon in her right hand, swiping it once. 

[Flaming Rock Wall]

A weightless Rock Wall is now protecting the Raid.

[Charred Rock Blade]

The Raid's weapons now Throb with the power of Scorched Earth.

Inferno: Jun Li: From here on, we'll divide into North and South bosses. Sharl, Banz, Tess and Wylie, head North at this time. Morti, you will be on the South boss with Me, Gypsy and Saji.

Inferno: Semmi: Pon and Chael with me on the North boss. Wind, Ronnie, Milat on the South. All CC will stay close to the middle and wait for respawns, you can help with dpsing the bosses down, but pay attention to the percentages. Shae will keep track of that. 

Fey butted him in the back with her snout. "What do you want me to do Nix?" 

Nix rubbed the top of her scaled head. "Stay in the middle and help with spawns. Those will be key to winning this raid. Protect Fajii if she has to move." 

Inferno: Jun Li: Get in position. Tanks only for the first minute, give them time to establish aggro.

Morti moved toward the White Ape on the Southside. It glanced at him with red eyes but showed no other reaction. The bear stood on his hind legs looking up. "That's a big boss. What is it?"

Jun Li patted Morti's shoulder. The bear had grown recently and was nearly 15 feet tall when on his back legs. The Ape looked to be about two feet taller. "It's an Ape Morti, kinda like a monkey."

"Okay... let me know when I should swat the monkey." Morti sat down on his enormous butt and waited patiently. 

Jun Li: We are ready on the Southside.

Inferno: Semmi: North is ready. Your call Junie. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Tanks only. Go!

Morti advanced on his back legs, he swatted the Ape across its face, knocking it back into the valley wall with ground shaking power. "RAAWWRR"

[Mortimer has taunted Cedric the White]

Nix smiled when he heard his bear's roar. It was echoed by Sharl's battle cry on the Northside. Since Pon was on the North DPS team, Nix decided to help the Southside. The old fire mages sustained dps was better than one else. 

[Sniper's Nest]

Chael has setup a kill point.

[Summons: Rock Golem]

Chael has summoned a Scorched Earth Defender.

[Command: Defend Me]

[Sniper's Nest]

Ronnie has setup a kill point.

[Summons: Rock Golem]

Ronnie has summoned a Scorched Earth Defender.

Ronnie patted her Golem on its stone arm. "Make sure to protect me Rocky." 

Nix targeted the Farah the White and waited for the go-ahead. 

Jun Li watched Morti continue to attack the White Ape, the primate's primary weapons were its enormous fists. Although they did damage to Morti, he didn't seem especially bothered by it. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Okay, DPS hit them. Shae start monitoring health. 

Nix started spamming Fire Burst. It was his best distance spell and he wouldn't have to worry about mana. 

Shae watched the health of both primates. After two minutes, the North was at 97 percent and the South 98.

Shae joined hands with Rhy and targeted the South Boss. 

[Balefire Burst]

Five bursts of white fire slammed into the Ape, bringing his health down a full percent. 

Inferno: Shae: Both Apes are at 97 percent. 

Saji has been slain. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Fajii to the Southside!

Fajii ran toward the south boss. She targeted the slain healer, her hands glowing. 

[Scorched Earth Mother]

Saji has been resurrected and returns to battle fully buffed. 

Wylie has been slain!

Inferno: Jun Li: Fajii to the Northside! Healers, what's going on?

Inferno: Tess: It has an AE Stun, that's followed by a critical hit. All healers move to max heal distance. 

Fajii turned and ran toward the North boss. She spotted Fey overhead, mirroring her movements. Undoubtedly Nix's idea. Just as she passed Shae and Rhy, they joined hands to hit the South boss again. 

[Scorched Earth Mother]

Wylie has been resurrected and returns to battle fully buffed. 

Inferno: Shae: Both Apes are at 91 percent. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Prepare to disengage the boss and kill the spawns. Nix and the hold team prepare to secure the North boss!

Jun Li watched the health of the South boss carefully. "Morti! Push him against the wall and hold it there!" 

Morti responded by planting both enormous paws on the Ape's chest and bullying him back to the wall. He clamped his teeth on the Ape's shoulder and leaned all his mass against him. 

Nix sprinted toward the North boss trailed closely by a half-dozen Aquarion melee fighters. Sharl noticed his arrival and responded by slamming her shield into the Ape's chest and then stepping to one side. 

Nix raised a hand and 12 Emerald strands wrapped around the boss's ankles. It tried to take one step and crashed face forward on the ground. Immediately Sharl and all the Aquarions piled onto it. 

"Keep the tension on it Nix" Sharl reverted to her schoolyard days when she use to defend her younger sister. She held the Ape with one hand and punched with the other. 

"Is that a joke?" Nix held onto all 12 strands, he looked like a kite caught up in a whirlwind. He was slammed from one side to the other while the giant Ape tried to stand up. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Respawn in the middle of the valley! Take them down quickly!


Chapter 125: 69th Floor Raid: Kill the Apes (2)

Eight baboon-like creatures spawned in the middle of the valley. They were as tall as a human and had vicious looking fangs. Their growls sounded like a choking dog, a hoarse cough that made the hairs on the back of your neck stand up. 

Ronnie targeted four of them and used her hud to place icons over their heads. 

Inferno: Ronnie: CC these four mobs!

Chael targeted the remaining four and used his hud to place bullseyes over their heads.

Inferno: Chael: Attack my targets!

Sila used her assist option to target Ronnie's mobs. 

[Scorched Dust Bowl]

A viscous Babuka has been blinded.

Rhy raised a slender hand and targeted the other three.

[Whirlwind]

Rhylia's Windstorm has trapped three Vicious Babukas.

Mina sent her Vilas after the targets with bullseyes over them. Forty of them tore into the four Babukas while the DPS'ers assisted them. 

Jun Li kept an eye on the respawn time. The first four were killed well before the first minute and twenty seconds later the other four joined them. 

Nix kept his grip on the flame strands despite being repeatedly slammed into the ground. Tess healed him several times when the damage started to stack up. Once the respawns were killed, the Ape stood up effortlessly sending Nix and the Aquarions flying in all directions. 

Sharl managed to roll out of the way and immediately resumed tanking detail. The dark beauty grinned at the misfortune of the 'holding team.' 

[Battle Cry]

Sharl has taunted Farah the White.

Min couldn't hide the smile that lit up her face when he returned to the middle of the valley. His hair was sticking straight up and his face was covered in dirt. "Nice job Nix."

Nix frowned at her without answering. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Okay, listen close. At 80 percent one of the bosses will rage while the other goes dormant. I want Morti on the raging boss, he's better equipped to handle that sort of pressure. 

There will be a short warning before they rage, the remaining boss will be dormant so he won't be an issue. 

Shae watched the percentages carefully, this time the bosses were relatively even. Nix was using his higher-tiered spells this time around, he had a wild look in his eyes like he was angry. 

Inferno: Shae: 84 percent for both North and South. 

The DPS teams continued to whittle away at the Ape Bosses, when they were at 81 percent the North boss stood up straight and beat his chest with both hands, while the south boss sat docilely on its butt looking confused. 

Sharl has been stunned.

Tess has been stunned.

Wylie has been stunned. 

Jun Li cursed loudly, "North now Morti!" 

The big bear had made the claim several times that he was faster than a horse. The ground shook as two tons of muscle, fur and teeth barreled toward the Northside. 

Sharl has been slain.

Tess has been slain.

Wylie has been slain. 

An Instant later Morti slammed into the raging Ape pushing it back into the rock wall. 

[Absolute Defense]

Half of all incoming damage is blocked by Mortimer's thick hide. 

An out of breath Pinkie appeared a moment later, her casting started while she was still skidding to a halt. 

[Blessing of the Goddess]

Mortimer has been completely healed.

Fajii had responded quickly also and targeted Sharl. 

[Scorched Earth Mother]

Sharl has been resurrected and returns to the battle fully buffed. 

[Scorched Earth Mother]

Tess has been resurrected and returns to the battle fully buffed. 

[Scorched Earth Mother]

Wylie has been resurrected and returns to the battle fully buffed. 

Sharl picked up her shield and prepared to take over. "Thanks, Fajii. That BR is the shit!"

[Blessing of the Air]

A Priestess of Air has healed Mortimer. 

Jun Li kept a close eye on the dormant boss. "Give it space, the chest pound is an AE stun!" 

Slowly the beast stood up and glanced around. Jun Li waited patiently. The creature's eyes instantly filled with hate as it beat its chest with both hands. She waited until it stopped then she sprang into action. 

Cedric the White has enraged.

It leaped at Jun Li, both fists coming down on her. Nearly all of her health disappeared in one hit. A flash of black announced the Titan's arrival, this time he had reacted faster. 

[Absolute Defense]

Half of all incoming damage is blocked by Mortimer's thick hide. 

Jun Li staggered back, waiting on a heal before she moved forward again. Movement in the center of the valley caught her eye. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Respawns! No CC required, they'll despawn. 

Mina put five Vila on each of the 8 respawns, they were the same baboon creatures from earlier. 

Pinkie and Shadai returned to the center, being careful to keep the Vila healed. 

After a minute had elapsed, both Ape bosses returned to normal and the tanks resumed their missions. The respawns in the middle of the valley disappeared. 

Inferno: Jun Li: We're getting close to the unknown. At 70 percent, they'll start advancing toward each other again. Hold team be ready!

Nix scowled and stopped casting. He trotted toward the North boss, his face showing extreme reluctance. 

Shae and Rhy were forced to step in and even the percentages as both teams seemed to surge at different times. 

Inferno: Shae: 72 percent. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Prepare to disengage and handle the respawns. 

Morti didn't bother to wait, he slammed both paws into the ape's chest and then muscled him back to the wall. 

On the Northside, Nix moved closer and waited, unlike Morti he wasn't equipped to take a full-strength hit from the Ape boss. Sharl slammed her shield into the Ape and then stepped nimbly to one side. 

Nix raised a hand, the flame strands already on their way when the White Ape glanced at him and then dived forward, the ground shook as the ape tucked its head and rolled to his feet. One foot swinging hard at Nix, blasting him toward the middle of the valley. 

Nix has been slain. 

Sharl froze for a second, shock on her face. She recovered and dived at the legs of the Ape. The Aquarion team followed suit as they all piled on. Slowly the Ape started walking toward the center. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Send your Rock Golems to the Northside now! They are going to lose this boss! Respawns in the middle, take them down!

Ronnie targeted the North boss and sent her golem. Without missing a beat, she changed to four of the respawns and placed markers on them. "

Inferno: Ronnie: CC my target now!

Chael sent his golem north and put bullseyes on the remaining four targets. 

Inferno: Chael: Attack my targets!

The Respawns this time were four-armed Apes nearly twice the size of an average man, when the stood upright, their lower set of arms dragged the ground. 

Sila used her assist option to target Ronnie's mobs. 

[Scorched Dust Bowl]

A four-armed Primate has been blinded. 

Rhylia stepped to one side as Shae began spamming Balefire in an attempt to reduce the climbing health of the Northside boss.

Inferno: Jun Li: Bring it down! Two percent difference!

Rhy quickly targeted the remaining CC targets

[Whirlwind]

Rhylia's Windstorm has trapped three four-armed Primates.

The two Stone Golems slammed into the Ape, with their help the hold team finally managed to push it back. Fajii quickly rezzed Nix and this time he moved behind the Ape before he put the strands on his legs. By the time the group dragged the boss back to the wall, the spawns had been dealt with. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Okay, tanks on boss only. Slow things down for a moment, let everyone reset. This is one step further than Resolute has made it. 

A disgruntled Nix walked back toward the middle of the valley. 

Inferno: Pon: Best imitation of a soccer ball I've ever seen Nix.

Inferno: Jun Li: Cut the chatter and get ready. 

No one else spoke, but they could all hear the laughter in Jun Li's voice. 

Nix scowled at the chuckles around him. 

Min placed a hand on his shoulder. "You did go pretty far."


Chapter 126: 69th Floor Raid: Kill the Apes (conclusion)

Inferno: Jun Li: DPS back on the bosses. Let's see what happens at 60 percent!

Shae watched the health on the bosses. The DPS break had given everyone a chance to replenish their mana supply. Slowly but steadily the percentages started to drop again. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Spawns on the North Side! Get over there!

Nx started to move when 8 respawns popped in the middle. Immediately 12 emerald flame strands shot out of his hands and encircled four of them. 

"I'll support you Nix!" Rhy cast Whirlwind and sent the remaining four spinning in place. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Take the North spawns! They're attacking the healers!

Ronnie placed targets on four of them.

Inferno: Ronnie: Attack my target!

Mina Assigned her Vila to protect the Northside healers, she glanced back at Rhy and Nix. They were holding eight more between them. 

Chael placed bullseyes on the remaining Northside spawns.

Inferno: Chael: Attack my target!

The DPS finished off the Northside spawns and then moved toward the middle to take care of the ones that were being controlled by Nix and Rhylia. Mina let her Vila finish off the spawns that Nix was holding. The last four were easily burned down as everyone targeted them. 

Inferno: Shae: 62 percent on both bosses. 

At 60 percent, neither boss made a move. Slowly their power started increasing and their health began to recover. 

Inferno: Shae: 61 percent. What's going on?

Sharl has been slain. 

Banz jumped in to fill the void, while Fajii sprinted toward Inferno's best tank. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Ideas? Their health is climbing and they are getting stronger!

Inferno: Nix: The opposite! Try pushing them both toward the middle! 

Nix moved behind the Ape and put 12 emerald strands on him. His Aquarion team grabbed the legs of the struggling Ape and started dragging him toward the middle. On the Southside, Morti was using a steady supply of two-handed slaps to drive his boss toward the middle also. 

Inferno: Shae: Both at 60 percent again. 

Inferno: Jun Li: It's working! Push them towards each other. 

The dps kept whittling away at the health of the bosses, their health started dropping in huge chunks; by the time they were within 50 meters of touching, both at 40 percent. At that time the two White Apes charged past each other and switched sides. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Tanks and Healers stay on your original boss. Switch sides. 

Both Apes stopped when the reached the walls. They turned and beat their chests, the sound echoing through the valley like thunder. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Double Rage! Pinkie fall back and help support Sharl! Turn up the DPS!

Inferno: Shae: 38 percent on both bosses!

In the middle 8 mobs spawned. All of them were fliers. Nix managed to get strands around four of them. He dug his heels in as they dragged him toward the North healers. 

Inferno: Nix: Kill theses? Or let them despawn?

Jun Li studied the current scene. Both bosses raging, eight fliers that were splitting up and moving toward the healers. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Kill them now. Range fighters bring them down!

Mina sent split up her Vila and sent half to each boss. 

Chael and Ronnie focused their damage on the filers heading North. They were almost to the healers when Fey appeared out of thin air and raked them with fire, instantly finishing off two of them. 

On the Northside, the Ape that Morti had been defending suddenly tossed him to one side and charged toward the middle. His counterpart on the Southside did the same thing to Sharl, both Apes charging at each other in a full run. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Evac the middle now!

Shae, Fajii, Mina, and Rhy quickly retreated, the Apes seemed to have no intention of slowing down. An instant later they slammed into each other, the impact leveling the entire raid except for Shae, Fajii, Mina, and Rhy. The Air Nemesis had managed to throw up an air barrier around them. 

Nix climbed back to his feet. His health was down past half. 

[Combustion]

A soft green light settled around Nix, recovering a good portion of his health. 

He turned back toward the middle and stopped, like everyone else in the Raid. The two White Apes had combined to form one giant White Ape.

Ced'Far the Magnificant. Thirty feet of angry Ape, four long arms, the bottom two were dragging on the ground. 

Inferno: Shae: His health dropped when he combined. He's at 15 percent. 

Inferno: Jun Li: All healers cycle your heals on Morti. Range damage only. Healers stay at max range. 

Inferno: Shae: Now Nix...

Nix moved closer to Rhy who was already casting. 

[Perfect Barrier]

Rhy has placed a perfect Air Barrier around Nix. 

Rhy made a second gesture.

[Wind Tunnel]

The transparent Orb that Nix was in, suddenly disappeared. 

Nix touched the sides of the orb, watching the ground as it got further away. When it reached its apex he activated his bloodline. 

[Second Form: Salamander]

High overhead an explosion of Emerald flames covered the sky. A strong wave of destruction pushed toward the ground. Rhy placed a barrier over the raid, it shattered immediately but was able to absorb nearly all of the power. 

The Emerald Salamander floated slowly down with the effect of feather fall. 

Morti stared at the huge Ape, a rumble sounding deep in his chest.

[Rage]

A Titan has appeared on the battlefield. Mortimer's strength has doubled. Intimidation is in effect, all opposing creatures will be unable to Rage. 

Inferno froze for a moment as the bear doubled in size.

[Absolute Challenge]

Ced'Far must attack Mortimer for the next minute.

[Absolute Defense]

All incoming damage is reduced by half. 

[Titan Slap]

Mortimer's enormous paw slammed into the side of the Ape's face, driving him back a step. 

Inferno: Jun Li: This is it. Full DPS! Burn this bitch down! 

All of Inferno targeted Ced'Far with their strongest damage as the valley exploded in a hail storm of fire and blood. 

Nix sent several thick strands of green flame moved toward Ced'Far, stabbing deep into his neck. He retracted them immediately and repeated the movement while he floated downward, red blood gushing out of great gaping holes.

[Fire and Air Seeker]

Shae and Rhy joined hands, sending a glowing projectile speeding toward the creature's face. It howled in agony when the burning missile burned through Ced'Far's left eye. 

Nix landed and moved swiftly toward Rhy, when he arrived he spun quickly and sent several thick strands of emerald flame into Ced'Far's stomach. 

Rhy was smiling when she lay a hand on his shoulder.

[Air Expulsion]

The barbed ends of the strands exploded outward, bursting his stomach apart as blood and gore splattered in all directions. 

Ced' Far the Magnificent has been slain.

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for defeating Ced' Far the Magnificent on the 69th floor. Inferno now advances to the 70th floor. All guilds on the 69th floor are moved to the 71st. 

Nix stared at his guild, with the exception of the few who were standing next to Rhy, they were completely covered with blood and gore. He started laughing when he saw Min, her white hair was red with blood. "Serves you guys right for laughing at me."

Slowly, the smiles started to come out and then cheers, as the raid celebrated their victory over the 69th level. 

Mina approached him slowly, her feet seemed to be dragging. She knelt down on one knee and placed a hand on Nix's emerald head. "Beautiful Nix, absolutely beautiful."

Pon was the next to arrive, his normally fierce demeanor faded in the presence of Nix's Salamander form. "Amazing Nix. These old eyes have never seen such a thing." 

Inferno: Jun Li: One and done. Damn guys, you are so awesome I want to cry.

Nix dropped his Salamander form and approached the fallen boss.

[Do you wish to skin Ced'Far the Magnificant?]

"Yep." 

[1Titanic Ape Skin has been added to your inventory.]

[Do you wish to Process the Ape meat?]

"Gross, absolutely not. Let's see what else he has." Nix activated the loot icon.

You have received the Oasis World Seed.

You have received the Escalade Guild Token.

The jungle faded around them and the entire raid was instantly returned to the staging area. Nix unsummoned the sleeping Morti but not before everyone in the raid took the chance to pat his furred head. 

Inferno: Pon: Shall we go check out the 70th floor?

Inferno: Nix: In three days. Morti will sleep till then, he's earned the right to see it with us. 

Inferno: Jun Li: I agree. Amazing job all around guys. 

Inferno: Nix: Good job Junie, you are the best around. 

Inferno: Semmi: Ain't that the truth. Great job Junie. 

Inferno: Nix: We'll take the whole guild to the 70th floor in three days. Lifestyle players too.


Chapter 127: Ice Queen's Favor

Most of Inferno returned to the Sea-World to get some rest. Rhy and Nix ported to the docks, he wanted to drop off his Titanic Ape skin before heading to the Gladis Hub. He stopped when he saw the enormous ship anchored in Glory's Bay. 

Inferno: Nix: What's the Fire Storm doing here? 

Inferno: Jun Li: Well.. you did blow off Festa's wedding. It was nice knowing you. 

Inferno: Wylie: Want a Knight Escort?

Inferno: Nix: I did tell her that I wasn't going. It's not my fault she didn't listen.

Nix talked with Nova for a few minutes while organizing the day's product. Rhylia quickly discovered several items on the shelves that she was interested in. 

By the time they left the shop, Festa was walking down the dock with a half dozen of her knights. Nix bowed low when he saw her. "Your Majesty."

Festa waved her hand at his greeting. "Dispense with the title Nix. We are friends."

Nix turned toward his companion. "Rhy this is Festa, the Queen of the Central Kingdom. Festa this is the Honorable Air Nemesis Rhylia Thundercloud."

Rhy wore an amused look on her face. "I am pleased to meet you, Queen Festa."

Festa nodded cordially, unlike Shae, the Air Nemesis didn't give off an overwhelming sense of danger. "We are Allies, so please call me Festa." 

It was then that Nix noticed her clothes. Normally when Festa traveled she wore the heavy armor of a Knight. This time she wore a slim-fitting blue dress that exposed her brown shoulders. Objectively Nix rated her in the top five of Colonial beauties. "What brings you to Glory Festa?"

She handed him a gold-colored envelope. "I meant to give you this before my wedding. It's an important item, please read it carefully. I trust your judgment in this matter and will await the appointment of a proper Seneschal."

Nix felt a twinge of guilt, Festa had always treated him well and never asked for anything in return. "I will do my best. I'm sorry that I can't stay and properly entertain you, I'm in the middle of an important task."

Festa's dark lips curved in a smile. "So soon after winning the 69th level in the Embassy?"

Nix nodded. "Yes, I have a good friend in dire need."

Inferno: Nix: Donri, are you in Glory?

Inferno: Donri: Yes. Something you need boss?

Inferno: Nix: Yes. Could you come to the docks?

Inferno: Donri: Of course. 

Donri had completed the transition to Fire mage a few weeks earlier. He was the only Necrofire Mage in the Guild. The primary path had come with some interesting changes. His hair had turned jet-black, and his eyes had darkened considerably. The black fire he commanded had a corrosive effect, very similar to the pain effect that Nix's emerald flames had. Nix had assigned him to accompany Nez and Sila in the Embassy whenever possible, the three managed to climb to the 46th floor without any assistance. 

Donri arrived through the portal a moment later. He was dressed in black armor and had his long hair tied up in a topknot. 

"Festa, this is Donri, a Black Fire Mage. The only one in Inferno."

Festa offered her hand. "Nice to meet you Donri."

Nix put a hand on Donri's shoulder. "Donri has volunteered to show you around the Embassy." 

To his credit, the Fire Mage kept his face expressionless. "Just call me Don, please"

"That would be nice, I have a few hours before I need to return to the Palace." 

Nix smiled to himself as Donri escorted Festa away.

"What was that about?" Semmi's familiar voice caused him to turn around.

Nix shrugged and handed Semmi the gold envelope he had received. "Look into this when you have the chance, Sem. Festa came all this way to deliver it personally."

Semmi held it in her hands, "Sure, but I'm going to be disappointed if it's a love letter."

Nix nodded in agreement. "Me too."

Inferno: Nix: Wylie, could you accompany me for an errand? 

Inferno: Wylie: Sure Nix, you at the dock?

Inferno: Nix: Yep. 

"Do we need a healer Nix:" Rhy's eyes showed her curiosity. 

"No, I've something else in mind for her." 

The silver-haired Knight-Captain arrived a few minutes later, without speaking further the three of them joined hands and Nix activated Deep Blue. 

"Please don't share anything you see here Wylie. I want to keep this a secret for as long as possible." 

Wylie nodded, her eyes taking in all the changes to the hub. "This is where the Ice Spirit of Cyphix is now?" She had heard that Nix had a history with the Ice Elemental. 

"Yes. What better place for her than the Polar Icecap." 

All of the Acolytes were sitting on mats while Cyan demonstrated an Ice technique. Shi was carefully observing them from her throne. Cyan noticed his arrival and stopped her demonstration. 

Nix walked towards the Throne, the young girl sitting down stood immediately. "Sorry, I'm a bit later than planned."

Shi shook her head. "It's fine Nix, even the Icecap receives Colonial messages. Congratulations on a successful raid." 

"This is Air Nemesis Rhylia Thundercloud and Ice Champion Candidate Knight-Captain Wylie." He felt Wylie staring at him from one side, but he refused to look at her.

Shi bowed toward the Nemesis. "My honor to meet a Nemesis of Air and you also candidate." The Ice elemental understood immediately, the Knight-Captain was her candidate.

Rhy smiled at the young elemental. "You are indeed ready to advance. The Ice advancement is usually quite gentle, I will give you the aid you require."

She nodded. "Thank you. I will bring you into my elemental world if you are ready. Nix, you will have to stay here." 

[Whisper: Shi to Nix] This Knight Captain is your recommendation?

[Whisper: Nix to Shi] Yes. You will also be doing me a favor. The champions medallion ties her life to the temple. This will safeguard her life.

[Whisper: Shi to Nix] Since you asked, so it shall be.

Cyan waited until Shi, Wylie, and Rhy disappeared before she approached Nix. "You have my thanks once again Nix."

Nix removed several boxes from his inventory and sat them down. "Robes for the Acolytes as well as the swimsuits you asked for. I take it you are making use of the Aquatic Center?" The Gladis hub was a state of the art facility that was meant for long-term inhabitance and recreation. 

Cyan nodded. "I'm in your debt."

Nix placed a hand on her shoulder and gave her a friendly smile. "Since we are friends, we shouldn't talk about debts."

Inferno: Semmi: It's an appointment letter Nix. Festa has asked that you elect a Seneschal to protect her family.

Inferno: Nix: Doesn't she have an army? Why would she ask me?

Inferno: Semmi: This is right up there with the attendant request. It's something that an older brother is usually tasked with. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Awwww. That's so sweet! Nix is the Queen's, big bro!

Nix felt another twinge of guilt for skipping the wedding festivities. 

Inferno: Nix: What are the requirements for a Seneschal?

Inferno: Semmi: Someone strong and trustworthy. They'll spend a large part of their time investigating family concerns. It's considered a royal rank, only the King and Queen may give the Seneschal orders.

Inferno: Pon: Send me! I'm all those things. 

Inferno: Sharl: Sounds like a Marshal. It could be interesting. 

Nix laughed when he saw the request. He was fairly sure the old mage had dubious intentions.

Inferno: Nix: Forget about it old man. I have someone in mind.

Inferno: Mina: Could we have an officer's meeting Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Sure, it will have to wait until later in the day. I'm on a personal errand.

Nix followed Cyan back to his old room. "Seems like I can't escape this place." 

Cyan offered him a smile. "It is very nice here."

He watched as she made them tea. There was something oddly warming about the priestess using a modern style kitchen. Was there a real person behind Cyan? Ronnie's theory on NPCs caused Nix to constantly reexamine his NPC friends. "I'm glad you like it." 

She sat a cup of tea in front of him and then took a seat in the adjacent chair. "How did you make it from here to Cyphix Nix?

"Almost didn't. I died just after I was within the cities binding range." Nix shivered slightly, that had been a long cold few days.

"That's 200 miles Nix. Using only clothes that you crafted here?" Cyan had been surprised when the man had respawned on the temple platform. 

Nix sipped the hot tea and considered the journey he had made. "Yes... the sins of my past life and the thought of a new one, made me push myself past my limits." 

"You embarked on a pilgrimage. One that tested both your spirit and your strength." Cyan leaned back in her chair. "Through the world of Ice walks the man bathed in flames." 

"I could make the walk now without even worrying about it."

Cyan stood up and grabbed his hand. "Come with me Nix."

Nix followed her down the hall to the last door on the right. The scent of flowers traveled in her wake. "You smell nice."

Cyan stopped at the door and knocked. "Flora? It's Cyan."

They entered after a soft voice told them to enter. 

A tall woman with long brown hair stood near the window. She was drawing something on a homemade easel. She smiled at her visitors. "Welcome Cyan, it's nice to see you again Nix."

Nix didn't remember her from Brahmi's palace. There had been too many of them, and every one of them was beautiful. "Flora? We weren't properly introduced before. Nice to meet you."

Flora smiled and Nix became acutely aware of why she was in Brahmi's harem. "Is there a special reason for your visit?"

Cyan nodded. "I want to see the 'World of Ice' painting."

Flora put down her sketch pencil and walked toward the closet near the front door. "I put it away recently." She rummaged for a moment before pulling out a large color painting. It was titled 'The World of Ice.'

Nix studied the painting that Flora had propped up on the easel. "Is that me?" The man walking through the Ice was bathed in Emerald flames, he features were indistinct.

Flora nodded. "After you brought us here, I dreamed of this several nights in a row. I thought if I painted it, the dreams would stop." 

Nix studied the landscape, most of the time he had been too cold and exhausted to worry about the scenery, but there was something very familiar. 'It's very nice. Did the dreams stop?"

Flora nodded. "Yes."

"It's natural I suppose. The escape from Brahmi had been a traumatic event for everyone." The memories of losing one of the girls made Nix frown. It was a shame Brahmi could only die once.

Something made Cyan run to the window, her eyes grew excited when they spotted Shi. "They return Nix!"

The cleric ran out of the door leaving the two of them alone. Flora picked up the painting and handed it to Nix. 

He accepted the painting and stowed it in his inventory. "Thank you." A moment later he was trotting down the hall toward the Ice Throne. 

By the time he arrived in the Courtyard Shi was once again sitting calmly on her throne. Her appearance had changed from that of a young child to that of a girl in her late teens. Her long white hair hung over her shoulders and there was a crown of ice on her head. Wylie was standing next to the Throne, a Champions medallion displayed on her chest. 

"Very easy transition Nix," Rhy spoke quietly when he approached. 

Nix smiled in relief. "Greeting Ice Lord."

Shi returned his smile. "Let us agree to always be familiar and not use such titles Nix. Once again I find myself in your debt." 

Nix waved off her words. "You can ease that debt by flourishing here and growing stronger." 

A small white box appeared in her hand, she handed it to him. "As you say. Please accept my favor."

Nix received the box and opened it. Inside was an ice blue ring. 

Ice Sparrow

Description: This is the Ice Queen's 

favor. A unique sparrow constructed from ice. 

"It's nice." Nix slipped it on his thumb. "Thank you, Shi." 

"I will stay here for a while Nix." Wylie looked stronger somehow, but Nix didn't want to ask about the changes in front of the others.

"No worries. Take a few days." 

**************

A short while later Nix and Rhy returned to Glory. The Air Nemesis handed him piece of paper with a list of items carefully written on it. "All this?" 

"You are a tailor after all. " Rhy smiled and disappeared from the portal with a wave of her hands.


Chapter 128: Parliament

Nix stepped onto his houseboat with the intention of grabbing a nap. He muttered under his breath while walking up the steep stairs, he could hear the distinct sound of conversation coming from his bedroom. 

"You dealt that off the bottom Ronnie." Sharl frowned at her turn-over card, she had just lost a King-tie. 

"Oh-ho! Did I?" Ronnie grabbed another card and flipped in on the mattress.

Nix's foul mood faded when he saw who his visitors were. "Hey... Playing war?"

Ronnie nodded, "it's the only card game you know."

Sharl handed Ronnie all her cards so she could reshuffle and deal Nix in. "We'll wait, go get changed."

Nix nodded and grabbed some clothes before heading into his bathroom. Splashing cold water on his face and changing into comfortable clothes seemed to revive him. He climbed onto the bed and picked the cards he had been dealt. "Did you cheat me?" 

Ronnie shook her head. "Now you're saying it? Where's the trust guys?" Ronnie's dark face had a hint of devilry in it. "I just like playing."

They were halfway through the first round when Nix fell asleep. Ronnie shrugged at her sister and yawned sleepily. 

************

Tess glanced at Semmi, her pale face turning slightly red. "He's with both of them." 

Semmi pushed her face against the glass trying to get a better look. "What's with this tinted window?" 

"Nix is sleeping. Changing forms is exhausting." A quiet voice from behind them caused them both to jump. Fajii was sitting comfortably in the hot tub with Wind and Banz. The two peepers had come up the side ladder and had decided the back deck was empty with a quick glance. 

Semmi played with a lock of her short blonde hair. "Oh... We were looking for Nix but we didn't want to wake him." 

Fajii nodded like the excuse was passable. "Ronnie and Sharl are in there also." 

*********************

The sound of voices on the back deck caused Nix to slowly wake up. Sharl was lying sideways across the bed while Ronnie had snuggled up next to him. Each of them had their own blankets. There were cards everywhere on the bed. Carefully he extricated himself from the bed and exited the bedroom. There were a half dozen people in his hot tub and another three sitting in his lounge chairs. 

"Don't you guys have your own places?" Nix scowled at them before taking a seat on the only empty bench. 

Jun Li held a bottle of wine in one hand and had the other around Tess's shoulders. Her face seemed more flushed than normal. "We are celebrating Nix! Sulane sent me a message congratulating us."

Nix leaned back in the chair and put his feet up on the rail. "We are fucking awesome. You in particular Junie." 

[Whisper: Donri to Nix] Was there a particular reason you asked me to escort Festa?

[Whisper: Nix to Donri: Not really. I often avoid my responsibilities by pushing them on other people. 

[Whisper: Donri to Nix] I helped her and some of her Knights get a guild card. They tested to the 25th floor.

[Whisper: Nix to Donri] Good job. I would have done it but I had other things going on.

[Whisper: Donri to Nix] Can I have the Seneschal position? 

[Whisper: Nix to Donri] It's yours if you want it.

[Whisper: Donri to Nix] I'll accept then. Thanks, Nix.

Inferno: Nix: All Inferno members now have access to the 70th floor, regardless of what floor you are individually on. Please do not attempt to enter until we are all together. 

Inferno: Nansu: I heard you are bringing the lifestyle players also? 

Inferno: Nix: Correct. As soon as Morti wakes up. 

Inferno: Tess: Damn it. I want that bear.

Inferno: Sajana: Me too! 

Inferno: Pon: Did you see him get all raged up and bitch slap that Ape? Most awesome thing ever. 

Inferno: Sajana: Why is he only level one? 

Inferno: Jun Li: Huh?

Inferno: Semmi: What? 

Inferno: Tess: You drinking Pinkie?

Inferno: Sajana: No. He showed me his stats. Level 1 Cave bear. 

Inferno: Nix: She's right. He's only a cub. 

Inferno: Tess: Bullshit!

Inferno: Jun Li: The fuck?

Inferno: Pon: What kind of bear cub slaps Ced' Far the Magnificant around?

Inferno: Nix: The badass kind. 

Inferno: Mina: We going to have that meeting Nix?

Inferno: Nix: All the officers are on my houseboat. Come on over.

Nix shoo'd the non-officers away before gently waking up Ronnie and Sharl. By the time Mina arrived a few minutes later, everyone was ready. 

Inferno: Nix: I don't really have much. I've decided to appoint Donri to the Seneschal position. I'll bring him and the letter to the Central Kingdom to finalize the position. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Link the items that dropped off the Boss. I'm really curious. 

Inferno: Nix: Sure. 

Oasis World Seed

Description: A large forest instance, 

designed for the New World.

Escalade Guild Token [Inferno Only]

Description: A pass to enter the

New World and register your guild

at Parliament. 

Inferno: Jun Li: A World Seed that we can't use here? That's BS. 

Inferno: Pon: That token means we don't have to defeat the Escalade boss? 

Inferno: Semmi: Wow, that's pretty amazing... Anyone but me been looking at the forums?

Inferno: Pon: Nope.

Inferno: Wind: That's your thing Semmi. 

Inferno: Semmi: The guilds that have crossed lose guild chat, messaging and all guild event rights. Supposedly there are huge benefits to being in a guild, however, no one can reach the registrar office.

Inferno: Pon: That sucks. So they are just roaming around hunting?

Inferno: Semmi: It's way more than that. I'll send a brief out in a few days regarding the details. The Registrar office is rumored to be on the big central continent of Inuit. The natives are very powerful and do not allow visitors.

Inferno: Wind: So the New World is hostile?

Inferno: Semmi: Yes. The guilds that have gone there all say the same thing. "Don't come to the New World." 

Inferno: Nix: It's a safe bet that since the two drops from the 69th-floor boss are directly related to the New World, then the 70th floor is also somehow related. 

Inferno: Fajii: Are there Aquarions in the New World?

Inferno: Semmi: Unknown. The only known race is the Dhassi. The Dhassi or Dhass, have three distinct subraces. They are called Fir'Dhassi, Ain'Dhassi, and Su'Dhassi. 

Inferno: Wind: These Dhass are hostile?

Inferno: Semmi: From all accounts, yes. The Ain'Dhassi inhabit the North and South icecaps. They are referred to as Ice Dhassi. The Fir'Dhassi inhabit Inuit, they are called Forest Dhassi. Lastly, since most of the New World is Desert, the Su'Dhassi are the most common and are called Sand Dhassi.

Inferno: Nix: The sub-races look different from each other?

Inferno: Semmi: Yes. The Su'Dhassi or Sand Dhassi look a lot like Ronnie does now. Dark skinned, pointed ears and very acclimated to their environment. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Awesome, I'll head over and start my reign as Queen. 

Inferno: Semmi: The Ain Dhassi or Ice Dhassi has white hair and blue eyes. If you covered an Aquarion's ears, they may pass for one. 

Inferno: Mina: There are no Water races?

Inferno: Semmi: Unknown. The Fir'Dhassi are the most secretive. Rumors say they are the most varied in appearance. I would expect that they would look much like Chael or Darsi.

Inferno: Nix: Let's put this on hold for now. Semmi, please prepare a full brief before we enter the 70th floor. 

Inferno: Semmi: You got it Nix. 

Inferno: Mina: The reason I asked for this meeting is to share the news. The three Aquarion women who are pregnant, are all saying the same thing. 

Inferno: Ronnie: SAY IT!! 

Inferno: Mina: They are all sure that their unborn children are female. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Hell yeah! 

Inferno: Sharl: How accurate is their feeling?

Inferno: Mina: My mother once told me, that she could feel my presence the moment the Cai'Song was used on her. 

Silence settled on the group. It was a reminder that every female Aquarion birth was the result of a human girl being sacrificed. 

Inferno: Milat: All girls? That means our race won't die out after we destroy the Artifact!

Inferno: Fajii: Regardless, they'll be sweeping changes once the Cai'Song has been destroyed. 

Inferno: Nix: We could be looking at all-out war. We'll have to make sure we are prepared before we take that final step.

Inferno: Mina: It's a chance for survival. It's good news. 

Inferno: Nix: Very good news. 

*******************

Four days passed before Morti woke from his slumber. During that time Nix took Donri to the Central Kingdom where he accepted the Seneschal position. The former crafters of the Gladis hub all decided to become adventurers and follow Darsi on the Path of Scorched Earth. Wylie finally returned from the Gladis Ice Temple. With all Inferno members present, the Embassy elevator attendant gave them access to the 70th floor. 

Nix and Morti stepped out of the elevator together. They were in the middle of a large grassy clearing. At the end of that clearing was a stone wall that seemed to extend to the sky. In the middle of the wall was a large iron portcullis. One person was standing in front of it. 

Inferno walked towards the person, they stopped about 10 meters away, Nix, Semmi, Jun Li, Rhy, and Shae walked the rest of the way. 

A slender blonde-haired man with pointed ears bowed to them. "You have defeated Ced'Far and earned the right to enter Parliament. All of your weapons will automatically be placed in your inventory and locked there until you exit through this Portcullis. All spells and abilities of a combat nature will be disabled. No one is allowed to behave violently in Parliament."

"I am Nix. The Leader of the Inferno Guild. May I register my guild here?"

"Well met Nix. I am Bael Strom of the Fir'Dhassi. You may register your guild with the token you have on your person. 

Inferno: Nix: How does he know that? 

"Anything else I should know?" Nix could see a sleek looking bow hanging across the Dhassi's back, he was also wearing chainmail armor. 

"You may explore the Parliament building at your leisure. You may also explore the connecting courtyards. A magical barrier will prevent you from entering the forest beyond the Courtyards."

Nix bowed slightly. "Thank you Bael, we shall enter now." 

The Dhassi stepped to one side and opened the portcullis. "You may exit and return whenever you wish.


Chapter 129: Guild Registrar

Nix stopped for a moment before entering. "Morti you keep an eye on Pinki, make sure she makes it back here safely."

Morti nodded his big head. "Got it Nix." 

Inferno: Nix: I'm going to the Guild Registrar right away. Expect that guild communication will be temporarily halted until that happens. If we are unable to communicate, meet back here in four hours.

Inferno: Jun Li: Stay in groups please, let's not wander until we know more. 

Nix entered the portcullis and a moment later stepped into the Parliament. The floor was covered with a red carpet-like material. The first he had seen in Colonial, or Oasis for that matter. He checked guild chat and received a message that said it was temporarily disabled. Shae had decided to accompany him for the first hour before branching out on her own. 

"Looks like there's an upstairs, the signs are unreadable to me." The white walls were covered in impressive paintings of landscapes and fantastical creatures. Nix didn't recognize any of them. 

"Should we ask that person?" Shae pointed to a dark-haired man who was standing next to what looked like a courtyard exit. 

"Yep." Nix grabbed her hand and together they walked toward the door. She leaned against him, enjoying the closeness they shared. 

"Greetings. I'm Nix, and this is my friend Shae." Nix gave the man a slight bow. He was definitely what Semmi had called a Su'Dhassi or Sand Dhassi.

"A human here?" The dark-haired elf must have missed their arrival, he returned the bow. "Nice to meet you both, I'm Faidal Naibi of the Su'Dhassi. 

Nix noticed that Faidal was unarmed and wore only regular clothing. He could have passed for Ronnie's older brother. "Could you direct me to the Guild Registrar please?" 

"Guild Registrar? Do you have the registration token?" His face broke into a wide smile when Nix nodded. "Follow me then, I will bring you there directly. 

Shae slid her hand through Nix's arm, leaning against him while they followed the Dhassi. She noticed the man had a peculiar sweet scent on him. "Do you work in a garden? You have the sweet scent of an unknown fruit."

Faidal stopped outside an office that was very close to an exit. "You are very perceptive. Whenever I come to Parliament, I find myself spending hours in their orchards." 

Nix glanced at the sign above the glass-paned door. "This is it? Sorry, we can't read this language."

Faidal nodded. "Be sure to stop by the library, there is a basic language token there that you may purchase or trade for." 

Nix thanked him and waited until the Dhassi walked away. He had noticed that the Dhassi's eyes had strayed to his companion fairly often. Shae was wearing a red sundress that came down to her knees. Her long red hair was nearly the same length. "Let's do this."

Nix walked in and approached the man behind the counter. Semmi had been right, at first glance Nix would have guessed he was an Aquarion. He had white hair that was cut short and pale blue eyes. He was quite slim and stern-looking. Nix noticed that his ears seemed smaller than the other Dhassi he had met so far. "I'm Nix and this is Shae. We would like to register our guild." 

The white-haired man didn't return his greeting. "Do you have the Guild Registration token or are you paying the fee?"

Nix held up his token and placed it on the counter before him. 

The Dhassi picked it up and stepped away for a moment to grab a large piece of parchment. He dipped an antique-looking quill into a black jar of ink before looking up. "Name of the Guild please?"

"Inferno," Nix replied. 

"Are you the Guild Leader Nix?" The man wrote on the parchment as he spoke, the scratching of the tip against the yellow paper seemed loud in the quiet office. 

"Yes, I am the Guild Leader." 

The Dhassi pushed the parchment in front of him and then handed him the quill. "Sign at the bottom, please. There is no fee since you have the registration token."

Nix signed the parchment, the Dhassi picked it up and blew on the signature a few times before carefully filing it away. 

"Congratulations Guild Leader Nix, Inferno has now been registered in Oasis." He returned the token to Nix just as the World message was broadcast. 

Oasis System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for becoming the first Registered Guild in Oasis.

Guild Chat has been restored.

Personal Messaging has been restored. 

Inferno is promoted to 2 stars for being the first registered guild in Oasis.

Your Guild Office is located on the 1st floor.

All Inferno Members received the Pioneer Award. 

A Homestead Token has been deposited in your inventory. 

Inferno: Ronnie: First.

Inferno: Semmi: That's going to make some heads spin. I'm in the library which is on the second floor. Lot's of information up here. First, you'll have to pick up the basic language token. I traded a pair of archery gloves for it. 

Inferno: Ronnie: The gloves you won from me?

Inferno: Semmi: Yep. 

Inferno: Hyai: There is a market in the East Courtyard.

Inferno: Darsi: A crafter area too, there are a lot of enhancements I don't recognize.

Inferno: Nix: Pick up any kind of technique you can. We'll compensate you when we return. 

Nix grabbed Shae's hand and left the Registrar's Office, The nearest exit was on the Northside of the building. "Want to take a look outside?"

Shae nodded and let herself be pulled along. "I want to visit these orchards that Faidal mentioned."

They stepped outside into a bright sunny day, there were a few roaming white clouds but the day was pleasantly warm. The courtyard was paved with white bricks and lined with perfectly trimmed shrubs. Every so often a garden plot reserved for flowers was visible. There were a few dozen Dhassi of all subraces gathered in the area amongst a scattering of tables and chairs. 

Nix pulled Shae toward the tables, she resisted slightly and pointed upward. Rhy was flying easily high above the courtyard. The Air Nemesis seemed to be enjoying herself while she put on a display of aerial maneuvers. She had the attention of every Dhassi in the courtyard below. 

Inferno: Shae: We are in the courtyard below Rhy. 

Nix took a seat at one of the small tables nearby, it was then he spotted a familiar-looking drink. It was served in a glass mug and had a large head of foam on it. A well Su'Dhassi wearing all white stopped in front of their table. 

"May I get you something to drink sir? The Sand Dhassi smiled pleasantly, "everything served here is complimentary."

Nix pointed to the person with the glass mug. "What is that?"

"That's a drink made here in Inuit. It's called Toma."

"Er... made from grains?" Nix crossed his fingers beneath the table.

"Yes, sir. Would you like to try some?"

Nix held up the peace sign. "Two please." 

A slender hand squeezed his forearm. Shae leaned closer and kissed the side of his face. "You seem very excited."

Nix nodded. "The drinks sold in Inns and taverns are different from what I'm used to. That Toma drink looks like beer to me."

Shae flashed her white teeth. "Bear?"

Nix shook his head slightly. "Beer." 

A moment later the waiter returned with two glass mugs and sat them down on the table. "Let me know if you require anything else." 

Nix picked it up, nodding in approval at its golden brown coloring. He cautiously took a drink. A smile lit up his face. "Oh god... that's so good." 

Shae took a drink, before sitting it down, her face turning sour. "Teasing me?"

"Nope. You don't like it?" Nix grabbed her mug and slid it over next to his. "More for me." 

Inferno: Nix: Anyone in the market area?

Inferno: Hyai: I'm here with Kyla and Saji.

Inferno: Nix: Could you see if they are selling a drink called Toma?

Inferno: Hyai: I've already seen it. Large steel barrels of it, there are all kinds of drinks I've never heard of. Want a barrel?

Inferno: Nix: If they accept credits, I'll take a dozen.

Inferno: Ronnie: Is it good?

Inferno: Nix: It's beer. 

Inferno: Chael What?

Inferno: Pon: Bullshit!

Inferno: Wind: For real Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Yep. They serve it at the Northside Courtyard. It's free!

Nix smiled at Shae. "This won't take long." Nix took a long drink of his cold Toma while holding tightly to the second one that Shae had given him. 

A few minutes later Wind, Banz, Chael, Pon, Sharl, Ronnie, Tess, and Gypsy could be seen walking quickly toward them. Nix held up his Toma and waved. At the same time, he started to notice that the amount of Dhassi in the area had tripled in the last few minutes. 

*******************

"I'm never leaving this place Nix. Check me out of Colonial." Pon had quickly drained half of his mug, his old face looked like he had discovered heaven. 

"Damn it." Wind was frowning at his drink. "Colonial is beerless, but this place has it?"

"And it's free," Nix added while pushing his empty mug away and gripping the second in his hand. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Is it really beer?

Inferno: Pon: Confirmed. It's beer. 

Rhy chose this moment to bank low around the seating area before landing softly a few meters away. The entire courtyard erupted in applause. 

Inferno: Chael: When did all the Dhassi show up?

Inferno: Pon: Better get in there Nix.

Nix pushed his way through the crowd of Dhassi, some pushed back but quickly stopped when they realized that the human was quite strong. Three Dhassi had surrounded Rhy, although she did not seem bothered by it. 

"Come be my guest in Fai'Dar. It is only a few hours north of here." A Fir' Dhassi man dressed in gold silk smiled at the Air Nemesis. He was flanked by two other Dhassi that were both wearing leather armor. 

Rhy shook her head. "I'm afraid that I can't do that. My mate would find it very inappropriate." The dark beauty spotted Nix moving toward her. "Better make some room." 

Nix bulled his way past the guards, jostling them and their leader. "Pardon me." 

Rhy stepped closer, a black wing resting against Nix's shoulder. "I was just enjoying the sunny day Nix." 

"Very impressive flying." Nix found himself curious about their location. "Any cities close by?"

Rhy's eyesight was several times sharper than humans. "Three large cities, a half dozen smaller villages and a lot of two and three home plots."

"I'm Ura Dar, This woman will be visiting me at my home in Fai'Dar." The Dhassi in gold spoke quietly, like someone used to getting there way.

Nix laughed loudly. "Wait... you want my wife to visit you? Are you an idiot? How about this, bring your mother and sister here and let them accompany me to my house. Would that be okay?" 

Inferno: Pon: Here we go...

[Aura Ignition] 

Nix kept his flames from bursting out like they normally did. "I was told not to behave badly, but I gotta admit, you're tempting me." 

"What are you doing Clansman?" A soft voice spoke from the edge of the crowd. A tall female dressed in common leather armor, her long blonde hair flowed down her back. 

"Tura!" The Dhassi bowed deeply, as did the two guards he was with. "This man insulted me." 

The Dhassi called Tura glanced at Nix briefly before turning back to Ura. "Do you think its a compliment to proposition someone elses mate?" Tura turned her blue eyes on the guards. "Beat your Master without mercy and then return him to Fai' Dar." 

Both guards bowed low and grabbed their master by the arms. 

"Guardsmen..." Her soft voice lingered in the air. "If you don't manage to break both of his legs, then I shall visit Fai'Dar personally. The peace of the Parliament is not to be dallied with by the third son of a second rate clan."

One of the guardsmen slammed his knee into Ura's stomach, dropping him to his knees. The other guard kicked him in the face knocking him to the ground. A moment later both guards were kicking and stomping on their Master. To his credit, although the Dhassi grimaced in pain, he didn't cry out nor try to defend himself. 

Inferno: Nix: Semmi you still in the library?

Inferno: Semmi: Yes. Need something?

Inferno: Nix: Apparently we have a guild office on the first floor. Meet me there in ten minutes.

The Dhassi woman left without speaking further. Rhy joined Shae and Nix at their table. The two Dhassi guards beat their master for a few minutes before dragging him away. 

Pon, Wind, Chael, and Sharl had all grabbed a table and were enjoying their Toma. 

Inferno: Pon: That's hardcore right there.

Inferno: Jun Li: We've been told that the Fir'Dhassi are hostile and very strong. Let's add merciless to that list.


Chapter 130: Guild Office

Nix left Shae with Rhy and headed off to find the Guild office, the two Nemesis were more interested in exploring so they decided to stick together. After stopping random Dhassi twice to ask directions, Nix found their office. He would have missed it had he not seen Semmi trying to open the door. 

Inferno: Nix: Someone call security. A suspicious person is trying to break into our office.

Semmi glanced up, greeting him with a grimace. "Got a key? Seems to be locked." 

Nix shook his head. "Nope."

Nix approached the door and grabbed the knob. 

[Guild Leader Nix recognized. Please set entry permissions.]

1) Guild Leader only.

2) All Inferno Officers.

3) All Inferno Members. 

"All Inferno Members." The door opened with a soft metallic click.

The office was quite large, located on the corner of the building two full walls had floor to ceiling windows. The other walls were covered with light wood paneling and the floors looked like a Spanish-style ceramic tile. There were four separate wood desks and a long conference table. An entire wall was dedicated to creating a library-style bookshelf. Nix smiled at Semmi. "I guess the first guild gets the best stuff."

"I've been reading about the office and our awards." Semmi brought up one of the desk huds. "As a registered guild, we are members of the Oasis governing body, based on our guild size, we have three votes that we can use for all open dockets." 

Nix sat down behind the desk Semmi had used. "Three isn't many." 

"The Dar clan that you met earlier, only has one. Our arrival here has changed the balance of things." Semmi grabbed a chair from another desk and slid it next to Nix. 

"Maybe that has something to do with why it is so difficult to register guilds." Nix had a good understanding of power struggles. Those who have it, want to keep it. 

Semmi handed him a small token. "I picked this up for you since you were too busy making friends."

Basic Language Token

Description: Grants the ability to read Dhassi.

[Do you wish to activate the Basic Language Token?]

"Yes." Nix frowned at Semmi. What's that going to cost me?"

"Clothes of course!" Semmi's negotiations were cut short by the desk hud buzzing loudly. 

Nix covered his ears, it was ridiculously loud. He pushed a flashing icon and a moment later a woman's face showed on his hud. He recognized her immediately as the Dhassi referred to as Tura. 

"Greetings Guild Leader Nix. I am Tura Raine Xai." 

Inferno: Semmi: Tura is her rank, not her name. She's the Clan leader of the Xai family.

Nix nodded. "Greetings Tura Raine."

"I know you just arrived in Parliament and aren't use to our ways. Would you consider selling your Parliamentary votes to Clan Xai?"

Nix smiled pleasantly. "No."

Semmi stared at him while the silence stretched uncomfortably long. She had expected him to be a bit more diplomatic. 

"Surely you want to understand the culture before taking part in governing? We will offer you a standard World Seed if you assign us your vote for the next 2 years." The Xai Clan Leader seemed to have a face that never smiled.

"No. My apologies Tura Raine, other problems demand my attention. See you soon." Nix deactivated the desk hud.

Semmi was trying not to laugh. "See you soon?" 

Nix shrugged, "I don't speak the political language."

"Wasn't bad actually. Seems like our votes are really needed." Semmi moved to the adjacent desk and opened up the hud. 

"Find out what's going on governing-wise. Must be something important to offer up a world seed." Nix leaned back in his chair and stared at the ring on his thumb.

[Ice Sparrow] 

Nix activated the Ice Queen's favor. A moment later a small sparrow appeared on his desk. It was ice blue with thousands of tiny ice feathers that reflected light. It stared at him without moving. 

Semmi's sudden intake of air told Nix that she had noticed the bird. "Where did you get that? So pretty! Can I have it?" 

"No, it's bound to me." 

[Please choose user mode.]

1) Command.

2) Control. 

"Control." Nix felt his world flip-flop and grow infinitely larger. He glanced around the Guild Office, the colors had grown more vibrant and sharp. He took a short hop on the desk and then stopped. He could see himself sitting in the chair with his eyes closed. 

"Nix?" Semmi leaned closer, she lay a hand on his shoulder. "You okay boss?"

"Yes. This is a control item. Open the window so I can fly out." Nix stared at himself sitting in the chair. "Do I always talk out of the side of my mouth like that?" 

"Holy crap... You're controlling the bird? Vision and hearing?" 

"Yes, open the window. Good thing I practiced flying at Air'Voilla." Nix hopped onto Semmi's extended hand. 

She brought the bird closer and nuzzled it with her face. "Damn it... so cute Nix."

"Your lips are fricken big." Nix pecked her cheek as a warning. 

"I'm counting that as a kiss." Semmi opened the window and sat Nix on the sill."

"Whatever... Don't do weird things to me while I'm gone." 

"No promises." Semmi's laugh followed him as he flew off. 

Rhy had given him advice on flying, always have a lot of space. Nix flapped his wings hard, steadily climbing until the Parliament building was only the size of a man's hand. 

Nix learned very quickly that flying in a sparrow's body was much easier than putting wings on a human. Everything about the small bird was made for flying. He practiced the maneuvers he had attempted in Air'Voilla, this time he was able to complete them seamlessly as he spent the next half hour flying. 

"Can you hear me Nix?" Semmi's voice sounded far away. 

"Yes. Difficult to hear since I have two sets of ears." 

"Okay just checking. Let me know when you are heading back, I'll put your clothes back on." 

"Funny..." 

Rhy had told him that there was a magic barrier that kept her from straying too far away. It wouldn't let her leave the airspace above the Courtyards. 

Nix decided to test that by flying straight west. He kept an eye on the ground, expecting to hit resistance. After a few minutes, he realized that he was already over the forest. "A workaround... I like it." 

"KInda got a creepy look on your face right now boss." Semmi's voice sounded curious. "What's going on?" 

"I'll tell you when I g..." A flash of black and Nix found himself back in the guild office, he jumped up out of his chair. "Holy crap." 

"Where's the cute birdy Nix?" 

Nix examined his thumb ring. The Ice Sparrow couldn't be summoned again for 72 hours. He had definitely been eaten. "Let's talk about this in Glory." 

*********************

Inferno exited the Parliament building a few hours later. Bael was no longer standing in front of the portcullis, apparently, it was a first-time deal only. 

Inferno: Nix: Okay, everyone please listen up. You may now come and go through this exit at your leisure. Common sense says to travel in pairs, but if you want to go solo, no one is going to stop you. 

Inferno: Semmi: There are a few things that I will put out later today. Primarily this has to do with the Guild Office, the homestead token and the Pioneer award. 

Inferno: Nix: I want everyone to be aware that our arrival has the potential to tip the current balance of power. Be careful what you say and who you trust. 

Inferno: Jun Li: We'll talk tomorrow about the next stage of Mermaid City. No need to drag our heels. 

[Semmi has invited you to a hidden channel. Guild Officers.]

Guild Officers: Nix: Thanks Semmi, some of the topics I don't want the rest of the guild to be aware of. 

Guild Officers: Semmi: You were able to fly through the barrier with the Ice Sparrow?

Guild Officers: Nix: Yes. Granted I was still stuck in the guild office, but I'd like to scout around some. No one mentions this.

Guild Officers: Jun Li: Are we going to sell our votes? A world seed is very tempting. 

Guild Officers: Nix: How many Colonial guilds are currently in Oasis?

Guild Officers: Semmi: 25 now, there probably would have been a dozen more, but the forums are filled with disgruntled guild posts. 

Guild Officers: Nix: How many of those guilds have mid-tier guilds that remained in Colonial. 

Guild Officers: Jun Li: All of them I believe. Resolute is the only Upper Tier that I know of that doesn't have a mid-tier. 

Guild Officers: Ronnie: Got something sneaky planned?

Guild Officers: Nix: Contact the mid-tier leaders of those 25 guilds. I want to see them all tomorrow morning. 

Guild Officers: Semmi: Seriously? How will I get them to come?

Guild Officers: Nix: Tell them we can register all of their Upper Tier guilds in Oasis. 

Guild Officers: Pon: The fuck would we do that for?

Guild Officers: Nix: I'll give them an offer. In exchange for handing over their votes and paying the registration fee, I'll register their guilds. 

Guild Officers: Semmi: Damn Nix. Can you do that?

Guild Officers: Nix: Yes. I've seen the Parliamentary guild registration contract. All I need is the guild leader's name, the name of the guild and the fee. 

Guild Officers: Semmi: You got this idea from Tura Raine?

Guild Officers: Nix: I'll write it into the Guild Registration contract. Permanently giving us their votes.

Guild Officers: Sharl: Will they do that?

Guild Officers: Semmi: I think they might. Right now they are struggling to survive in a world where everything and everyone is stronger than them. 

Guild Officers: Nix: Contact Sulane too, since Resolute is our ally they can keep their votes.


Chapter 131: Officer Brief: Semmi

"This is very nice." Hyai sat across the small table from him while the two of them enjoyed dinner by candlelight in his room. Apparently they didn't do things like this in Colonial. 

Nix smiled and took a long drink of his beer. "This reminds me of my childhood."

"Oh? Did you enjoy candlelight dinner when you were a boy?"

Nix nodded, the smile on his face growing. "There used to be these terrible storms in Camden during the summer. The lightening would cause us to lose power and my mother would break out the candles. Of course, without power, we'd eat sandwiches or cold leftovers."

Hyai knew all about his two sisters and parents. He would often talk about them when they were alone. "The older sister. Beverly was it?"

"Good memory. We called her Bev or Bevvy. Unless she was in trouble, then she was Beverly."

Hyai laughed softly. "Couldn't Bev visit you here?"

Nix stared at his plate, using a piece of bread to sop up the last of the gravy. "I suppose she could."

*****************

A gentle shake caused Nix to wake up. Hyai was sitting on the bed next to him, already fully dressed. "You asked me to wake you, hun. Morning meeting right?" 

Nix yawned and sat up in bed. "Yep..." He tilted precariously, his eyes still not opening.

Hyai leaned closer and kissed him before standing up. "You're going back to bed aren't you?" 

"Hmm... maybe." Nix teetered there for a moment before finally opening his eyes as the door closed behind her. "I'm up... I'm up."

Inferno: Semmi: It's a full house Nix, report to Guild Hall when you get up.

Inferno: Nix: How many showed up?

Nix started getting dressed, smiling when he saw that Hyai had left him breakfast. 

Inferno: Semmi: 36, every single person I spoke to is here. 

Inferno: Nix: That's more than you said yesterday.

Inferno: Semmi: I approached the Upper Tier guilds that are still here but were qualified to leave. 

Inferno: Nix: Smart. Thanks, Sem. 

A half-hour later Nix stood in front of three dozen mid-tier guild leaders. "Semmi already told you our offer. In exchange for registering your Upper-Tier guild. You will pay the cost of registration and sign over your votes."

"That's a bit harsh isn't it?" A woman dressed all in black spoke. She had recently been appointed Guild Leader of the mid-tier Salamander Guild since their previous leader had been executed.

Nix tried not to scowl, Necromancers put him on edge. "If you think so then leave. This is only a proposal, although I won't negotiate, no one is forcing you." 

A man sitting toward the back of the room stood up. "How would this work Nix?"

"I will have a 2-part contract set-up. The Guild Leaders in Oasis will receive a notification asking them to give their votes up in exchange for registration. If they agree, they will receive a second notification asking if they agree to have a Guild registered in their name. If they pay the fee, this will conclude the contract." 

A red-haired cleric who was the first to arrive raised her hand politely, she was the Guild Leader of an Upper-Tier Guild called The Red Hand. "What about the guilds who haven't left yet?"

"Same as the others. The only difference is that we'll take care of it right when you cross the Escalades." Nix smiled pleasantly like he was giving them a good deal. "You'll arrive without having your Guild communications disrupted. You'll be able to build a Guildhall and take on Guild raids." 

Inferno: Semmi: Even when their guilds are registered, they still won't be able to access Parliament. Unless the Fir'Dhassi opens up the travel lanes for humans. 

Inferno: Nix: Should we ask for their Guild office too?

Inferno: Jun Li: That's a bit much probably. 

Inferno: Semmi: I agree. 

Semmi moved to the front of the room and stood next to Nix. "You've heard our proposal. This offer expires in a week, so contact the higher-ups within your organizations. We will register all the guilds at the same time."

Nix didn't say a word as they slowly filtered out. 

Inferno: Nix: How many votes are those guilds worth?

Inferno: Semmi: Two each. We would have two also, but we received a bonus for being first.

Inferno: Jun Li: The Upper-Tier guilds aren't big like the mid-tiers. They streamline, focusing on quality rather than quantity. 

Inferno: Semmi: If they all agree, we'll end up with 75 votes, counting the three we already have. 

******************

Mai Lee picked up her cereal bowl and walked into the living room. The small Asian woman was dressed in a white tank top with matching underwear and since she lived by herself was unconcerned about offending anyone. She sat back on her couch and put her small feet on the coffee table. "That bastard Nix has us by the balls!" 

Her wristband hud vibrated and she answered it without thinking. A woman dressed in black stared at her through the hud. Mai waved a spoon at her best friend. "Hey, Yams."

The Necromancer smiled unexpectedly, "I should stream this moment to the entire Upper Tier." 

"Do it." Mai wasn't worried, Yamica had been her college roommate and they were like sisters. "We'll take the offer."

Yamica stared at her friend. Not many people knew that Gideon, the manly Guild Leader of Upper-Tier Salamander, was actually a petite Asian female named Mai Lee. "Is that smart?"

"We are stuck Yams. We can't enter any Guild instances, our only method of communicating is shouting and we can't build a Guildhall. I don't give a rat's ass about some useless fucking vote." 

Yamica sighed loudly. "It's only been a few weeks, isn't this hasty?"

Mai nodded. "Of course it's hasty. We were in such a rush to be first that we leaped without looking. Know what you call a tree without roots? Firewood. That's what Upper-Tier Salamander is right now, fucking firewood." 

"Fine. You go back into Stasis soon?" Yamica logged off every night, but Mai just finished a 1-year Stasis a few weeks earlier. 

"Yep. I delayed a few weeks to meet with the Board and attend my brother's wedding. I like the 12-month stay best." 

"You sure about this deal, Mai?"

Mai finished the rest of her cereal and then sat the bowl down. "Mid-Tier Salamander fucked up by letting Jun Li and Semmi leave. We should have left Shae alone. Make the deal. Make sure they know that we are dropping the grudge. Clear?" 

Yamica nodded. "I will set it up." 

*************

[Inferno Officer: Semmi: Oasis and Bonus Brief]

All individuals from Inferno received 2 important rewards from being the first Guild to register in the New World. As you know, the New World isn't our focus at the moment but we still have to be aware. 

[Item 1: Homestead Token]

This is an individual home or house. According to my research, it has at least a half dozen varieties. Everything from vegetable farms to livestock ranches. You can activate this on any free lands or personal World Seeds. This includes World Seeds owned by Inferno. 

[Item 2: Pioneer Award] 

This award is an accompaniment to the Homestead Token but will be applied to any lands you may own. The information is sketchy on this. Look at it as a "blessing" on your Lands. Better crops, livestock, etc. 

[Oasis World Seed]

I included this on the briefing because it is very important. The World Seed that we currently reside in is actually Nix's personal one. The Oasis World Seed is vastly larger and offers many interesting opportunities. Every variety of topography can be found inside. Rivers, Lakes, Mountains, deserts, even minor weather fluctuations. This is probably the best place to use your Homestead Token, but the option is yours alone so make your own decision. 

[Oasis Geography]

Like Colonial, Oasis has seven Continents. The Inuit Continent is where Parliament is located. This is also the homeland of the Fir'Dhassi or Forest Dhassi. There are four smaller continents called Maitha, Shogu, Bazra, and Phai. This is where you will find the tribal lands of the Su'Dhassi or the Desert Dhassi. There are two polar continents in the far North and South Regions, Samoi and Esha. The Icecaps are the territory of the Ain'Dhassi or Ice Dhassi. Dhassi and Dhass are interchangeable, the second is a bit less formal.

[Parliamentary Government]

Individual Countries govern themselves, however, World governing is shared between the races and the guilds of Oasis, with each getting a certain amount of votes. As many of you know, we have 3 votes. According to my research, the Fir'Dhassi have 90, the Ain'Dhassi have 63 and the Su'Dhassi has 69. This is the total of each race, for example, although the Fir'Dhassi has 90 votes, they often find themselves at odds with each other. The Xai clan owns 32 of those votes, the next highest Fir'Dhassi clan has 18; they don't always cooperate when it comes to World governing. 

Inferno: Nix: Thanks for the info, Sem. We are bringing a 20 person raid team for Mermaid City 5.4, also known as the Prison Raid. The following people, please report to the docks at once. 

Healers: Nezbit, Pinky, Tess, Gypsy, Wylie.

DPS: Milat, Zhava, Pon, Wind, Chael, Ronnie, Semmi, Mina, Darsi.

CC: Nix: Sila, Fajii.

Tanks: Sharl, Jun Li, Banzi

Inferno: Nix: If your name is not on the list, enjoy your day off.


Chapter 132: Prison Raid

Inferno: Jun Li: There is nearly no information on the 4th stage of the 5th floor. It's is supposed to be a prison, so we might find some humans, rebels or even Aquarions.

Inferno: Nix: Morti is taking a few well deserved days off, so don't ask me to summon him. 

Inferno: Fajii: I saw him with Rhy and Shae. They were heading to the Parliament.

Inferno: Nix: That should be fun. 

The group of 20 joined hands and Nix activated Deep Blue and chose the 5th Floor staging area. They crossed the courtyard quickly and stood on the 4th stage platform. An instant later, all 20 of them disappeared. 

They appeared a moment later in the entryway of a large stone building. It was completely empty except for a door made of steel bars. Nix walked to the barred door and peeked through. He slipped on his Wolf mask to heighten his senses.

Inferno: Jun Li: An Air Zone, that works to our advantage. 

Inferno: Nix: Just a creepy, dark stairs leading downward.

He pulled on the door, "it's locked." 

Semmi kneeled down and spent a few minutes working the lock before it clicked open. 

Inferno: Wind: I need to get the lockpick skill too. 

[Summons: Ducky]

Ducky appeared before them, she was already in Siren form. She seemed to be doing that a lot more lately. 

Nix smiled at his companion. "Go with the scouts, I want to know where everyone is." 

Ducky nodded.

Inferno: Nix: Wind and Semmi scout out the area. 

The three of them disappeared through the door, leaving the raid at the entrance. Nix watched the mini-map as it slowly filled with red dots. Ducky excelled at finding the enemy even though she didn't possess any kind of stealth talent. A few minutes later all three of them returned. 

Inferno: Semmi: Pretty straight forward. There is a prison block that we need to make our way through. The Inmates are in their cells and there are no guards. 

Inferno: Wind: There are four cells that are open, the inhabitants of these cells look like sub-bosses. 

Inferno: Nix: Is there an exit?

Inferno: Semmi: The exit to this stage is at the end of the cellblock. 

Nix led the way back down the stairs, the door to the cellblock was only a few dozen steps. The door creaked slightly when he pushed it open. The scout team had said that the halls of the prison were empty. 

Inferno: Semmi: The first open cell isn't until the end of this long hall. That's the first sub-boss, they look like standard humans. No way to know what they can do. 

Nix noticed an open empty cell. and walked in. 

Inferno: Nix This cell looks open... Thought you guys said there were only four open cells.

Inferno: Semmi: That's empty Nix. There's no bunk so it's probably not a cell to start with. 

Nix glanced around the small barred room. He grinned when he saw the levers. 

Inferno: Nix: How about I put us on the fast track? 

There were dozens of levers, none of them were labeled, however, four of them were up while the rest were pulled down. Nix reached out and grabbed the nearest of the four 'up' levers. 

Inferno: Nix: Anything happen?

Inferno: Wind: Shit... the first boss cell just closed, with him in it. 

Nix laughed to himself and pulled the next three in rapid succession. 

Inferno: Nix: This is the control room I think. 

When he pulled the fourth lever, a small panel opened up and exposed a hidden lever. 

Inferno: Semmi: All the boss cells are closed Nix!

Inferno: Ronnie: Short cut? 

Nix pulled the hidden lever. The loud clanging of a steel door sounded in the distance. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Damn... The exit door opened. Let's run for it!

They had only made it a few meters down the hall before the exit slammed shut and all four sub-boss doors opened up again. The raid members skidded to a halt. 

Inferno: Semmi: Worth a try I guess. Looks like we are doing this the hard way. 

Ducky stared back at the way they had come. "Nix gone." 

Inferno: Sharl: Huh?

The tank walked back toward the entrance and entered the barred room Nix had been in. There were no levers visible. 

Inferno: Sharl: Nix?

Inferno: Jun Li: He's grayed out in the raid group. 

Inferno: Semmi: I tried to whisper to him, says he unavailable. 

Inferno: Pon: Damn it Wind... It was your turn to babysit the noob. 

Wind laughed but then covered it up when Ducky and Wylie frowned at him. 

Inferno: Wind: It's Nix guys... If he gets in trouble he'll just go Salamander and blow this place up. 

**********************

Nix bounced several times and then skidded to a halt against the steel bars of a cell. He gripped the bars and pulled himself back to his feet. "Who puts a trapdoor in the control room?"

Guildchat has been disabled.

Personal Messaging has been disabled. 

It was then he noticed the person sitting on the bottom bunk. A smell like rotten eggs wafted off the creature. It was nearly the size of a man and covered in matted brown fur. Its red eyes watched him cautiously. Nix noticed that it was dressed in rags and the remanents of shoes on its clawed feet. It looked a bit like a ferret.

The ferret-man didn't act aggressively, he just watched calmly as Nix gripped the bars on the door and tried to shake it open. 

Nix kicked the door twice before stepping back and sighing heavily. "fuck me..." He glanced at ferret-man again. "You get the top bunk shorty." 

The creature finally moved, it walked slowly on its hind legs, like someone who hadn't moved in a long time. It raised a narrow paw and pointed out of the cell. There were four levers on the wall. 

"Damn, more levers. Know which one of those opens our cell?" 

Ferret-man held up four fingers. 

"Hmm." Nix extended a hand through the bars, a moment later an emerald strand of fire wrapped around the far right lever and he pulled and heard the clanking of a metal door opening in the distance. 

Ferret-man shook his narrow head. 

Nix scowled at his cellmate. "You said four! Obviously that means the far right one!" 

Ferret-man gestured to the left with his hand. 

"You arguing with me whiskers? How about we make ferret-kabob?" Another strand of emerald flame shot out and wrapped around the far left lever. When he pulled it down, their cell opened up with a loud bang. 

Nix followed ferret-man out of the cell and immediately tried to open a hud map.

[Map features have been disabled]

[Summons: Ducky]

Spirit Companion is unavailable.

"Serious? How about you blindfold me? Or maybe handcuff my hands behind my back?" Nix was stomping down the dimly lit hall muttering curses when he heard the steel doors banging again. 

Ferret-man was watching him with those red eyes, he had pulled the other two levers. A moment later the sound of footsteps running toward them could be heard. 

Nix stared as two more ferret people appeared. One was fat and the other had stripes like a housecat. "The fuck could you be eating in a dungeon that would make you fat?" 

The two new ferrets walked over to stand beside the one that had pulled the lever. Then all three sets of red eyes stared at him. 

"They with you? Fine." Nix turned from them and started down the hall again. "No more pulling random levers." 

The hall was lined on both sides with cells, each cell had one or two skeletons in it. Nix noticed the exaggerated teeth of the dead prisoners. More ferret-men? 

As they walked each of the ferret-men managed to pick up a makeshift weapon. Two of them were carrying bars that had been loosened from a cell. The third carried a long sharp bone, courtesy of a random skeleton. 

Eventually, the hall came to a "T". Nix glanced down both halls before looking at his ferret-men companions. "Which way?" 

Fat-ferret immediately pointed to the left, after a moment Cat-ferret did also. His original companion shrugged its narrow shoulders. 

"Nope... I'm going right." Nix broke into a trot and headed down the right passage, it stopped abruptly at a heavy metal door. It opened easily and the group moved forward. They hadn't gone more than a few meters when it slammed shut behind them and dozens of torches burst into flames all at once. 

The ferret-men chittered their teeth loudly while shielding their eyes. They were in a large round room that was lit every few meters by torches. A gigantic snake statue stood next to an open archway. 

"Hey... That looks like the way ..." He stopped when the statue started slithering toward them. "Of fucking course." He shrugged apologetically at his companions. "This one is on me." 

Nix stepped away from the group. 

[Aura Ignition]

A loud rattle caused Nix to freeze in place, a moment later the gigantic head of the snake struck at him. Two hands pushed him to one side causing the snake to miss, both Nix and his helper were still thrown sideways as they were struck a glancing blow. 

Nix quickly rolled to his feet, both hands glowing as he cast. 

[Flame Snare]

King Fakris has been slowed by 40 percent. 

[Flame Root] 

King Fakris has been rooted in place. 

[Flame Throw]

Emerald Flames erupted like a geyser out of Nix's raised hand, bathing the snake in a steady stream of fire. 

All three of the ferret-men worked their way around the massive snake and were attacking it from behind with their makeshift weapons. 

The rattling sound from the snake's tail grew unbearably loud. 

You have been stunned. 

Nix watched helplessly as the King Snake turned and ate Fat-Ferret whole. It then struck at Cat-Ferret but the striped creature managed to jump out of the way. 

You have resisted stun. 

Nix pulled his Scythe from his inventory and pushed his flames into it. 

[Flight of the Gryphon]

The space between him and the snake instantly disappeared. Nix struck downward at the back of its head with the weapon. It sunk deep into the flesh with a loud hiss, a moment later the weapon was torn from his grasp. He raised his hands and 12 strands of Emerald Fire wrapped around the Snakes neck just below the head. They clung to each other, Nix gripped it with his legs while the Snake King coiled around him. 

The two ferret-men continued to stab it, although they were small creatures, they struck gaping holes in the Snake-Kings flesh. Nix struggled to breathe, as the snake's body constricted around him. He pulled his strands with all his strength, they sunk into the flesh of the Snake King with the sound of sizzling bacon. 

Finally, Nix let go of his strands.

[Balefire]

White flame burst through the back of the Snake King's head, once again the combatants were tossed clear, this time the creature fell to the floor. Its eyes quickly glazing over even before it finished twitching. The three remaining combatants lay on the cold stone floor, gasping for air. 

After a moment, Nix jumped to his feet while drawing his hilt, he quickly pushed flames into the blade and stabbed deep into the snake's neck. Slowly he walked the sword toward the tail, slicing it open. He grimaced at the smell of blood and entrails as they spilled onto the floor. He stopped at a suspiciously large lump and let the sword flame out. 

He stepped back to examine his handiwork, then moved forward and thrust both hands deep into the gash he had cut. The stench of snake entrails was nearly overwhelming, finally, he felt a small arm. With a surge of strength, he pulled it free from the Snake King's corpse. It splattered on the floor beside him while he rolled over and retched up his breakfast. 

The lump he pulled from the snake slowly moved, it coughed a few times, the bloody arms and legs both moving frantically like it was trying to escape. 

A few minutes later, Fat-Ferret was finally standing, although he leaned heavily on his two friends. Nix advanced forward with a smile on his bloody face. "You guys are pretty fierce."

***********************

Sharl slammed her shield into the chin of the Dread Guard, driving its head up long enough for Semmi to step in neatly and cut his throat.

Semmi has slain a Dread Guard.

Inferno: Pon: Where the fuck is that punk? Do I have to carry him through an entire stage now?

Inferno: Jun Li: Good question. That's the exit, let's figure it out after.

The raid force of 19 had killed all four sub-bosses and the Dread Guard that ruled over them. Jun Li opened the exit door and stopped suddenly. Through the doorway was a solid stone wall. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Um... Perhaps we missed something. 

*******************

Nix held out a hand to the three Ferret-Men. "From now on, you guys are my boon companions." 

All three Ferret-Men grabbed his hand and squeezed it. "Of course I'm not sure what a boon companion is, but I really like the sound of it." 

He opened the door and all four of them stepped through the doorway. 

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to clear Stage four on the fifth floor of Mermaid City. 

Fat-ferret placed his hands on his belly. "Am I really fat?"

Cat-ferret shook his head. "Definitely not."

The other ferret considered it carefully for a moment. "I'm gonna say yes. You're a fatty."


Chapter 133: The first Vote

"Feeling abandoned Nix?" Jun Li gave him a pat on the back. 

The three ferrets stopped at Glory long enough to get cleaned up and eat. Nix made them some clothes to wear and even got Dalton to make them some shoes. After that, they said goodbye and took the portal out. They did tell him their names. The striped one was called Amb, the chubby one was Tofo and the first one Nix had met was called Po.

Nix shrugged. "Probably have a home somewhere. They were tough little guys, brave as hell too." 

Inferno: Semmi: Well... It didn't take long. All 36 guilds have agreed. The guilds here in Colonial who were holding back are all making the move in three days. 

Inferno: Nix: A mass exodus? Is that a coincidence?

Inferno: Semmi: I suggested it would inconvenient if we don't get them all done at the same time. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Once they leave, Resolute will be the only remaining Upper-Tier Guild that is capable of crossing the bridge. The rest of the Upper-Tiers aren't very strong. 

******************

[3 days later in the Sun-Valley on the Su'Dhassi continent of Phai]

[Assassinate]

Gideon has assassinated Gato the Slayer.

"Drop anything good Gid?" Bellevue, the guild's primary healer was also a notorious moocher. The words, 'I don't want it" didn't exist for her. 

Gideon sighed as he examined the drops. "Just crap Bells, go ahead and salvage what you want." He stepped away from the corpse. One of his scouts had found the mob earlier in the day. There was some hope that Salamander would finally have some luck in the New World. 

[A Contract has been offered. Nix will register the Salamander Guild in Parliament in exchange for the permanent acquisition of your Guild votes. Do you agree?]

Gideon stared at the message for a moment before replying. "Yes." 

[The Salamander Guild is being registered in Parliament with you as the Guild Leader. Do you accept this appointment? Note: You are responsible for the 100 million Credit fee]

"Yes."

[One hundred million credits have been deducted from your account and paid to Parliament.]

Oasis System Message: Oasis welcomes Salamander to the New World. 

Guild Chat is enabled.

Personal Messaging is enabled.

Three mandatory Guild raids are available.

Guild Raid: Terror of the Dark.

Guild Raid: Hold the Line. 

Guild: Raid: Building the Guild Hall.

Salamander: Soju: What? We are in?

Salamander: Miki: THANK You GIDEON!

Salamander: Gideon: Back in business folks. 

*********************

Nix was whistling when he finally left the Registrar's Office. They had finalized all the contracts at the same time. Oasis had been bombarded with the new guild welcoming messages. 

Shae squeezed his hand. "He didn't look happy."

Nix grinned. The Ain'Dhassi who helped him was the same one as before. His stern manner had grown even frostier when presented with 36 registrations. 

Semmi was working at one of the desks when Nix and Shae walked in. She was looking at the votes. "We now have 75 votes Nix. That's more than 2 out of the 3 races." 

Nix moved to the big desk that was centered on the window. He noticed a plague that said Guild Leader Nix had been added to the desktop. "This your doing Sem." 

The blonde gave him a mischevious smile. "Maybe."

Soft lips pressed into the back of his neck, reminding him that Shae was still there. "You don't have to stay Shae. I'm going to read through some of the dockets"

Shae grabbed a chair from the nearby desk and pulled it close to his. "Don't mind me, just going to watch for a bit." 

Nix nodded, "we meeting Fajii at the market?"

"Yep, in two hours." She leaned her head against him and watched as he navigated through the governing menu. 

Nix found the docket menu relatively quickly. The title of the docket was followed by the amount of time left until the voting deadline expired. He selected one that was expiring in a few hours.

[3 year limit on war prisoners: 2.5 hours: 3rd Time Rule]

Summary: Taking prisoners during raids, sea battles and times of war is a long-standing tradition. This proposal seeks to limit the time in which these prisoners can be held captive. If approved, all prisoners that have fulfilled the 3-year obligation will be released immediately. 

[Approving Opinion: Serai Del Tali]

[Dissenting Opinion: Tura Raine Xai]

Nix activated the Approving Opinion and a moment later the face of an Ain'Dhassi female appeared on his hud. It was obviously a recording.

[Serai Del Tali]

"We need to set a limit on the amount of time that prisoners can be held in captivity. Too many of our Oasis citizens have become lifetime slaves because war and greed. The Ain'Dhassi are targeted frequently because of our precious metal mines. Simple miners are taken away in raids and never see their families again. Please help me in my fight to change this tragic and abhorrent practice."

"Sounds reasonable." He glanced over at Semmi, "know what the 3rd time rule is?" 

Semmi looked over from her desk. "Just like it sounds. It's the limit on proposing dockets. If a docket is voted down 3 times, it can never be presented again." 

"I see." Nix clicked on the Dissenting Opinion and the image of Tura Raine filled his hud. 

[Tura Raine Xai]

The taking of prisoners as part of War and Conquest is a long-standing Oasis Tradition. The Ain'Dhassi would have you believe that they are above such things, but the reality is that their warships and raiding parties are just active as the other Oasis races. When you take part in a raid, the results are permanent whether it's death or captivity. The truth of this matter is that half of all Ain'Dhassi raids end in failure. This is due to their own incompetence as warriors. Vote this proposal down for the 3rd time, so we can finally move on to more important matters. 

Nix leaned back in his chair, soft hair brushing against his shoulder reminded him that Shae was still there. 'What do you think? Taking part in raids and then complaining about the results?" 

Shae shrugged. "Salamanders are too powerful to move about in large groups." 

Nix laughed and clicked on the name of Serai Del Tali. "True. I want to see what she says." 

A pale woman with white hair and crystal blue eyes stared at Nix through his hud. Her pointed ears were adorned with white stones that glittered brightly. "May I help you, sir?"

"I'm Inferno Guild Leader Nix. I have some questions about your docket." Nix liked her right away, the tone of her voice was respectful, not cold or arrogant like he was expecting. 

"I'm Del Tali. I will answer any question you have Guild Leader Nix."

"Just call me Nix. I read both opinions on this docket. What answer would you give to the point that your raids aren't very successful? You seem to be taking part but don't want to bear the long term consequences." 

"We are taking part and our raids are very ineffectual. Three years ago we lost nearly half of our fighters in the Mere Stone War. Those lost fighters were all elites. This is the reason for our 'ineffectual raids.' " 

Nix watched her face for any signs of nervousness or duality. "I'm not familiar with Mere Stone."

"The Mere stone was new at the time. An easily mined stone that can enhance armor and spells. At that time the only known source was the Ain'Dhassi territory. We selfishly decided to keep it for ourselves. The other Dhassi races invaded and for several weeks a horrible war was waged." Del's voice sounded strained, like someone who was trying to stay composed. 

"I'm assuming the Ain'Dhassi lost this war?"

Del nodded. "A large island off of our Southern Icecap was taken over by the Fir'Dhassi. The war may have continued, but other deposits of Mere Stone were found in the Fir'Dhassi and Su'Dhassi territories."

"I see. That's all the questions I have." Nix cut the communication and leaned back in his seat. He clicked on the docket vote count. 

[Approve: 96 Dissent: 126]

He stared at the screen for a long time before finally clicking on the vote icon.

[Cast 75 votes for Approve?]

"Yes."


Chapter 134: Assassins in the Woods

Nix spent a few more minutes looking at dockets before shutting the hud down A glance to his left told him that Semmi was still at it. 

"We're heading out for a bit Sem." 

The blonde scout barely looked up. "Okay... I'm reviewing all the dockets that are expiring in the next 2 weeks. I'll present anything pressing at the guild meetings."

Nix took Shae's hand and together they left the Guild Office. The sound of running footsteps caused him to turn. The Ain'Dhassi who had helped him write up the contracted skidded to a halt in front of him. 

"Er... Something I can do for you?" Nix noticed the man's frosty demeanor was gone.

The Ain'Dhassi dropped to his knees and touched his head to the floor. "Thank you. Thank you. Thank you, sir!" 

"Hey... easy there." Nix bent down and grabbed his arm, gently helping him back to his feet. "Going to hurt yourself doing that." 

"I'm Solamane Manu, of Clan Manu. All three of my elder brothers were taken prisoner in the Mere Stone Wars." 

"Solamane? Nice to meet you, I'm Nix and this is Shae." Nix put a hand on the Ice Dhassi's shoulder. "I hope everything works out for you." 

Shae pulled him down the hall, leaving the Dhassi staring at them. "Sorry, we're meeting someone." 

Nix bit down a laugh as he was pulled down the hall by Shae. Fajii must have braided the Salamander's hair earlier, when braided it only hung to her waist. "What's the rush? Are we late?" 

Shae shook her head and held tightly to his hand. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Who can make me a crown? Darsi? You can make one of those?

Inferno: Darsi: I suppose I could. What kind of enchantment do you want?

Inferno: Ronnie: None... just has to be pretty. 

Inferno: Sharl: Give it an intelligence bonus. Maybe that will help. 

They found Fajii looking at rings, there was a wide variety of them. Some with magical enhancements, others just nice to look at. She looked up when they approached her. 

"Nix.. there's a man behind me. He's been watching me since I arrived." Fajii held a gold ring up. "Do you like this one Nix?" 

Nix nodded and spotted the man right away. He wasn't even trying to avert his eyes. "I don't blame him, you look very nice today." 

Shae smiled in agreement, "he probably thinks you are a dhassi like him." 

Nix looked objectively at Fajii. Although Aquarion on the outside, she no longer could pass for one of them. She was almost as dark as Ronnie, her ears came to perfect points and her brown hair was streaked with red. The verticle iris's from the Scorched Earth Temple had turned Fajii into an exotic beauty. 

The dhassi finally decided to approach them. He had light-colored hair and green eyes. His pointed ears were definitely longer then Fajii's. "May I ask what clan you belong to Miss?"

"I'm from the Inferno Guild." Fajii gave him a pleasant smile while she purchased the gold ring that caught her eye. 

The dhassi seemed to freeze for a moment. "A dhassi has joined a human guild?"

Fajii's smile faded. "I'm an Aquarion from Colonial. Do you even know what that means? I can live, eat, breathe and sleep underwater." 

Shae let a small laugh slip out, she quickly covered it with a slender hand. "Watching someone for so long is a bit rude. It makes me curious as to your purpose." 

"Is my Clansman bothering you, Guild Leader Nix?" A young Fir'Dhassi woman spoke from behind them. "I'm Tura Umi Strom and this gentleman is one of my older cousins." 

The Dhassi in question bowed deeply. "Tura Umi, I was only making conversation." 

Nix raised an eyebrow, "Strom? Relation to Bael?"

Umi smiled slightly. She had the lightest brown eyes Nix had ever seen, her hair was a deep auburn color. "Favorite Uncle..." She stood up straight and deepened her voice in a fair imitation of the Bael that Inferno had met. "I stand outside of the Clan!"

Fajii and Shae both laughed at the gesture.

Nix had to bite his lip to keep from joining them. "He seemed very stern." 

Inferno: Nix: Semmi, look up Tura Umi Strom, please.

Inferno: Semmi: Daughter of the Clan Strom Leader, second strongest Clan among the Fir'Dhassi. They have 18 votes. 

"He wasn't bothering us, he mistook me for a Dhassi female." Fajii moved to Nix's other side and handed him the ring she had purchased. "I bought this for you Nix."

"Hmm?" Nix slipped the ring over his free thumb. As an Aquarion, Fajii was without guile. She would say the same things in public that she would say in private. He held out his hand and examined it. "Goes with my eyes?"

Shae nodded. "Pretty." 

"Please accept my invitation to visit the Clan Strom Office in Parliament, we are located on the 3rd floor." Umi slipped a hand through her older cousin's arm, making it clear that he was leaving with her. 

"I'll pass but I won't say no to a cold Toma sometime." Nix let himself get pulled away by the ever impatient Shae. 

Oasis System Message: All War Captives that have been held for three years or longer, must be released immediately. 

******************

Nix spent the afternoon wandering the busy Parliament courtyards with Shae and Fajii. The trio had wandered to the orchards and found themselves near the magical barrier. 

Inferno: Nix: Can you sense anything Shae?

Inferno: Shae: Only that I can't cross. It's tied into the power of Earth or Nature, I can't tell which. An Earth Nemesis could probably break out. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's head back, I'm going to do more research at the Guild Office.

He parted ways with Shae and Fajii when they decided to head back to Colonial. Semmi was still sitting at the same desk, flipping through the different menus. 

"Working kinda hard Sem." Nix smiled at her when he walked in. 

Semmi covered a yawn. "I want to replace the desk by the window with a couch. Sound good?"

Nix took a seat at his desk and leaned back. "See to it. Let's keep a warm blanket and soft pillow on it." 

Semmi nodded. "Deal."

[Ice Sparrow]

A tiny, ice colored bird landed on the desk.

Semmi stood and put out a hand for him to hop on. She then opened his desk hud and pointed to an area directly North of Parliament. "This is the place you asked about." 

She placed him on the window sill next to the open window again. "Try not to get eaten." 

Nix cocked his little ice head to one side and pecked at her hand. "Don't be so clingy." 

Nix stayed lower this time and moved in a circular pattern towards the barrier. He would exit the barrier near the orchards and stay in the trees. He hoped to avoid any flying predators. 

He spent the next hour weaving in and out of trees, his flying skills quickly improving. He was about to cross a fast-moving river when he spotted them. A half dozen stealthed fighters were laying down in the tall ferns that lined the riverbank. He could tell they were stealthed because they were nearly transparent to his enhanced bird vision. Apparently the Ice Sparrow could see through the subterfuge. 

Inferno: Nix: Spotted an ambush or raiding party of some kind. 

Inferno: Semmi: Can you tell their race?

Inferno: Nix: No, I don't see their target either. Gonna look around...

Nix decided to take a risk and fly higher for a few seconds, he spotted them almost immediately. A small covered wagon was camped in a small grove of trees on the other side of the river. 

Inferno: Nix: What kind of mounts does Oasis have?

Inferno: Semmi: Almost exclusively the Dhassi ride horses. Flying mounts are in constant danger from a number of large flying predators. 

Nix flew across the stream and landed on the top of the wagon. It reminded him of the kind that Gypsy fortune tellers would have in the stories he use to read. There were three Ain'Dhassi sitting around a small fire. They wore green armor and all three had arrow quivers strapped to their back. Three bows leaning against the wagon made Nix guess they were a hunting party. 

Inferno: Nix: Damn... think I found the target. 

Inferno: Semmi: So close to Parliament?

Inferno: Nix: fuck... they're barely kids. It looks like a hunting party.

Inferno: Semmi: I could send a message to Del Tali.

Inferno: Nix: No, then they'd know we can see outside somehow. I'll handle it. 

Nix flew down and landed on the soft sand next to the fire. 

It was the female who noticed him first. "Hey! Is that a Winter Sparrow?"

The other two were young males, they could have been brothers by the look of them. 

The female broke off a piece of bread that she was eating and tossed it on the ground. "Think he wants to bond with one of us?"

Inferno: Nix: What was the symbol for danger again?

Inferno: Semmi: Looks like an upside 'y'. 

Nix hopped onto a clear patch of sand and started doing his best to draw the symbol. 

"He looks hurt." The male larger adolescent with a slighter deeper voice spoke, there was a hint of laughter in his voice. 

"A mating dance maybe? Could be he really wants to bond with you Cora." The smaller male grinned when he spoke. 

Nix hopped over to his feet and pecked them.

All three of them immediately went quiet, their demeanors turning serious.

"Hey..." The one called Cora bent lower to look at him closely.

Nix gave up on his first drawing and made another one closer. 

"Danger?" Cora looked at the two boys she was with. "Doesn't that look like danger?" 

The large male lowered his voice. "Can you understand us?" 

Nix nodded his head. When he did all three adolescents reached for their bows. 

"We are in danger?" Cora whispered the words softly. 

Nix nodded again. He moved to the stump next to the fire and used his beak to point in the direction. 

The older male moved to the wagon and opened a small hud. "We have reason to believe we are in danger."

A deep voice spoke from the hud, Nix couldn't make out the words but suddenly all three Ain'Dhassi moved into the woods and disappeared from sight. Nix flew up to the top of the wagon and waited. 

Inferno: Nix: It's actually kind of nice here if you don't consider the ambush. They haven't moved yet so they could be waiting for dark.

Nix spotted three ghosts moving silently through the forest, without a doubt they were using some sort of enhanced movement technique. He had never seen anything move so swiftly and quietly through the forest. They appeared in the bushes a few meters from the fire, all three of them were masked. One of them was definitely looking at him. 

A feminine voice flowed softly from the undergrowth, it was smooth and quiet like silk. "Our ally?"

Nix nodded his bird head.

"Where's the enemy?"

Nix took to the air again, he flew over the river. The would-be assassins had moved closer to the river but were still hiding in the ferns. Nix dipped a wing and flew directly over them before landing in a nearby tree. 

Inferno: Nix: Shows about to start...

Only two of the ghosts bothered to come. The female appeared in the middle of them and two silver swords flashed. The other used arrows and killed two of them with one-shot each. 

Nix whistled from his seat in the Guild officer. He had only seen Chiba move like that. Was that the standard in Oasis?

Inferno: Nix: I want to see who the bad guys are here. 

The difference in skill between the two groups was too vast. The archer and the dual-wielding swordmaster made quick work of the enemy. Nix noticed that they were searching the bodies so he glided to the ground and landed nearby. 

The female held out her hand. "Come little bird." 

Nix ignored the request and hopped closer to one of the bodies. It was definitely a Fir'Dhassi corpse. Before he could fly away he felt a hand close around his small body. 

Inferno: Nix: Oh shit...

"Hmmm... What shall we do with you little bird?" She held Nix closer to her face, her blue eyes staring. "Interested in a Spirit Bond?"

Nix pecked her hand as hard as he could in reply. 

The action caused the female to laugh quietly. She pulled down the mask that was covering the lower part of her face. "Very feisty." 

Inferno: Nix: I did not see that coming...

Inferno: Semmi: What?

Inferno: Nix: It's Del Tali. 

She opened up her hand, palm up. Nix stood motionless peering up at her. "The Fir'Dhassi grow bold, attempting such a thing so close to Parliament." 

Nix couldn't see a reason to stay any longer so he hopped off of her palm and took to the air. He hadn't been able to do much exploring, but he did learn a few valuable things.


Chapter 135: Back to Mystery Island

Nix stretched comfortably on his bed, he had a momentary thought that said it was time to get up but he subdued it and fell back to sleep. A moment later a hand on his foot shook him. 

"You said we were going to explore the last part of the Onion quest today." Mina's voice pulled him out of his slumber. 

He gathered his blankets around him and tried to ignore her. "Yeah... I didn't give a specific time." Nix had gone to sleep in his houseboat bedroom and slept soundly, using the Ice Sparrow for an extended amount of time was very tiring. 

He felt a weight next to him on the bed and a moment later and arm moved around him. "I shall wait then Nix." 

"Good..." Nix started to drift off to sleep. 

"You must be very tired." Mina had moved until she was up against his back, close enough for him to feel her breathe on the back of his neck when she spoke. 

"Yes," he agreed sleepily. 

"I should like to have a daughter one day if it is possible," her voice was quiet and soothing. 

Nix sighed heavily and turned his head. "You are talking about an Aquarion/Human coupling?"

Mina nodded. "Before Inferno leaves Colonial forever."

"I shall compose a list of suitable candidates if you want my recommendation." He jumped slightly when she pinched his side. 

"No need to pretend you aren't aware of my choice." Mina leaned over him, making eye contact. 

Nix gave her a smile. "We going to do this now?"

Mina made a face and shuddered in disgust. "No... It's something I need to prepare for." 

Nix laughed at the face she made. "Inferno won't be one of the guilds to leave Colonial forever." 

"What do you mean Nix?"

"As long as we can find a way to access Parliament once we leave through the Escalades Bridge, then we can definitely reenter Colonial through the Embassy 70th floor entrance at Parliament."

Mina seemed to consider his words carefully. "Unlike the Escalades Bridge, the entrance on the 70th floor is two-ways." 

Nix nodded, "I could enter Oasis through the Escalades and you could summon me to Parliament with your Ally Ring. We need something better, a way for all Inferno members to travel without assistance." 

The door to his back deck opened up, Fajii smiled at the two of them. "Tasked with waking up Nix?"

"I can get up on my own." Nix threw off Mina's arm and sat up. "Damn it... I'm still tired." 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] I have a task for you, highly confidential. 

[Whisper: Semmi: to Nix] I love shit like this, hit me with it, boss. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Figure out how we can continue to access Parliament after we enter Oasis through the Escalades Bridge. I'm not talking about using Spirit Companions or that type of travel, something reliable and independent of outside help. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] There's no binding point in Parliament, and Cross-World Binding points won't work. Raine Xai is definitely not going to allow us to enter through Inuit.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] So it's hopeless?

[Whisper Semmi to Nix] No. I just wanted you to know the difficulty of the task so you'd be aware of how fucking awesome I am when I complete it. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] I'm already aware Sem. 

Inferno: Nix: Pon, Wind, Chael, Banzi, Milat, Wylie, and Tess, please report to the Phoenix in 30 minutes. 

"Out! I'm up and have to get ready." Nix headed into his bathroom, happy for once that houseboats came with modern amenities. He slid open the glass door to his shower and dialed up the hot water. 

A few minutes later, Nix was basking in the warmth of a hot shower. 

"Are you really going to be ready on time?" Faji smiled at the cloud of steam and leaned back against the door, closing it with a soft click. 

Nix wiped the steamed glass of his shower to peer through. The room was hazy because of steam but the outline of Fajii undressing could be made out. "I only said report to the Phoenix in 30 minutes, not that I'd be there already." He pushed the shower door open and she slid in quickly. 

***********************

"Permission to come aboard Sir." Nix stood on the dock and waited. He could see Delphi standing near the helm.

"Permission granted." Delphi walked to the gangplank and shook Nix's hand when he came on board. She enjoyed a good relationship with the Inferno Guild Leader, this wasn't always the case between Captains and the Shipowners. 

"Heading to Mystery Island again. Make sure the crew is prepared, we will definitely be fighting." Nix spotted Pon leaning against the starboard rail and walked towards him.

Inferno: Nix: Okay, there's 10 of us. We won't be using the Phoenix Assault team unless we get in trouble. 

Inferno: Pon: Just the 10 of us?

Inferno: Nix: Yes, we'll make two groups. 

[Group 1]

Tess

Pon

Fajii

Banzi

Chael

[Group 2]

Nix

Mina

Wind

Milat

Wylie

Inferno: Tess: Gonna be okay in Group 2 without a Tank?

Inferno: Nix: Won't be an issue unless we are separated. If that happens I'll summon Morti. 

There was no fog impeding their progress this time, the Phoenix made excellent time as she hoisted full sail and headed to the nav point. A few ships showed their colors during the voyage but quickly retreated when they recognized the unique sails of the Phoenix. 

Half a day later, the Phoenix anchored off of Mystery Island.

Inferno: Nix: Mount up, we're going directly in. 

[Summons: Fey]

Fey appeared in front of Nix and promptly pushing against his chest with her scaled snout. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Two quick things boss. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Hurry it up, we're about to get heroic.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Your guild leader hud at the office has been buzzing non-stop since I arrived. Thankfully, I figured out how to mute it. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] We did rattle a few cages.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] A half dozen visitors have come by looking for Guild Leader Nix. Among them, Bael Strom, Tura Raine, and Del Tali. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Interesting... None of this seems very pressing Sem. Anything else?

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] So impatient. I figured it out boss. I know how to access Parliament after entering through the Escalade Bridge.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Really? Spill it!

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] As I mentioned, there are no binding points and no portals in Parliament. After doing some research, I found out that the rules for World Seeds are also different in Oasis. You can't anchor them to bracelets like Deep Blue, or Stones like the Doppelganger. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] How's that help us?

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] World Seeds have to be anchored to property like a plot of land or a building. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] We don't have anything in Oasis. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Oh but we do. Our Guild Office wasn't borrowed to us, it was given to us. It's listed under our Guild Assets. We can anchor our World Seed to it.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Does the Oasis World Seed have a binding point?

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] All Oasis World Seeds have bonding points. We anchor it to the Guild Office and then make sure to use it as a binding point. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Then enter through the Escalade Bridge and use the World Seed binding point to return to Parliament. It's a good theory.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] That's it? Where the rest of my praise? 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] First we have to test it out. You'll be coming with me when I use one of the smaller Escalade Tokens that Sogon dropped. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Wait... What?

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] After this raid. Pon, Wind, Faji, Me and you. Going to take a little trip to the New World.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Oh god... What if I'm wrong? 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] You can shack up with Pon and start a family.


Chapter 136: The Black Gate

The raid force flew inland toward the spot where the original portal to the Necromancer Dark Temple had been located. Inferno had long removed the platform and taken it to Inferno. 

Inferno: Pon: The hell is that?

The rocky landscape should have been completely barren, but instead, a large Arch had been formed. The entryway shimmered darkly like liquid obsidian. 

"It's a Chaos Gate Nix," Fey spoke loudly so the entire raid heard her. She glided downward and landed within a few meters of the gate. 

"Born from blood and destruction, to make a Chaos Gate requires two things, the gate maker must be a practitioner of Chaos Magic, and they must be willing to use part of their soul to create the gate. Fey stared at Nix. "For the gate to exist, the Chaos Mage must still be inside." 

Inferno: Nix: Kill the Chaos Mage and exit... Pretty straightforward. Prey waits.

Nix drew his sword hilt while running toward the gate, he leaped through just as the emerald flame pushed outward. 

***********

Nix spit the brown dirt out of his mouth and coughed out some of the dust from the road. Slowly he sat up. He jumped to his feet but then stared blankly as if forgetting his purpose. 

"Papa!" A small girl with black hair and pigtails waved to him from the road. She wore the white dress he had made for her. She was running toward him at full speed, her arms open. 

Nix smiled and returned her wave before managing to catch her up in his arms. "Nia... that dress was for your birthday."

Nia smiled and curtsied. "Thank you, Papa, it's so pretty." 

Nix sighed and picked her up. "My point is, that you shouldn't be wearing it yet." 

"I know." Nia used the end of her pigtail to tickle his ear while they walked toward the Inn. "Forgives?"

Nix laughed, "suppose so." 

Hyai looked up from the enormous pot of stew that she was preparing. "Only a sneak comes in the back door."

Nix kicked the door shut with his heel and walked toward her. "I agree... We should toss her in the pot!" He tilted Nia toward the pot until she squealed, then he sat her down. 

Hyai was watching them both while hiding a smile. "Trying to ruin my stew?"

Nix nodded, "your customers want it sweeter." 

He walked towards the dining door stopping halfway before turning. "The stitching is wrong." 

Hyai's smile widened. "What hun?"

"I said... the stitching on the dress is wrong."

[Balefire]

A white-hot flame burned through Hyai, the entire room rippled and then went black. 

***************

Nix swam toward shore, the surf giving him a needed boost as his tired feet seemed to drag on the wet sand. An enormous Sea Turtle was sunning itself on the beach while a little girl drew on its shell with chalk. 

"That was quick Dad." The Aquarion girl jumped off of the turtle and walked toward him. 

"Lisa... How many times have I told you not to draw on Soup's back?" 

Lisa smiled before raising up on her tiptoes to give him a kiss. "It's fine, I only used chalk this time. It will definitely wash off in the water." This young girl wore a blue one-piece swimsuit, her long white hair hung down to her waist. 

Nix glanced at Soup, who seemed content with his life as a sketch pad. "Fine... Mom inside?"

Lisa nodded and marched back toward the turtle with a big smile on her face. 

He was almost to the door of the beach cottage when it opened up, the Aquarion woman was wearing the black leather outfit that she often used when exploring human cities. 

"You didn't swim very long Nix." Mina stepped closer and placed a hand on either side of his face. "Tired today hun?"

Nix shook his head and bent forward for a kiss. He felt her arms wrap around his neck as she leaned against him.

"Hey!! Kid watching over here!" Lisa was sitting on the back of the turtle, drawing circles on her shell. "Go kissy-face inside." 

Mina laughed and pulled him toward the door. "Come on handsome..." 

Nix stopped at the doorway, his yellow eyes staring at his wife. "I'm handsome now?"

Min nodded, "I've always thought so." 

[Aura Ignition]

"Burn away..."

******************

"Quickly Nix!" Shae tilted a wing and banked toward the palace. She dived suddenly toward the front gate, the flames coming off her heating Nix's face. He followed her closely, two archons flying close to the Ice. Each building they passed burst into flames. 

The Archon Queen landed suddenly, the stones of the courtyard splashing like water under her bare feet. "The city of Ice. What took us so long to find it?"

Nix let his firesword flame out. His eyes strayed to his mate, the highest form of their kind, a flame Archon. Her beautiful red hair was the deepest and hottest of flames, the white fire coming off of her wings created a haze in the air. His own wings still burned with Emerald flames, according to his wife it should have changed long ago but it never did. 

"This is the Ice Palace?" Shae's cruel laughter shook the gates as she walked toward them. 

Nix glanced around, it was familiar. There were bodies littered all over the landscape, a few adversaries he even knew the names of, Cyan, Mari and the Wylie the White Knight. All of them fell before the flames. 

"Why are we enemies?" A ragged voice born from despair spoke to them from the top of the gate.

Nix recognized her, Shi the Nemesis of Ice. A strong and valiant enemy who seemed to have countless followers. Now they were all dead... most of them by his own hand. 

Shae's cruel laugh mocked the Ice Queen. "You are Ice and I am Fire, it is natural that you bend to my will." 

Nix frowned at the Archon Queen. "Shae... you've always been beautiful." Nix's flames changed from green to brown and then to a bright silver. "But... you've never been cruel." 

********************

Nix convulsed once and then collapsed on the ground retching. Thick, black gunk that reeked of rot flushed out of his body. He coughed a few times and continued retching until only blood came out. 

[Combustion]

A soft green light surrounded Nix and healed his wounds. 

Nix scowled and spit on the ground. His team was all standing around him, staring into space with empty eyes. Wylie was the nearest, her lips were moving slightly as she whispered to no one. 

He checked on each of them, none of them aware of his presence. The last he checked on was Chael. He seemed to be struggling the most. 

[Aura Ignition]

"Fool... I didn't bring Chael." Nix equipped his scythe and pushed emerald flames into it before swinging it at Chael's head. 

Chael dodged nimbly and started an incantation. 

[Null]

Mikiail Dunham has been silenced. 

[Vacuum]

The Chaos Mage appeared in front of Nix, his face a mask of terror. Nix sliced through his neck with one stroke, sending the offending head flying into the air. He grew dizzy suddenly just before the ground rose up and slammed into his face. He staggered back to his feet, managing to stay conscious as the Chaos Gate faded into nothing. 

The sound of crying caused Nix to turn back toward his group. Every one of them had tears running down their faces. One by one, he helped them to their feet. The group huddled together for some time before finally feeling well enough to summon their mounts. 

[Onion Quest: The Final Layer has been completed]

You have been awarded the Spirit Stone.

All Inferno Members are awarded an additonal Physical Statisic.

The Cabal has sent you a letter.


Chapter 137: Traveling to Oasis

Delphi set course for Glory and hoisted full-sail. She was surprised that no one had ported back. Each of them found quiet spots at the rail and watched the ocean as the Phoenix headed toward home.

Pon was the first one to approach him, the old mage didn't look pissed off for once. "You're the one who killed the Chaos Mage?"

Nix nodded, "not before he put a serious mind fuck on me."

"Aye... that was just about the shittiest thing ever." Pon lay a hand on his shoulder, "I'd never hurt you boy. You know that, right?"

"An old geezer like you? Completely harmless." 

Slowly the group reformed. Wylie grabbed Pon and held him close for a long time before releasing him. No one asked questions, but there were quite a few hugs passed around. 

By the time the Phoenix made port, spirits had risen to the point where they started to joke with each other. 

Inferno: Nix: Meet me at the Guild Office Sem. Pon, Wind, and Fajii, give us 30 minutes and then join us at the Guild Office. 

Inferno: Semmi: I'd rather not...

Inferno: Nix: Humor me.

Inferno: Semmi: Fine. 

Inferno: Jun Li: A free Stat? What's that even mean? 

Inferno: Semmi: Be very careful with this one. Don't jump on it too fast and make a regrettable decision.

************

Nix entered the Parliament Guild Office a few minutes later, Semmi was hard at work at her desk. She offered Nix a smile when she saw him. "I heard from Wind that this was a tough quest." 

"It was." Nix had given it some thought on the trip back. What would have happened to them if he hadn't broken the spell? 

"I'll probably become a rogue when we start on Oasis content." Semmi brought up the rogue class on her hud. 

Nix leaned closer. "Oasis isn't open skills like Colonial? There are set classes?" 

"Yes and no." 

Nix pulled a chair closer and took a seat. "Explain." 

Semmi displayed her stats for Nix to read. "For explanation purposes, I'll say that there are five levels of Classes. Take me for instance, Level 50 and I dual-wield daggers with a stealth support skill. That combination of talents is loosely called Scout in Colonial."

Nix nodded. "So that's level 1?"

"Correct. When I advance to level 100 and continue increasing the effectiveness of my skills I will be considered a Level 2 class."

Nix watched as she put the Rogue class back on her hud. "How does the Rogue class figure in?"

"Rogue is a level 3 Special class, upgradeable to level 4. If I went to Oasis and stayed as a Scout, that would be upgraded to level 3, but it would stop there." 

Nix leaned back in his chair, considering the class dilemma. "All of the players that came to Oasis will eventually either have to change classes or be content with a level 3 class."

Semmi nodded. "Exactly right... Well mostly. These level 3 Special classes have skill requirements. Look at Rogue."

Rogue Class:

[Required Skills]

Stealth

Dagger

Lockpick

[Required Statistics]

Level 100

Agility 40 or higher

Perception 30 or higher

Nix whistled softly. "Any workarounds?"

"Thankfully yes, you can wear stat-boosting gear to bring up yourself up. As long as you meet the requirement for initial training, you qualify."

"Let's discuss this later Sem. We should anchor the Oasis World Seed." Nix accessed his inventory and removed the seed. It looked exactly like a black marble. 

[Do you wish to anchor the Oasis World Seed?]

"Yes." 

[Please choose from the list of qualified Anchors.]

1) Inferno Guild Office: Parliament

"Not a lot of choices." Nix selected the Inferno Guild Office.

[The Oasis World Seed is now anchored to the Inferno Guild Office: Parliament] 

[Please set Permission for Oasis World Seed]

1) Inferno Officers

2) Inferno Members

3) Individual Selection

"Individual Selection." Nix opened the menu and added himself, Semmi, Pon, Wind, and Fajii. A new icon displayed itself on his hud. [Oasis: World Seed]

Semmi let out a long breath. "Okay, that worked. That icon will only be active while in the Guild Office. The rest of the time it will be grayed out." 

A few minutes later, Pon, Wind, and Fajii arrived at the Guild Office. Nix had already briefed them on the trip to Mystery Island. Each of them understood that it was potentially a one-way ride. Without saying anything further, he activated the icon. 

*******************

Nix stepped off the large portal and onto the long grass of a small meadow. The area was heavily forested and the time of day was getting close to dusk. He continued walking to avoid being run into by his group.

[Do you wish to set your binding point to Oasis Seed World: Inferno Guild Office?]

"Yes."

Nix waited until the entire group had changed their binding point. "Say what you want, this is one impressive Seed World."

Semmi was shielding her eyes from the setting sun with one hand while she peered into the distance. "Forest as far as you can see. Amazing right?" 

Wind whistled softly. "How big is this place?"

"Big enough for all of us to use our homestead tokens." Pon's face was relaxed and smiling. "Forests are pretty and all, but I need some lands for pasture if I'm going to start a ranch." 

Semmi gave him a surprised look. "Horses or cattle?"

"Cattle and maybe some sheep." 

"Time to go." Nix stepped back onto the platform and was immediately sent to the Guild Office. 

The group was silent as they exited Parliament through the 70th floor and left the Embassy. They took the dock's portal to Jhabi and then summoned their mounts. It was nearly an hour ride to the Escalade Bridge, the sun had just dipped below the horizon by the time they arrived. 

The Guardian was a Dhassi. He wore heavy plate armor that glowed with power. A sword was strapped over one shoulder and he held a large kite shield in one hand. "Go back now. No one is allowed to pass." 

His voice was deep and radiated pure strength. His helm covered his hair and ears but Nix guessed from his face that he was probably a Fir'Dhassi. Nix took a moment to admire the craftsmanship of the gear. The Guardian wore white plated armor with intricate gold patterns inlaid, definitely the work of a master. 

Nix held up the Escalade Token. "We have these for passage, Guardian." 

The Guard extended a plated glove and Nix placed the token in his hand. "These will get you across. Let me warn you, once you leave you will not be able to find this bridge again."

Nix nodded. "We are prepared." 

The Guardian stepped to one side. "You may pass." 

As agreed beforehand, they linked arms and walked together. No wanted to risk being separated from the group. 

*************

An instant later they stepped into soft sands of a rapidly cooling desert. Before them was the gated entrance to a city. Impressive stone walls made from adobe brick extended 20 feet into the night air. The entire gate area was lit with numerous torches. 

"You stand before the Su'Dhassi City of Phai. Enter or go away." The voice of a guardsman caused the group to look upward. Three Dhassi were standing over the wall and another two were on either side of the entrance. 

"Thank you, Guardsman." Nix led the group into the city. 

Inferno: Semmi: The map I studied says this street runs directly into the market. That's where the Phai City Portal is. 

Inferno: Nix: No need to dally. We'll go directly to the portal and take that to the Oasis World Seed. I'll go last. 

It was only two blocks to the market area. Unlike the paved stone of Colonial cities, the streets of Phai were packed sand. Market Square was easily five times bigger than the one Nix has seen in Jenzi. All the vendor booths were closed for the night and the square was empty. 

Nix waited while his group members stepped onto the portal and disappeared, then he pulled out Deep Blue. He deleted the Cyphix City nav-point.

[Save Phai City to Slot 4?]

'Yes." Nix stepped onto the platform a moment later and selected his binding point.

Inferno: Pon: Why you dragging your feet boy? 

They were standing together just off the platform when Nix arrived. "We won't see that city again for at least a year, maybe two. I wanted to take it all in." 

Since Nix was already standing on the Platform he activated it again, one choice came up, Inferno Guild Office: Parliament. Nix waved at his friends and selected the Guild Office. 

******************

An hour later, the Officers held a meeting on the back of Nix's houseboat in the Sea-World. 

Inferno: Jun Li: It worked? So we can come back. 

Inferno: Semmi: It was scary not knowing. It's confirmed, we can return. 

Inferno: Pon: Can we use our homestead tokens now?

Inferno: Nix: Can anyone think of a reason to wait? The Oasis World is ours and it's anchored to our Guild Office. 

Inferno: Semmi: I can't think of anything. The sooner we let people explore it, the sooner it will be mapped out. 

Inferno: Jun Li: How about we restrict the usage of homestead tokens but encourage exploration.

Inferno: Nix: Good idea. After we have a working map, we can open up it up to settlement. 

Inferno: Semmi: It's only a superficial change, but I vote for a name change. Oasis Seed World doesn't sound like home. 

Inferno: Nix: Fine with me. Suggestions?

After a few minutes of discussion, the name of the Oasis Seed World was changed to Haven, a name that Ronnie suggested. 

Inferno: Nix: We have anything else?

Inferno: Jun Li: Our Lifestyle players aren't represented at these meetings. I would like to make Nansu an Officer. 

Inferno: Nix: Nansu would make a good officer. 

***************

A few minutes later, Nix was walking through Shae's world. He found her sitting next to her garden, watching the birds chase each other through the trees. 

"When did you add birds Shae?" Nix took a seat on the soft ground next to her. 

She was wearing a green dress that stopped at her knees. Her hands played with the end of her long red braid. "Rhy helped me bring them in. I like her." 

Nix smiled. "Hmm... I like you." He sat down next to her, his smile fading a bit as he thought about the Onion Quest. 

Shae smiled happily. "I like you too Nix." She slid an arm through his and waited. She was good at reading people. 

Eventually, Nix broke the silence and told her the details of the Onion's last layer; How'd he'd been forced to destroy his family over and over. 

"You're very strong Nix. None of the others were able to break out of the illusion." Shae pulled him toward her until his head rested on her chest. "That must have been very hard for you." 

"The first two were bad... but the last one felt like my soul was ripping apart." He closed his eyes, trying to shut out the memory. 

Soft lips kissed his eyelids and warm hands caressed his face. They stayed like that for several minutes. 

Nix pulled out the object he'd received from the Quest and placed it in her hands. 

Spirit Stone

Archon: Class V

Description: Changes the class

of the user to Archon.

[Racial Requirement: Salamander]

Uses: 2/2


Chapter 138: Archon

Shae studied the stone, her expression unreadable. "Archon is the highest class of Salamander. It's after Nemesis, there are none of those in Colonial."

Nix nodded, "I figured as much. Is it directly after Nemesis?"

Shae nodded her head. "The Salamander ranks are Elemental, Spirit, Lord, Nemesis, and Archon."

He had seen what Archons looked like in the illusion. "There aren't any Archons in Colonial." Nix stared at the stone, "somehow it feels wrong." 

"I agree... It should be destroyed." Shae's voice was firm, "it goes against the order of things. A Class V reward for a mid-tier quest?"

Nix placed it on a flat rock next to where they were sitting. Shae picked up a larger round rock and together they held it for a moment. "This is the right thing."

"This is the right thing," Shae agreed. 

Together they slammed the rock down on the spirit stone and everything went black. 

*****************

Nix woke sometime later. Instinct told him he was no longer in Colonial. He tried to sit up but discovered he couldn't, he was in Salamander form. Every fiber of his body burned in agony, his emerald flames engulfed his body as he struggled to stand. Shae was unconscious a few meters away, she was also in Salamander form. He turned toward her and starting crawling, his body didn't seem to want to move and his thoughts were clouded. 

"What have we here?" A clear male voice spoke from behind him, Nix lacked the strength to turn and face the newcomer. 

A wide-jawed face covered in scars bent over him. "Not dead I see." When the voice moved to check on Shae, Nix got a good look at him. His blood ran cold when the man bent down and touched Shae's forehead with one hand. 

"Don't touch her!" Nix staggered up, three strands of Emerald flame shot at the stranger. 

A white wing that burned with silver flames blocked the strands easily. The man laughed. "Fire strands? That's really interesting. "I came here to investigate an Archon burst on the lower plane. As you can see, I am an Archon myself." 

He turned away from Shae and approached Nix. "Stop struggling, the fact that you can even survive here is a testament to your strength. Let me sum it up quickly, before you and your mate perish. You attained a spirit stone. The Archon class was, of course, a trap. Had you used it, eventually one or both of you would have gone insane with power. I'm impressed that the two of you sought to destroy it." 

Nix tried to speak but only managed a low groan. The entire world seemed to be pressing down upon him. 

"If I leave her like this, she will certainly die. You'll die also, but unlike yours, hers will be permanent." He moved back to Shae and knelt down. 

"Don't let her die." Nix managed to push out the sentence, his vision starting to fade. 

The Archon nodded. "Take heart and grow stronger. You've plenty of time, Salamanders mate for life." He picked Shae up and spared one last glance at the emerald salamander. "Rise to the top of this world, and then the next. It is there you will find the right path." 

Nix watched as the Archon disappeared with a flap of burning wings. Next world? Oasis? 

You have discovered a hidden class. 

You have died. 

*******************

"Champion?" The voice of the Fire Palace's High Priestess rang in Nix's ears, he felt warm hands healing him. Derva helped Nix to his feet, her pale face full of concern. "What has happened?"

Nix moved away from the altar, he knew without looking that it was no longer a place he could enter. "Shae has taken the next step in rank, it will take several months to complete." 

A few minutes later Nix entered his houseboat, for once there wasn't anyone else present. 

He brought up his stats, staring at the display.

Nix [Race: Human/Salamander Hybrid] 

Inactive Hidden Class: [Stats may not be displayed at this time.]

"Okay then..."

***********************

Inferno: Jun Li: Anyone seen Nix? He must have privacy mode turned on. 

Inferno: Mina: I stopped by his houseboat, he isn't there.

Inferno: Semmi: Let's get started... Welcome, Nansu.

Inferno: Nansu: Thank you. 

Inferno: Jun Li: It's only been a few hours, but the exploration of Haven is going well. How far would you say we are Sem?

Inferno: Semmi: Maybe 20 percent explored, if we didn't have flying mounts, we wouldn't even be close to that. 

Inferno: Pon: Hey, Fajii isn't here either?

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to advance to the 6th Floor of Mermaid City. 

Inferno: Jun Li: What?

Mina stood up and then moved quickly toward the door. All of the officers followed her as she ran for the dock portal, she stopped when she saw Nix exit the platform with Fajii, Sora and a squad of Lamia. "Nix?"

Nix smiled at Mina. "Five minutes, get your team ready. We're going back in." 

Fajii sent her Acolytes back to the temple with a wave of her hand. "I'm coming too." 

********************

A few hours later Pon lay flat on his back on the wharf next to his houseboat. The old Fire Mage was exhausted. "The fuck has got into Nix?"

Wind was sitting on a nearby crate. "Really? Three stages in one day?" 

Nix had taken the Scorched Earth Temple Acolytes and advanced to the sixth floor. Then he had come back long enough to get reinforcements. Pon, Wind, and Semmi were on the third raid that cleared 6.1. 

Inferno: Nix: We'll make two runs tomorrow at Mermaid City. All combat members who are still too low or undergeared, I want you grinding the Embassy. I'll send Morti with the Embassy teams. 

Inferno: Jun Li: I'll go with the morning team. 

Inferno: Nix: Officer Meeting in the Parliament, 30 minutes. 

*********************

Nix sat back in his chair, staring at the dockets that would be closing soon. He had 17 unanswered messages, every few minutes his desk hud would buzz again. Noticing a small change, he glanced toward the window, true to her word Semmi had replaced one of the desks with a couch. A true professional, she had also placed a neatly folded blanket with a soft-looking pillow. 

Nix walked toward the couch. "That's a great idea." 

A half-hour later the Inferno Officers filed into the Guild Office together, Nix was sound asleep, curled up under the blanket. 

Inferno: Semmi: Damn it. Nix got firsties on the couch.

Nix turned and slowly sat up when he heard his guildmates arrive. The short nap seemed to revive his thought process. 

Guild Officers: Nix: Thanks for coming. The first order of business. Shae will be out of commission for the foreseeable future. Through happenstance, she was forced to embark on advancement early. Her only choices were moving forward or perish. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Going to share anything else?

Guild Officer: Nix: Not at this time. Let's treat it as need to know only. The knowledge of it is a dangerous thing. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Good enough for me. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Many of you are wondering why the sudden push. I witnessed and help foil an ambush of three Ain'Dhassi youths. The trio they sent in had skills substantially higher than any of the Colonial Upper-Tier fighters. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: If Nix is saying that, then we need to work hard. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: In a few hours I will be putting out the requirements for all known Class 3 specials in Oasis.

Guild Officer: Ronnie: Class 3 Specials are the Classes that can be upgraded to Class 4?

Guild Officer: Semmi: Yes. 

Guild Officer: Nix: There's a docket that I want everyone to look at. 

Nix moved from the couch to his desk and quickly brought up his hud. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Read it and give your opinions.


Chapter 139: Hero Bird

[Return of Isla Fra'sa to the Ain'Dhassi]

Summary: During the Mere Stone Conflict, the territory of Isla Fra'sa was conquered by the Su' Dhassi and the Fir' Dhassi forces. The Fir' Dhassi has maintained possession of the Island long after peace was declared. The Mere Stone Mine that lay at the heart of the conflict is no longer producing any Mere Stone. 

[Approving Opinion: Serai Del Tali]

[Dissenting Opinion: Tura Raine Xai]

Guild Officer: Nix: These two butt heads fairly often on dockets. The Ain'Dhassi and the Fur' Dhassi have never gotten along. The Su' Dhassi will on occasion form temporary alliances if it suits them. 

Nix selected the Approving Opinion.

[Serai Del Tali]

The territories of our three races have long been established. Never before has the conquest for land be allowed in Oasis. The mine on this island no longer is active and the land is used as a staging area for raids. This unbalances the power between the races. 

Guild Officer: Nansu: Wow... Is this what you guys do? I never thought Officer meetings might be interesting. 

Guild Officer: Pon: We all seen what Tura Raine is capable of, perhaps it would be wise not to piss her off too much right away. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Sounds like the Mere Stone war was actually beneficial to her. The Fir' Dhassi gained some land and thousands of captives. If checks and balances aren't applied, this world could very quickly fall under one races rule. 

"Maybe so." Nix clicked on the Dissenting Opinion and the image of Tura Raine filled his hud. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Let's see what Tura Raine has to say.

[Tura Raine Xai]

There's been a long-standing agreement between the races that precious resources must be shared. Both the Fir' Dhassi and the Su' Dhassi approached the Ain'Dhassi with trade offers for reasonable quantities of Mere Stone. The Ain' Dhassi saw the Mere Stone as a way to expand their power and refused both races. The Fir' Dhassi expended vast resources in the Mere Stone war. The acquisition of the mine and Isla Fra'sa is our just compensation. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: Small movements like this are often part of carefully laid out plans. If the Fir'Dhassi gains power to the point where they don't have to worry about the reactions from the other two races...

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Then they will rule Oasis. 

Guild Officer: Pon: Logical.

Guild Officer: Wind: Bad for us if they manage it. 

[Approve:76 Dissent:146]

Nix selected the vote icon.

[Cast 75 votes for Approve?]

"Yes." 

Guild Officer: Nix: That's about it. You can stay for this last part if you like. 

Nix walked back to the couch and lay down with his head on the pillow. 

[Ice Sparrow] 

The small bird appeared on the couch cushion and then quickly hopped onto Nix's elbow. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: Pretty. 

Guild Officer: Nansu: Woah... That's really nice. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: I'll open the window and wait. The Ain'Dhassi camp is NW of where you scouted earlier.

Guild Officer: Nix: Hopefully they won't shoot me. 

Nix flew out the window and this time headed toward the orchards. He perched comfortably in a tree for sometime before moving to another tree. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: What you seeing Nix?

Guild Officer: Nix: Nothing yet, doing the bird thing in the orchard. 

Guild Officer: Nansu: What's the bird thing. 

Guild Officer: Nix: You know, flying from branch to branch and pecking things. 

Nix hopped off the branch and took to the air, keeping low he passed through the barrier and headed North. 

Within a few minutes, he passed over the ambush site, according to Semmi all the Dhassi races maintained a camp outside of Parliament. The Parliament was supposedly surrounded by a large neutral area where conflict isn't allowed. The assassination attempt of the Ain'Dhassi youths was a clear violation of that agreement. 

Nix gained as much elevation as he dared, making sure to use the upper branches of the forest trees as cover. The sounds of blades clashing caused him to pull up and land quickly on a branch. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Fighting...

It only took a moment to zero in on the combatants. Two figures chased a third through the woods. Nix took to the air and closed in, it was a running battle that showed just how fast and agile the Dhassi are. From the sounds of their grunts and curses, all three were male. The pursuit managed to catch their prey twice but each time he fought them off. 

Guild Officer: Nix: All three fighters are masked, perhaps that's normal for Dhassi. 

Finally, the fleeing warrior made a mistake and took a deep cut to his chest. He backed up to the river that Nix had flown over a few days earlier. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Jump in idiot...

The assailants spread out, backing him up to the river. The more aggressive one leaped out and slashed at the wounded Dhassi. "We'll see if Raine keeps leadership without your backing old fool." 

The wounded man leaped backward into the water, submerging himself while his enemies cursed loudly and pursued. Nix left the branch and climbed quickly. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Hopefully I have some clout with the Ain'Dhassi camp. 

It only took Nix a few minutes to find the camp, he had been forced to go above the trees for a few moments to spot it. Once he knew the direction he flew straight for the camp. The Ain'Dhassi camp was set up where the river curved, forcing the current to slow quite a bit. There were dozens of white tents. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Their tent city is nicer than ours. Where would the big wigs be?

Guild Officer: Jun Li: The biggest tent, probably in the middle for protection. 

The biggest tent was easy to spot from the air, there was a large table set up outside of it with several people sitting down eating. Since Nix didn't have time to waste he landed right in the middle of the table. 

Nix cursed silently, he was hoping to find Del Tali but she wasn't there. The men at the table stared for a moment. 

"Hey! It's the Winter Sparrow!"

Nix turned his bird head to look at the speaker. It was the larger youth from the assassination attempt. 

The Dhassi beside him stared at Nix, his face looked young but Nix had the feeling he was definitely one of the Elders. His eyes were so pale they were nearly white, his snow-colored hair was cut short. "You said it understands?" 

"Yes. Del said the same thing." 

Nix flew back in the air, hovering over the table for a moment before flying toward the river. He did this a few times. 

Guild Officer Nix: fuck guys... Figure it out already. 

The older Dhassi stood up. "You want us to follow you?" 

A minute later Nix was flying downstream over the river while the Dhassi kept pace on the far side. They had sprung into action unbelievably fast. 

Less than two miles downstream they found them. The wounded man was standing in knee-deep water with his back to the steep riverbank. The two attackers turned at the sound of horses, Nix was too far away to hear anything but they fled quickly into the forest. 

The Ice Dhassi brought their horses into the water, stopping a few meters away from the wounded man. The elder seemed to recognize the wounded man. "I'm Morai Sai Tali, you are hurt but I will not ask my healer to help a masked dhassi."

The wounded man pulled his mask down. "Tura Delyn Xai well met Grand Elder Morai Sai."

The elder made a gesture and one of the dhassi dismounted and approached Delyn. Nix watched from his perch on the bank as the dhassi healed the wounded man. 

"Thank you for rendering aid. I would most certainly have perished if not for your timely arrival." Delyn finished the statement with a deep bow, oddly the elder wasn't looking at him but at the riverbank. 

"This Winter Sparrow seems to have a knack for saving dhassi. He came to our camp and then led us here." The elder held out his hand, palm up. "Come." 

Guild Officer Nix: Fine... I'll peck your old eyes out if you try and nab me. 

Nix hopped on the hand of the elder, up close the pale eyes looked even older. 

"You're saying the bird brought you?" 

The sound of more horses stopped any further conversation. A half dozen Fir' Dhassi exited the woods, their mounts sent water in all directions as they splashed toward the Ain'Dhassi. 

Delyn held up his hand when they were close enough to see his face. "There is no conflict here. Be at peace." 

The masked leader of the group nodded and dismounted before pulling down her mask. "Master Delyn... Are you well?" 

Delyn nodded. "Manners first apprentice, you stand in the presence of Grand Elder Morai Sai Tali." 

Guild Officer: Nix: Morai, Tura, and Serai are all titles right?

Guild Officer: Semmi: Correct: Morai, Serai, and Tsai are all Ain'Dhassi ranks. Bera, Tura, and Ura are Fir' Dhassi ranks. 

Nix didn't realize the newcomer's identity until she bowed. 

"Greetings Honored Elder, I'm Raine Xai." She wore the plain brown leather armor that Nix had seen in the courtyard, there was a black recurve bow slung across her back. 

Nix decided he had stayed long enough and hopped off the elder's hand before flying downstream. After several minutes he turned back toward Parliament. 

Guild Officer: Nix: On my way back. I didn't get to explore much. I'm like a hero-bird or something. I'll brief you when I get back. 

**************

A half an hour later, Nix was recovering on the couch with a cold beer in his hand. While he was out Pon and Wind made a quick run to the courtyard. "This is speculation, but I'm guessing that there are factions within Clan Xai that are battling for control. This Delyn character is obviously one of Raine's supporters."

Semmi nodded. "He's also a Master Ranger. Raine is his apprentice."

"I didn't see him with a bow, only swords." 

"This is part of the brief that I will be sending out in the next few hours. The Ranger class has two paths, the sword, and the bow." Semmi closed her hud and leaned back in her chair. "You look tired Nix." 

"Everyone get some rest, we are going to hit Mermaid City hard tomorrow." Nix grabbed the pillow, clearly intent on using the couch. 

Guild Officer Jun Li: Sounds good Nix. I'll be on the morning raid.

Nix waited until they all file out, only Mina had remained. "You seemed troubled Min."

Mina nodded and sat down. "The Chaos Gate, I failed miserably."

Nix shook his head. "No one was expecting that Min, next time you will be ready." 

Mina grabbed his hand, squeezing it slightly. "We were married and living in the beach cottage."

Nix smiled. "A cute daughter named Lisa who liked to draw on Soup's shell?" 

Unexpectedly Mina started crying. "Yes... She was beautiful and sweet. We shared the same illusion?" 

"I suspect that all of us shared things to some extent. The strength of the illusion was that it presented something nice. In your case, a daughter." Nix hugged her close for a moment while stroking her hair. 

After several minutes Mina stopped crying and sat up straight. "How did you break the illusion?"

Nix shrugged, not wanting to say that he had to kill the illusions of Hyai, Mina and Shae to break free. "Head back to the Sea-World Min, I'm going to rest here a bit."


Chapter 140: Camo Overlay

Nix held the small white cube in his hand. "All that power in this little thing?"

Semmi nodded. "Apparently so. Use your thumb to activate it and then select the stat you want to add. 

[Do you wish to add Agility to your list of Physical Statistics?]

"Yes," Nix added agility, even though he couldn't currently display his stats. Semmi recommended that all the former Gladis Hub players do so. As lifestyle players that had been given dexterity rather than agility. Dexterity was extremely important to crafters. 

"In your case, dexterity replaced agility in determining damage output. There's a substantial dps penalty involved in not having the agility statistic." Semmi watched him for a moment. "You shouldn't notice a difference in how you feel. This reward will set your agility to 15. Thankfully, you can use gear to boost it up."

"Thanks, Sem." Nix waited until she left his houseboat before turning back toward his other guest.

The blonde-haired Scorched Earth Sniper had her hair up in a neat bun and was dressed in a blue tank top and shorts. "Are you moving slow on purpose because I'm underdressed?" 

Nix laughed, "of course." He had been working on her armor when Semmi stopped by. Darsi had received a set of 'evolving armor' from her hard work at the Embassy. The only problem was the leather armor had a metallic coating that was easy to spot. 

"Didn't realize you could make Camouflage Nix." Darsi watched him work, she remembered how calm he had been when she opened his stasis capsule at the Gladis Corp facility. 

"It's just a combination of greens, browns, and reds." True to his word, Nix had pushed Inferno and cleared 6.2 and 6.3 in Mermaid City. He had the idea of cloth overlays when Darsi complained that her awesome new armor looked like a "mirror."

Nix held it up and showed her the finished product. "This is only for the upper piece if it works out I'll do the same with the lower."

Camouflage Overlay

Unknown Effect

Description: A mix of colors

specifically suited to blending in. 

Darsi clapped excitedly. As a crafter, she knew that making the 'recipe' was the hardest part. After the prototype was completed, he could make them very quickly. 

Nix held her armor in his hands, "you're right. This is some bright shit." 

Silver Mountain Armor [Evolving Set]

Medium Amor: Unique

Description: Lightweight armor that improves speed,

agility, and perception. 

+10 Agility

+10 Perception

+10 Speed.

Nix took a few minutes to carefully fit the overlay. He smiled at the finished product and handed it back to Darsi. "What do you think?" 

Camouflaged Armor [Evolving Set]

Medium Amor: Unique

Description: Lightweight armor that improves speed,

agility, and perception. 

+10 Agility

+10 Perception

+10 Speed.

[Additional Effects] 

Avoid Detection: Remain motionless

and completely blend in with your surroundings.

Blurry Target: Range damage is mitigated by 40 

percent due to your outline being heavily obscured.

Darsi stared at the changes the overlay had made. "This is really something Nix. The overlay fused with the armor." 

"I didn't see that part coming, but I'm still pleased with the results." Nix took a few minutes to complete the set and then handed her the finished product. 

Inferno: Nix: Where you at Sem?

Inferno: Semmi: Jun Li and I are about to check out Haven.

Inferno: Nix: Want some company?

Inferno: Jun Li: Sure!

Nix entered the Embassy and walked through the 70th-floor entry to the Parliament. A white-haired Ain'Dhassi was waiting outside the Inferno Guild Office. 

"You're a difficult man to get in touch with Guild Leader Nix." Del Tali offered him a polite smile. She was wearing a white long-sleeved shirt and brown leggings. 

Nix nodded in agreement. "Most people just give up and leave me alone after a few days."

Del seemed to find his statement amusing, her smile widening. "The key to finding you is perseverance."

"That's one word for it." He opened the door and gestured her in. "Just call me Nix."

Nix took a seat on the couch after moving the folded blanket and pillow to a nearby chair. 

Inferno: Nix: Del Tali is in the Guild Office, do not exit or enter Haven until she leaves. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Okay Nix, take your time. 

Del joined him on the couch, her blue eyes looking around the office. "Someone sleeps on this couch?"

Nix shrugged, "maybe. What can I do for you, Del?"

"I wanted to thank you for backing me on my last two dockets." Del's voice had a silky smooth quality to it that made it pleasant to listen to. 

"No need for thanks. I vote according to Inferno's Agenda." 

"That may be true, but Ain'Dhassi all over Oasis now know your name. I daresay you could make a home for yourself among us." 

"I'd stick out too much. That's not really my thing." Nix found it difficult to relax in the Ice Dhassi's presences. The memory of flashing swords kept reminding him of how deadly she was. 

"I just want to get to know the Guild Leader of Inferno a bit better. Want to play a small game?"

"Cards? I only know one." 

"What are cards?"

Nix shrugged, "never mind. What do you have in mind?"

"I'll make a few guesses about you. If I'm right you tell me a bit more. If I"m wrong, then you correct me to close the topic." 

Nix smiled pleasantly. "I'll play, but only as long as you follow the same rules."

Del nodded. "It's a deal. May I start?" 

Nix nodded. "Please do." 

"You started with nothing but because of a talent for Fire you were able to quickly rise to power." Del had obviously heard about the courtyard incident where he had ignited his aura.

Nix cursed himself for showing his flames. "Wrong. I started as a Tailor and became wealthy as a result of those skills." The statement was accurate enough that he felt like he was within the rules.

Del raised one white eyebrow. "A Tailor?" Her tone showed that she was doubtful. 

"Fraid so. My turn. " Nix focused on the Ain Dhassi. "You're a swordmaster."

Absolute shock flashed in her blue eyes, before quickly being covered. "Swordmaster? Assuredly not, I follow the path of the bow." 

Nix considered the answer for a moment, she hadn't even carried a bow on her night excursion. "Get the fuck out."

Del's face registered surprise when Nix stood and gestured toward the door. "I apologize if I've offended you Nix." 

Nix took a seat as his desk and pointed toward the door. "I'm not offended. I just don't have time for lies. I did say I'd only play if you followed the same rules." 

The Ain'Dhassi wanted to appear indignant but she wasn't able to manage it. "Really? A Tailor? You weren't following the rules either!" 

"No? Have any armor on you? Doesn't have to be anything fancy." 

Del paused at the request but then handed him some basic ranger armor. Was there something about her that suggested the sword instead of the bow? Her sword abilities were her trump card. 

Nix sent her a friend request and then picked up the armor to examine it. 

Basic Armor [Ranger Only]

Leather Armor: Common

Armor Class: 200

+ 50 to all Ranger Skills

+30 to Agility

+30 to Perception

+30 to Speed

Nix kept a straight face while he looked at the armor. He quickly linked it in guild chat. 

Inferno: Jun Li: That's basic armor?

Inferno: Semmi: We need to get our crafters some Oasis recipes.

Inferno: Sharl: + 200 AC? That's tank armor!

Inferno: Ronnie: I want it!

Inferno: Pon: If that's basic gear, what's their high-end gear look like?

He quickly set up a queue to make a custom overlay for the armor. 

[Camaflage Overlay] [Basic Armor Ranger] [Forest Camouflage Clothe] [Fish Line Thread] 

Nix was tempted to experiment by adding Legendary leather to the queue but decided this should be enough to impress her. He crafted the custom overlay and started putting it in place. After a few minutes, he finished and handed it back to her. "See? Tailor."

Forest Armor [Ranger Only]

Leather Armor: Unique

Armor Class: 200

+ 50 to all Ranger Skills

+30 to Agility

+30 to Perception

+30 to Speed

[Additional Effects] 

Avoid Detection: Remain motionless

and completely blend in with your surroundings.

Blurry Target: Range damage is mitigated by 40 

percent due to your outline being heavily obscured.

"Nix..." Del's pale featured were flushed as she turned the armor over in her hands. The overlay had fused with the armor. "This was just basic amor." 

"Yeah. As I said, I'm a Tailor. Now get the fuck out. You've wasted enough of my time."


Chapter 141: Upgrading Armor

"Now stand still and don't move Cora." Del stood next to her grandfather and his personal guard. Cora was standing in plain view, in front of a Shunberry bush. She was wearing the armor that Nix had modified. After a few seconds, she started to fade until she was completely invisible. 

"No skill or magic is being used." Sai Tali's old eyes stared at the spot where the young dhassi was standing. "My ability to see through stealth is completely useless. 

Cora scratched her cheek, causing her camo to break. Her pale face blushed furiously. "Sorry..." 

"Where did you get this Del?" Morai Sai Tali was considering the field applications of the armor. If a party was willing to remain completely still, then no amount of detection would find them.

Del dropped her eyes. In the end, Nix had exercised the Guild Office Expelling options to remove her from the room. He was uncommonly difficult. "Inferno Guild Leader Nix is a Tailor. He used some sort of cloth overlay to add the enhancement."

"Guild Leader Nix?" The Grand Elder nodded in satisfaction. The human had been the reason for the Ain'Dhassi captives returning. "Perhaps you could arrange a meeting? He deserves my thanks."

Del gave her grandfather a slight nod. It definitely wasn't the best time to mention that her relationship with the Inferno leader was a bit rocky. "I will try Grandfather. He resides in the other world, and spends most of his time there."

Sai Tali had been surprised to learn that the Guild to enter through the Ced'Far entrance was filled with Level 1 classes. This had caused the dhassi to dismiss them as unimportant. In a turn that no one predicted, Inferno had been able to register all the guilds that entered Oasis and at the same time acquire their Governing votes. Now those registered guilds would begin to rise in power while Inferno could sit back and control things from their Guild Office. "Just stay on his good side Del." 

***********

Nix easily kept pace with the Mantas of Jun Li and Semmi. Fey would occasionally mess with the water creature mounts by breathing flames into the air. Nix would pretend to scold her but was secretly patting her shoulder. He enjoyed a bit of fun. 

Semmi pointed at the herd of animals below. Unlike Colonial World seeds, Oasis Seed's teemed with natural wildlife. "Where are you taking us to Nix?

After exploring with Junie and Sem for a few hours, he had found a nice spot on the map that he wanted to see. A few minutes later Fey landed on a large plateau. 

[Disclaimer: local area maps are available, the full Seed map requires exploration to reach 80 percent]

Jun Li whistled, "kinda secluded Nix, but really pretty." 

Semmi nodded in agreement. "Definitely a lot of grass."

Nix pointed to the low mountain peaks that butted up to the plateau. "This would make great grazing for livestock, there are several acres of woods right before the high peaks. I'd put a place back there, at the base of the mountains." 

The trio walked through the woods on foot, it was nearly half a mile until they ran into the base of the mountain. A river could be heard running nearby, it took them a few minutes to find it because of the thick foliage. 

Nix knelt on the bank to cup some of the water in his hands. "Not too cold, next time I'm going swimming." 

Semmi took a seat on the grassy bank. "What's the plan Nix? Keep pounding Mermaid City?" Her short blonde hair was sticking up from the ride in. 

"Yes, but there's also the Embassy." Nix picked up a blade of grass and twisted it while he spoke. "It has to be important right?"

Jun Li had taken her boots off and was soaking her feet in the water. "Sulane told me that the Onion Quest was the highest-rated Guild quest that she's ever seen completed. Even their Earth Stone quest wasn't rated as high." 

"I see the problem." Semmi picked up a handful of pebbles and started tossing them in the water while she spoke. "Guilds get so caught up in gear and raiding, they forget about quests. The quests we've completed have been incredibly lucrative if you think about it." 

The group sat in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts.

"I should take up fishing," Jun Li gave Nix a tentative smile. "It's dumb right?"

Nix shook his head. "Not at all. I'll do it too, We'll be fishing buddies." 

Semmi stared at the two of them, not sure if they were serious. "Okay, count me in! Where can you even train fishing?" 

Jun Li shrugged. "Hey... What do you mean when you say the Embassy has to be important?" 

"On a pure content level, how important would you say the 69th floor was?" Nix brought up his hud and accessed the quest interface. 

Semmi considered the question and shared a glance with Jun Li. "If you think about it, you'd have to say it's the most significant result in Colonial so far." 

Jun Li nodded in agreement. "Certainly true, but what's your point?"

"We can agree that having access to Parliament is something that every Upper-Tier guild would like." Nix paused for a moment, "that's just the 69th floor. We need to find the next big payoff in the Embassy before someone else does."

Semmi whistled. "Resolute had been planning to stay in Colonial for at least another year, but that changed with our ability to register their guild." 

Jun Li pulled her feet out of the water and sat them on the small rocks at the water's edge. "When Resolute leaves, all the strong Upper-Tier guilds will be gone. That means we'll have the edge as we continue going up the tower."

Nix stood up slowly, "I'm going to make overlays for everyone's armor. There are a few experiments I can try to change the improvements." 

The trio summoned their mounts and headed back toward the exit platform. "I'll catch up with you guys later, Fey wants to explore a bit more." Nix waved to his companions and then Fey banked hard and headed toward the mountains. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Don't forget about fishing.

Inferno: Semmi: The guild is making a lot of exploration progress, my hud says that Haven is at 35 percent. We'll be able to access the map when it passes 80. 

Fey extended her wings fully and glided with little effort. "I don't care about exploring Nix. What do you have planned?

"I'm going to Phai City. First I need to have some proper armor. There's a canyon up ahead. Land wherever a massive explosion would do the least amount of damage."

Fey found the canyon and then turned north, it ended a few miles later in a large area that reminded Nix of a large granite bowl. "Good enough Nix?" 

"Yes. Land here and put some space between you and me." 

[New Crafting methods are available in Oasis. Would you like to convert your Colonial Tailoring to the Oasis methods?]

Nix considered the options for a moment and then decided to do it. "Yes."

[Congratulations on becoming an Oasis Tailor]

Hunting: 100/100

Leather Making 100/100

Tailor 100/500

[Use the menu to select your option]

Nix selected Tailoring and then scrolled through the lists. There wasn't an option for what he wanted, but in the end, he found a choice labeled 'Create.'

The face of an Ain'Dhassi male popped up on his Nix's hud. It was obviously completely automated.

[State your creation clearly.]

"I wish to make cloth overlays for armor." Nix had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. What if that wasn't possible with the new system?

[Select the Overlay Material]

Nix chose the camouflage cloth that he had made earlier.

[Overlay: Camoflauge]

[Select the item being enhanced]

Nix chose the evolving Fire Palace Armor that Shae had made for him. 

[Overlay: Camoflauge] [Champion's Fire Palace Armor]

[You can add up to four Bonus Enhancements for this overlay.]

Nix chose the three legendary types of leather he had in his inventory, after thinking about it he added the Ced'Far leather also. 

[Overlay: Camoflauge] [Champion's Fire Palace Armor] [Bonus Enhancement: Kraken Leather] 

[Bonus Enhancement: Leviathan Leather] [Bonus Enhancement: Lamia Leather] [Bonus Enhancement: Ced' Far Leather]

[The technique you are creating is considered a New creation, all New creation fees are waived.]

[Warning: Some of the Enhancement items carry bonuses that are unavailable in Oasis. In exchange they will be converted to the calculated equivalent.]

"Damn... So what. I do like free shit." Nix selected the craft icon. 

From reflex Nix had closed his eyes and braced himself, however, there was no massive explosion or release of power from using so many high-quality items. A smile played on his face when he picked up the armor. "Now we are talking." 

[The Overlay method has been created and saved in your Crafting Menu.]

Nix closed the hud and the Dhassi face faded away. 

Emerald Chameleon [Evolving]

Medium Armor: Tyrant V

Armor Class: 1200

+ 50 to all Statistics

[Immunities]

Fire

Ice

Critical Hits

Description: Seamlessly blends into the surroundings.

Camouflage only breaks when attacking. 

[Limiter: Because of your Inactive Class, no further enhancements are available until activation]

"Okay... that might be a bit OP for Colonial, but I'm betting Del and Raine have better stuff." Nix put the armor on. 

Nix activated Deep Blue and then selected Phai City.


Chapter 142: Phai City

Nix slipped on his wolf mask and stepped off the platform in Phai City, stopping for a moment to take in all the differences from his last visit. The smells, noises, and general chaos was an impressive and welcome change. The market square was filled with vendors aggressively hawking all sorts of goods. Class trainers were lined up against the South wall at the edge of the market. Without anything pressing, he decided to first check them out. 

Next to the Class trainers were skill trainers and a few scroll vendors that sold common skills. It was here that Nix purchased three fishing scrolls. After reading the scroll description, he was pleasantly surprised to find that no other purchase would be required. It contained the basic fishing starter kit. 

With the exception of the vendors, nearly everyone kept their faces covered. There was an auction going on in the northeast corner. He had hoped to observe the interactions but it ended just as he walked up. Three Fir'Dhassi men were examining the horses they had purchased. 

The seller was quite animated, he kept mentioning their pedigree and how they were getting the fastest horses in Oasis. Nix studied the mounts, one stallion, and three mares. All three mares were brown, and the stallion was black as coal with a single splash of white on his forehead. 

Nix liked the white mark, it looked like lightning to him. "Hmm... I could call you Flash." 

"Stand aside!" A tall Fir'Dhassi was bulling his way through the crowd, Nix couldn't see who he was escorting. Several of the other customers voiced loud complaints. 

Nix had to adjust his course so that he would accidentally be in the dhassi's way. A hand gripped his shoulder and spun him around, Nix used the momentum to strike the inside of the dhassi's elbow with his fist. The dhassi grimaced and clutched his elbow. 

Nix smiled apologetically. "You okay friend? 

"Did you strike my clansman?" A familiar voice spoke from behind the Fir'Dhassi. A moment later Raine Xai stepped out from behind the tall dhassi. 

Nix was suddenly thankful he had put on the wolfmask. "Are you blind? The dhassi grabbed me when I wasn't looking. Wait a moment, you look familiar. Are you talking about the Assholio Clan?"

Several snickers and laughs could be heard in the surrounding crowd. The sound of weapons being drawn turned the crowd silent. 

Nix noticed that Raine didn't draw a weapon. "Don't do any fighting Princess?"

Raine pulled a singular long blade from a scabbard that was strapped to her back. "I do some fighting." 

"Oh, I see." Nix cleared his throat, "got a spare blade? I seem to have left mine at the Inn." He shrugged and showed the crowd his empty hands, a moment later 12 emerald flame strands wrapped around the sword-arm of Raine Xai, the sound of sizzling of flesh could be heard as the blade dropped to the ground. Nix dug his toe into the sand and kicked a large cloud of dust at her. 

Raine pulled a hideout dagger from her belt and slashed at the cloud. The dust settled a moment later showing that no one was there. 

[Detection]

Raine Xai's eyes glow with the blessing of True Sight.

Nix walked softly passed the Fir'Dhassi who had been admiring their horses but had now stepped away to lend their assistance. Not worried about being detected he grabbed the horses leads one at a time. 

"Where is he?" Raine glanced around the auction area while rubbing her burnt arm. "Find him, he couldn't have gone far." She bent down to pick up her blade, only to discover that it was gone. 

Nix waited until the Fir'Dhassi spread out and Raine looked away, then he activated Deep Blue and chose his binding point. It was a few seconds before anyone noticed his appearance, by then it was too late. 

A shout alerted Raine who turned a moment before the sword/horse thief disappeared. Nix waved her blade in the air. "Thanks, Princess." 

Nix stepped off the Haven platform a moment later with four horses and a sword. Fortunately, no one was around when he arrived. He placed the sword in his inventory and then placed his hand on the stallion's head. 

[Do you wish to unsummon this mount?]

"Yes." Nix unsummoned each of the mares after that and then summoned Fey. A half-hour later, Fey landed on the plateau they had visited earlier. Nix summoned all four horses and then turned them loose.

"Nice looking horses." Fey watched them with an interested eye.

"Don't eat my horses." Nix watched them charge away, there was plenty of grass and water in the area, they should be fine. He stowed their bridles away and activated the Guild Office Icon.

The Guild Office was empty. Nix took a seat on the couch and opened the crafting menu. The Wolfmask that he liked to wear was too recognizable. He brought up the tailor menu and chose the alterations option. The Ain'Dhassi face from before appeared in his hud once again.

[Which item would you like to alter?]

[Enhanced Wolfman Mask]

It was here that Nix discovered it was possible to change the appearance of any item without altering the statistics. 

[Warning: Some of the Enhancement on this item are unavailable in Oasis. In exchange they will be converted to the calculated equivalent.]

He chose black for the color change and was about to select the crafting icon when he noticed the Enhance option was blinking.

[There are two enhancement slots available for this item]

Nix chose to add Lamia and Kraken leather.

[Enhanced Wolfman Mask] 

[Lamia Leather] [Kraken Leather]

[Please select items new appearance]

Nix considered the options, one type hid the eyes and upper part of the face while the other masked part of the nose and the lower part of the face. "With my eyes, I better hide the upper part." 

[Appearance Change: Enhanced Wolfman Mask] [Black] [Mask: Lower Face] [Enhancements: Lamia Leather, Kraken Leather]

Nix frowned at the 20 million credit crafting charge. "fuck!! What about my free shit?" He selected the crafting icon. 

Snake Eyes

Mask: Tyrant I

True Sight: Enhanced vision that enables the wearer to 

see through illusions and stealth

Night Eyes: Sharpens' vision to see in darkness. 

Charmed Vision: Immune to charm.

Your Tailoring skill has improved to 104.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] There's a fight brewing in the Northside courtyard.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Anyone from Inferno?

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] No... Raine Xai and Del Tali. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] My money is on Del. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] You aren't going to step in?

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] All weapons are locked in Inventories. At the very most, they'll beat each other up. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] There's always a workaround Nix.

Nix stared out the window for a moment. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Fine, I"ll put on my diplomacy hat. 

Nix found Semmi and Pon sitting at the cafe, the old mage was nursing a cold beer while enjoying the show. The voices of the two dhassi were quite loud but no one had resorted to violence yet. 

"The armor had a distinct coloring, just like the one your clansman is wearing!" Raine pointed at Cora who was standing behind a group of Ain'Dhassi. She was wearing the basic armor that Nix had put the overlay on. 

Del's blue eyes showed their anger. "Cora hasn't left Parliament today. We aren't responsible for your inability to retain your belongings." 

Nix bit his lip to keep from smiling. Del was being reasonable while making sure to twist the dagger a bit. He winked at Semmi and approached the arguing dhassi. 

Inferno: Semmi: Oh shit...

Inferno: Pon: And the Diplomacy master steps in. 

"I made the armor. As you can see, I wear a similar set." Nix didn't bother to hide the amusement in his voice, both dhassi turned to face him. 

Raine frowned. "Guild Leader Nix." 

Del offered him a smile. "Nix." 

Nix deliberately stealthed and moved to the other side of them before reappearing. "Don't the dhassi constantly raid and steal from each other? Why are you disturbing the peace of Parliament over a personal dispute?"

Del bowed her head slightly. "I have no part in this feud, she is accusing us without evidence. I will step away without further conflict."

Raine's eyes had glowed when he stealthed, she had definitely used magical detection on him. "Raids for resources are part of our culture. This does not extend to the stealing of personal treasures." 

"That's a bit self-centered, right? Who gets to decide what's too valuable to acquire? Aren't you being a bit ungrateful? Didn't the Ain'Dhassi recently protect the life of someone important to you?"

"Guild Leader Nix has a point Apprentice." A male voice spoke from the crowd, they parted willingly as he walked slowly toward the arguing dhassi. He wore dark brown leather armor and his light brown hair was tied up in a ponytail. His face had the healthy tan of a person who spent their life outdoors. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] There are two paths in the Ranger tree right, sword, and bow?

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Yes, bow and dual-wielding swords.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] What Oasis Class would be heavy into woodlore and wield a single long blade? 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Nature's Wrath or Wrath for short. 

Nix bowed slightly to the newcomer. "Master Delyn, well met." 

Delyn returned the bow. "You know my name, yet we have never met. That's very curious." 

Nix kept his face expressionless while they stared at each other. "I could say the same, Sir." 

A smile creased Delyn's face. "Fair enough." He turned slightly to face Raine. "Drop this matter Apprentice, if the blade is truly yours, then it will find its way back to you." 

Inferno: Nix: What a load of shit. 

Inferno: Pon: Too mumbo jumbo for me. We should have let them fight, my money was on Raine. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] Special mission, you and me. Are you available?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] Yes. Be there in a few minutes.


Chapter 143: The Seventh Floor

Mina was waiting for Nix when he boarded his houseboat a few minutes later. He decided he would upgrade her Kraken Armor while she gave him the mission details. 

Nix brought up the crafting menu and chose the Overlay method that had been saved earlier. He began navigating through the menu to find the correct option. There was no Ain'Dhassi help screen this time. 

"Let me see your amor Min." Nix held out his hand and waited while she unequipped the Kraken set he had given her. 

"Was there a problem in Parliament?" Mina hadn't been spending as much time in the governing building as the rest of Inferno. 

Kraken Armor [Water Mage only]

Description: This thick but surprising light

armor grants its wearer the boon of the sea.

+100 to Water abilities. Immunity to range damage.

All damage is reduced by thirty percent. 

"A small misunderstanding. My intervention wasn't really needed." Nix placed the Kraken Armor in the targeting slot. 

[Overlay: Camoflauge] [Kraken Armor]

[You can add up to four Bonus Enhancements for this overlay.]

Nix added the four legendary types of leather from his inventory.

[Overlay: Camoflauge] [Kraken Armor] [Bonus Enhancement: Kraken Leather] 

[Bonus Enhancement: Leviathan Leather] [Bonus Enhancement: Lamia Leather] [Bonus Enhancement: Ced' Far Leather]

[Warning: Some of the Enhancement items carry bonuses that are unavailable in Oasis. In exchange they will be converted to the calculated equivalent.]

[Crafting Cost: 600 million Credits]

Nix stared at the crafting cost but didn't say anything to Min. Taking out a few of the enhancements would definitely bring it down. He had a feeling that it was the Ced 'Far leather that was driving the price up so high. 

"Problem Nix?" Mina noticed his hesitation. 

Nix shook his head. Since he regularly transferred credits into a real-world account, 600 million was nearly everything he left in Colonial assets. Nix glanced up, Mina was watching him. The image of a small Aquarion girl who liked to draw on Soup's shell flashed into his head. "No, it's fine."

Nix activated the craft icon. 

Ocean Queen [Filamina Only]

Medium Armor: Tyrant IV

Armor Class: 1000

+ 30 to all Statistics

Damage Reduction 40 percent.

All Sea Abilities have increased by 50 percent.

[Special Ability: Minion]

Summon a Sea Devil to fight by your side.

[Immunities]

Range Damage

Critical Hits

Description: Seamlessly blends into the surroundings.

Camouflage only breaks when attacking. 

Nix handed the armor back to her. He grinned at her when she put it on. The color had changed to ocean blue camouflage and a silver crown was perched on top of her white hair. 

"Nix? What is this armor?" Min was looking at the statistics, it didn't match up with anything she had ever seen. 

Nix gestured to his bedroom. "Better check out the rest in the mirror." 

The Ocean Queen armor hugged Mina's contours perfectly. The faintest image of scales could be seen on the blue armor. Mina's hair which had been hanging down was automatically placed in a single braid that flowed down her back. The silver crown had a blue sapphire set in the middle. 

"The amount of Vila in my stable dropped from 40 to 30." MIna frowned at the number, they had worked hard to get the Vilas. 

"Maybe the Sea Devil will make up for it?" Nix stood up and headed for the side ladder. "Brief me on the way Min." 

Min followed closely behind him, "our spies have discovered that the Matriarchs are seeding the God's path. Our recent progress may have alerted them." 

"Seeding it with more Vila?" 

"Doesn't matter. They are placing them on the 7th floor. In order to do that, they access a hidden entrance on the second stage of the 6th floor." 

"We've already cleared 6.2." Nix grabbed Min's hand and chose the 6th-floor staging area in Mermaid City. 

They stepped onto the 6th-floor platform. It was completely empty, none of the mid-tier guilds were even close to Inferno. 

"Yes. We follow them through and then clear the stage. That jumps us to the 7th floor." 

Nix nodded. "They both stealthed and then stepped onto the 6.2 platform, a few minutes later they were swimming down a long hall. 

Inferno: Nix: Where's the door located?

Inferno: Mina: Turn left at the next intersection then it's halfway down the hall. A small discoloration on the stones marks the entrance. 

Inferno: Fajii: What are you doing in Mermaid City Nix?

Inferno: Mina: Special Mission Fajii, please clear the channel. 

Inferno: Nix: We'll talk when we get back Fajii. 

They arrived at the discoloration a few minutes later. They moved closer to the ceiling and maintained their stealth. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] I keep thinking about the Chaos Gate. Why do you suppose we were married in the illusion?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] You want a daughter, seems like they should be a package deal. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] Makes sense I suppose. 

******************

Nix and Mina waited nearly two hours before moving down the hall could be seen. Two Matriarchs moved swiftly toward them, they stopped near a mark on the floor and one of them pointed a device at the wall. A moment later a small portion of the wall slid open. 

Nix and Mina flashed through the opening before they had time to close it. 

Nix raised both hands and shot six flame strands toward each Matriarch, the emerald flames wrapped around their torso, pinning their arms. Mina summoned her Vilas and turned them on the Matriarchs. A few months earlier this would have been an even battle, but not any longer. 

With the Matriarchs easily disposed of, Nix picked up the device that had opened the wall while Mina salvaged the Ricoli Devices. 

Nix paused while she retrieved the second one. "Doesn't this seem like a rather menial task for a Matriarch?"

Mina nodded in agreement, "it does. There should be a round chamber up ahead. We will need to start clearing mobs from then on. " 

Nix nodded and they both stealthed before continuing down the hall. Tentatively they entered through the archway that led to the round chamber. The room was completely empty. "This right Min?"

Min shook her head. "It shouldn't be empty." A second archway on the far side of the room was the only other exit from the chamber. 

Nix and Min started toward it when they heard the grating sound of stone on stone, a moment later two large doors slammed shut over the archways. 

"Filamina... So nice of you to visit us again." A female voice sounded near where the entrance had been. A tall Aquarion woman, dressed in light armor and carrying a staff, walked toward them. 

Inferno: Mina: NIX! Gate out now!

Nix grabbed Min's hand and activated Deep Blue.

[You may not gate out of this location at this time]

Two other Aquarion's appeared near the first. "They moved forward slightly, flanking Nix and Mina. 

Inferno: Nix: Three Matriarchs, we've handled harder. 

Inferno: Mina: No Nix... These are Elder Matriarchs, the strongest of our kind. 

"Filamina... You seem a bit distraught." The Elder Matriarch continued to walk toward them. All three of them summoned their creatures at the same time. 

Mina had her 30 Vila move in front of them. "Three Elders, to deal with me?"

"You?" The Elder Matriarch laughed loudly, a sound that mimicked 'nails on a chalkboard.' "Why would I need help dealing with my own Grand Daughter? We've come to deal with the Archon before his strength grows beyond us."


Chapter 144: A New Age

[Summons: Soup]

"Archon? I'm not really sure what that is but I assure you I'm only a Fire Mage. " Nix guessed there were roughly 50 beasts, which meant the three Elder Matriarchs could summon more. 

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] We have trust, right? Unsummon your Vilas. 

"I'm Guild Leader Nix of Inferno." Nix placed his hands outward with the palms up. "Mina, this isn't a fight we can win. Please put your Vilas away." 

Inferno: Mina: 6.2, North Hall, halfway down there's a mark on the stone floor. 

Mina unsummoned her Vila. "Nix, you have the honor of addressing Elder Matriarch Cai'Song." 

"That's a familiar name." Nix smiled pleasantly, "the Artifact on the 12th floor is called Cai'Song." 

Nix could see the resemblance in the facial features. However, unlike Mina's warm beauty he found Cai'Song to be hideously cold. 

"My Grandmother was one of the Elder Matriarchs that worked together to construct it." Mina's voice was soft, her secret shame was exposed to him. 

Nix grabbed her hand as if to comfort her but secretly placed the wall opening device in her hand. 

"The sins of one generation die with them. Are you aware that three of the Aquarion women from the Souza Accord are pregnant with female babies?" Nix understood that Inferno was fast and that no one was better at deploying then Jun Li and Semmi.

Cai'Song scoffed at him. "Useless lies, we've given no access to the females from Mina's faction. "

"The offspring of Aquarion women and human men are inherently female." Nix wasn't sure if that was accurate, but the Elder Matriarchs didn't know that. 

Cai'Song didn't react at all. "Half cast offspring, it would be better if they were never born."

"I see... you already knew." Nix heard Mina's sudden gasp. "How is using a human girl to change the gender of an unborn Aquarion baby any different? The Artifact does the combining, so therefore it is acceptable?" 

Inferno: Nix: Grab onto Soup when he goes by you. 

"Grandmother! Is this true? The Elder Matriarchs have hidden this from us? We could have taken a path of peace! Our races could have lived together." Mina's voice grew louder as she spoke, there was an element of anguish that made Nix want to comfort her. 

Nix used his companion commands to have Soup target the closed door behind them.

Cai'Song laughed loudly, the sound of it made Nix's blood boil. "What kind of Colonial woul..."

Nix didn't let her finish.

[Battering Ram: Target]

Soup exploded toward the door, Mina managed to latch on as he flashed past her. Nix stepped forward to cover their retreat. 

[Aura Ignition] 

He focused on pushing his flames outward, the result was a wave of Emerald flames being sent out in all directions. The room shook with an impact an instant later as Soup crashed through the stone door. 

[Command: Retreat] 

Nix moved forward toward Cai'Song

[Nullified]

A blast of Wind has silenced Cai'Song. 

The sea beasts all moved toward him at once. He pushed a dozen flame strands outward and gave Soup his last order. 

[Command: Shield Ally: Filamina]

[Vacuum]

A look of panic crossed the Elder Matriarch's face as an irresistible force pulled her toward Nix. 

An instant later Nix was overrun by dozens of sea-beasts. He grabbed Cai'Song and dodged to one side, teeth tearing at both his legs just before a strong pair of jaws latched onto his shoulder forcing him to the ground. 

Nix has activated his bloodline. 

[Second Form: Salamander] 

A wave of power blasted outward in all directions. The entire area shook for a few seconds and then stopped, leaving only destruction in its wake. The walls of the room were completely blown out, the charred remains of the beasts were littered across the crumbled walls and ceilings. 

Nix found Cai'Song a few meters away. Oddly enough she was the only Matriarch to survive Nix's transition to Salamander. Blood was leaking out of her mouth, her face was badly burned and the look in her eyes was that of sheer terror. The chamber they had trapped Nix in, was nothing but a big oven where his enemies had been cooked. 

"Release me... Filamina will never forgive you if you kill me." 

"Even if that's true, I don't require forgiveness." A dozen barbed flame strands stabbed into her at once. She opened her mouth wide in terror to scream but was dead before any sound escaped. 

Nix felt the room spinning, the emerald salamander collapsed onto the corpse of Cai'Song. 

"Nix!" Mina's seemed to come from far away. A few seconds later she was kneeling next to him, stroking the smooth emerald skin of his head. She didn't even look at the corpses of the Elder Matriarchs. "Help is coming Nix." 

"Grab the ricoli artifacts from the Elder Matriarchs." Nix struggled to talk, his mouth kept filling up with blood. 

Mina nodded but didn't leave his side. "I can't bear this Nix, heal yourself."

The sound of running feet caused her to turn. Jun Li and Tess were the first through the door, Inferno had arrived. 

Tess took one look at him and shook her head. His left arm and leg were missing, they both looked like they had been bitten off. There was a ragged wound on his shoulder that was deep enough to put her hand in. "I can heal you Nix, but you know the deal with that." 

Nix understood, which is why he didn't heal himself. "Junie, that hall leads to the 7th floor. Clear it before we leave." 

[Disclaimer: In Colonial, the non-fatal loss of limbs cannot be healed by normal means. You can be fully healed, but the missing limb won't be returned unless you are rezzed or restored by game events.]

Mina looked up from her seat on the rubble. "We couldn't gate out, the rooms been altered somehow." 

Tess frowned, "my rezz is grayed out too Nix. Looks like you'll have to be revived at the Fire palace."

"No worries. Thanks for coming so quickly." 

You have died. 

Nix rolled over on the flat stone of the Fire Palace's Altar.

[Your gear is in need of repair]

[Your locked level of 100 had decreased by one level]

[You are suffering from resurrection sickness. All Statistics are decreased by half: Duration 3 hours]

"The fuck is that about?" Nix shifted slightly until his feet were hanging over the altar. "Is that because I crossed the Escalades Bridge?"

Nix walked toward the exit, checking his companion menu. Soup had been unsummoned during the blast. 

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to advance to the 7th floor. 

Inferno: Nix: Good job everyone. 

Inferno: Semmi: Want to hear the good news Nix? Haven is at 80 percent exploration so we can utilize the map options and start reserving homestead locations. 

Inferno: NIx: If you want to reserve a specific location, get the coordinates and give them to Semmi.

******************

A few hours later Nix was sitting on the banks of the river that ran through the area he wanted to claim. He had tried to check on Mina, but Fajii had asked him to wait. She would find him when she was ready to talk. 

[Activate Fishing Scroll?]

'Yes." 

A basic fishing pole has been sent to your inventory.

A basic tackle box has been added to your inventory.

A container of live bait has been sent to your inventory. 

[You have learned the fishing skill. 1/500]

Nix set up the line with a leader and bobber. Once he was happy with the result he baited the hook. He cast the line and leaned back on the grassy bank. "And so the great fishing saga begins." 

[You've been invited to a secret chat channel: GoFish. Do you accept?]

"Yep." 

GoFish: Jun Li: You got our stuff?

GoFish: Nix: Yep, all set. I'm at the spot already. 

GoFish: Semmi: Wait for us Nix!

GoFish: Nix: Too late. 

Nix waved when he spotted two mantas heading toward him. He handed them their fishing scrolls and then went back to his seat on the grass and then cast his line. 

[Your fishing skill has improved: 2/500]


Chapter 145: Settling Haven

Fey sat near the three fishermen, waiting impatiently. It was getting to the point where she started giving fishing advice. "Junie... you should have set the hook. Now your worm is definitely gone." 

In three hours of fishing, they'd only managed to catch five fish between them. Jun Li caught three while Nix and Semmi each caught one. The fish they had caught were quite pathetic, so Nix had summoned Fey and offered them to her. Now she was laying a few meters away grumbling about how slow they were. 

"Fey... Gonna send you away and ban you from the fishing club." Nix checked his skill level, it had risen to 17. 

Go Fish: Semmi: You read that letter from the Cabal yet?

Go Fish: Nix: No. I will take a look today. A lot going on with dockets and daily raids. 

Go Fish: Jun Li: You said you suffered a death penalty from your death in 6.2?

Go Fish: Nix: Yep. Loss of banked xp, equipment damage, and rezz sickness.

Go Fish: Semmi: Morti and the Embassy team are on level 79. We should find out what the special floor on 80 is pretty soon. 

The sudden pounding of hooves caused all three of them to turn. Flash and the Mares that Nix had acquired in Phai City had arrived. 

Jun Li glanced at Semmi before looking back at him. "Nix.." Jun Li was trying to keep a straight face. "What are those?"

Nix turned his attention back to his fishing and cast the line out again. "Looks like horses." 

Semmi was staring at the black stallion. "Three mares and a stallion. Just like the four that were taken from the auction house in Phai City."

Nix nodded in agreement. "Freakish coincidence. Haven has its own wildlife you know." 

Jun Li slowly reeled in some line. "So... you're saying those are wild horses?" 

"Definitely wild." A huff on the back of Nix's hair caused him to turn around, the smooth black muzzle of one of the mares pushed against him. He reached up and patted her head. 

"Nix..." Semmi smiled and held out her hand, the mare walked toward her and investigated. "Where's the sword?"

Nix accessed his inventory and held out a rather long-bladed sword. It's bound of course so I can't equip it. Might use it to chop wood, or maybe dig for worms." 

Avenger [Class Specific: Nature's Wrath]

Tyrant: V

[Bound: Statistics Unavailable]

"Holy shit Nix." Jun Li held out her hand and waited while he passed it to her. "Stats can't be seen if the blade isn't yours? Tyrant V? What kind of rating is that?"

She sat her pole down and took a few practice swipes in the air. Jun Li was the best swordsman in the Guild. Nix had seen her in action more than a few times, she was fast, tricky and ruthless. "If this wasn't bound, I'd be begging you to give it to me." 

"No need for that, I would have given it to you already in that case." 

Semmi watched as the sword flashed from side to side. "You better not use that to chop wood Nix."

Nix smiled. "Too late," he admitted and pointed to a pile of wood he had cut up and stacked against a large tree. 

"...." Jun Li.

'...." Semmi. 

The thundering sound of hooves made all of them look up again. The horses galloped away, several Mantas were heading toward them. 

Go Fish: Jun Li: Damn it. We've been found.

Jun Li handed the sword back to Nix and he quickly stowed it away.

Nix had been expecting Pon and Wind, they were also accompanied by Nansu and Chael.

The Alchemist pointed out the small herd in the distance. "Whose horses are those?"

"They're wild," Nix said quietly. 

"Nix's," Jun Li admitted.

"Nix's," Semmi Agreed. 

"It's pretty up here Nix." Nansu brought up the area map. "Grasslands, a river, some forest, and a view of the mountains; this place has it all."

Nix nodded, "That's why I chose it. Morti will like it also."

"He's been working hard on the Embassy levels." Nansu pointed to Nix's bobber that had just been pulled down. "Set that Nix." 

"Huh?" Nix set the hook, he felt the momentary weight on the line before he lost the bite. "Damn… too slow." He slowly reeled the line in, the hook was bare. "Bastard took my worm again." 

He sighed heavily and stowed his fishing gear away. "My fishing skill is stuck at 17."

Semmi put her gear away also. "With better poles and bait, who knows what you'll catch here when your skill gets higher."

Inferno: Semmi: I promised to send everyone a small brief on some of the classes So please read it at your leisure. I'll continue to release new information and upgrade the old stuff. 

Tier 3 Classes: Upgradeable to 4.

[Ranger] This class is a hybrid of the druid/warrior classes. They are capable of burst dps and are masters of combat once they are outdoors. They can specialize in Desert, Ice or Forest environments. Traditionally these categories align with their race. Ain'Dhassi: Ice, Fir'Dhassi" Forest, Su'Dhassi: Desert. Within the ranger class are two combat specialties, Dual Swords and Bow. 

[Nature's Wrath] At first glance the Wraths may be hard to distinguish from Rangers. Wraths can use the bow but specialize in the long blade. They lack the druid spells that the rangers have but make up for it with advanced stealth capabilities and useful crowd control techniques. Their dps is easier to sustain than the rangers. Like rangers, they are masters of the outdoors.

[Druid] The class can do a little of everything. They have healing abilities and crowd control spells like group snare and root. The druid can shapeshift into any of nature's creatures that they've managed to tame. The pet is then labeled [Bonded] and placed in the druid's inventory. The bonded pet must be turned loose before the druid tames another pet.

[Berzerker] The Berzerker is the master of burst dps. The lower the health of the Berzerker the higher the damage output. Additionally, their dps output increases as the opponent's health decreases. With these two modifiers, the 'Zerks' damage can reach crazy high damage.

Rogue: The rogue class is a dual-wielding dagger class. They are masters of stealth and dps. There are two subclasses of rogues. The Rogue class is a prerequisite for two special classes: Burglar and Assassin. 

Burglar: A master of stealth and thievery. Lockpicking, pickpocketing and persuade are their main skills. This class can summon one shadow companion from the netherworld to permanently join them on their journey. The selection is random and irreversible. 

Assassin: The assassin's are masters of disguise and stealth. They are experts in the use of poisons and enjoy complete immunity to this craft. 

Iron Fist: A melee class that relies solely on their hands and feet for damage. They can master a multitude of martial art techniques. Supposedly they have an effective CC technique, but there is no information on this in the Parliament library. 

Shadow Fiend: The Shadow Fiend spends the first part of their existence grinding levels in the Netherworld. Once they leave, they can assume the form of any Nether creature they were able to defeat in single combat. This trip to Nether is called 'the Culling', and they can repeat it every 10 levels. 

Doppelganger: This class is one of the crazier ones. They can assume the identity and abilities of any creature or person that is willing to switch. The change lasts until the doppelganger breaks it. The target of the switch becomes a normal person/creature without any special abilities. 

Warrior: Exactly as it sounds. This is the tank. Their dps is generally crap, but they can hold aggro and absorb massive amounts of damage. Their skill line is dedicated to both single and multiple targets. 

Gladiator: The Gladiator is considered an Off-Tank. They can take a lot of damage and their dps is slightly better. This class can use most of the melee weapons and ranged weapons in the game. 

Night Walker: Become a vampire, creature of the night and all of that. I'm not sure what it entails, but there are some very powerful Vampire Lords among the dhassi. 

Sun Devil: As far as I can tell, these have the same abilities as the Nightwalker class. They have the opposite weaknesses and strengths pertaining to sunlight and night time. They have to find cover before nightfall, moonlight is deadly to them. They thrive in the sunlight, and yes they do feed on blood.

[Magical Paths]

Chaos: Deadly path of magic that uses souls for power. This is primarily a damage class but they also have some very scary illusion abilities. 

Nature: Natures path is pretty self-explanatory. 

Ice: Utilizes Ice to damage and control their enemy.

Fire: Like Nix and Pon, they burn shit up.

Death: Straight up Necromancer path. 

Ordained: Holy Magic, the best heals and rezzes in Oasis.

Hidden Classes; Supposedly there are many hidden classes. They can be found as drops or even purchased if you have enough credits. Some are pretty mundane, like Innkeeper or Caravan Master.

The group read the information that Semmi put out and waited while the rest of the Officer's joined them at the river. Fajii and Mina were the last two officers to arrive. 

Guild Officer: Nix: When we destroy the artifact on the 12th floor of Mermaid City, I intend to unbank my experience points. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: I agree. That seems like the best way to transition our members. I think a group between 5 and 10 should unbank and start on Oasis content.

Guild Officer: Pon: There are already five of us who have crossed the Escalade Bridge. We don't have any healers though. 

Guild Officer: Nix: For those unaware, Pon, Wind, Fajii, Semmi and myself have crossed. We need a healer and a tank to join us. 

Guild Officer: Wylie: I will come and so will Banzi. 

Guild Officer: Mina: I will come too. 

Guild Officer: Milat: You are needed more in Colonial Mina. 

Guild Officer: Mina: I wouldn't volunteer if there wasn't a way for us to go back. Thank you guys for testing that. 

Guild Officer: Nix: We'll take 10 total then. That will open up some 10 person raids in Oasis. We are still far away from beating Mermaid City. 

Guild Officer: Fajii: We can fill out the last two with Acolytes from the Scorched Earth Temple or perhaps the Mariner Knights. 

Guild Officer: Nix: We could use the range damage, either will work fine. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: There is one more thing we should be clear about. Coming to Oasis through the Escalade bridge and choosing a higher tier path can change you. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Even your crafting skills will be altered if you convert it to the Oasis system. Many of the enhances that are normal in Colonial don't exist in Oasis. 

Guild Officer: Mina: Is that why my armor is so different? Because you made it under the Oasis skill set?

Guild Officer: Nix: Kinda, I made the camouflage overlay under the new skill set. This enabled me to add four enhancements to the overlay. The effect was substantial. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Can you show us?

Guild Officer: Mina: Yes.

Ocean Queen [Filamina Only]

Medium Armor: Tyrant IV

Armor Class: 1000

+ 30 to all Statistics

Damage Reduction 40 percent.

All Sea Abilities have increased by 50 percent.

[Special Ability: Minion]

Summon a Sea Devil to fight by your side.

[Immunities]

Range Damage

Critical Hits

Description: Seamlessly blends into the surroundings.

Camouflage only breaks when attacking. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Damn...

Guild Officer: Sharl: That AC is the highest I've ever seen in armor. It's not even heavy armor. 

Guild Officer: Pon: Yeah, that's pretty nice.

Guild Officer: Semmi: How difficult to make?

Guild Officer: Nix: I can't make any more for the foreseeable future. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: We should go over the dockets today Nix. There are a few items. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Sure, I'll meet you there in a bit.

Guild Officer: Mina: Give him an hour Semmi, I have something I want to discuss.


Chapter 146: Avenger Returns (one)

Mina took a seat next to Nix on the grassy riverbank and waited until the rest of the officers had left. She held up three Ricoli artifacts. "We can use all three of these."

Nix whistled softly. "They should have some beasts still in them, right? Three Elder Matriarchs should have a stable of a hundred and twenty between all of them."

Mina nodded. "There were less than half that numbered deployed to deal with us. I guess they figured we'd be easy prey." 

"Elder Matriarchs... What kind of beasts are we talking about?" Nix watched her pale eyes closely, they weren't sad but there was a feeling of loneliness or perhaps isolationism. 

"My grandmother didn't deploy any of hers. They have been combined and altered to the point where I can't even guess what they are." Mina scooted closer and slid her hand through his arm. "She was the last of my family Nix, the very last." 

Nix felt the loss suddenly, he understood the emptiness it could bring. "She had to die Min. Either right then or when we got to the 12th floor." 

Her white hair tickled his ear as she leaned against his shoulder. Her voice was scarcely more than a whisper. "I wish it wouldn't have been you that did it." 

Nix felt the weight of those words, it was a while before he trusted himself to speak. "If it hadn't been me, then ..." 

Mina started crying softly against his shoulder, her body shaking slightly while Nix embraced her. "I know Nix, but I would have done it if it meant protecting you. Even that, I would have done it." 

"After we destroy the artifact, do you think the Souza Accord will be able to reunite with their people?" 

"I don't know Nix. There was a time when that question was so far away I couldn't consider it. We're on the 7th floor and now we have the stables of three powerful Elder Matriarchs." Mina sat up and kissed the side of his face. 

"Even if they don't accept you back, the Souza Accord has a home in the Sea-World and here in Haven." 

Mina smiled. "The name Lisa, it was your sister's name right?" 

"Yep, she was crazy funny and a talented artist." Nix stood and helped Mina to her feet. 

*******************

Nix waved at Mina who circled once on her Manta before flying away. After she left he brought up his hud and accessed the special menu that the Vasai Virtual Deep-Stay package came equipped with. His older sister had used the same email since she was a teenager, she might not know who Henry Jones was but she would certainly understand. 

Froglegs,

There's a place in the VR Colonial game that sells Camden apples. I believe it's a small town called Glory. Ask for the Innkeeper of the Kindled Spirit. 

Stixx,

He considered deleting the message, but in the end, he decided to send it. 

A few minutes later Nix entered the Guild Office in Parliament. Semmi was working behind one of the desks, she had changed out of her armor and was wearing comfortable clothes. 

"Nice clothes Sem. Casual day at the office?" Nix took a seat on the couch, the talk with Mina had sapped his motivation. 

Semmi offered him a bright smile. "I have a personal Tailor that makes whatever I ask for."

Nix laughed at her expression. "You wish. Hey Sem, explain how the Fur'Dhassi is managing to keep the guilds out of Parliament." 

Semmi spun the chair around, she had put on a green headband that kept her blonde bangs out of her eyes. "Right... Let's start with magical barrier that surrounds Parliament first."

"Why start there?" 

"Because I'm fairly certain the five of us who traveled through the Escalade bridge may now pass through it." Semmi zoomed in on the desk hud. "We are part of the Parliament Government now and as such are entitled to access just about everything that has to do with World Government."

Nix stared at the image she had brought up. It was the Parliament building and the surrounding courtyards. An opaque barrier surrounded the entire complex. 

"The 70th floor of the Embassy gave us access to Parliament. The barrier was in place to stop us from further exploration." 

Nix stared at the image, he'd been able to pass through with the Ice Sparrow when it was in puppet mode. "Now that the five of us had crossed the Escalade bridge the barrier will no longer restrict our access?" 

Semmi nodded. "Exactly right, There is a secondary zone set in a large circle around the barrier. This is a neutral zone of sorts, where the Fir'Dhassi has given up their rights to govern." 

Nix felt the sudden urge to take a quick trip. "Neutral zone my ass. I've been there twice and both times there were assassination attempts." 

"Go beyond the neutral zone and you will be immediately discovered. From what I've been able to gather, there are layers and layers of detection spell specifically set up for intruders." 

Nix frowned at the image. "If we pass through the barrier, they'll realize we've crossed the bridge and figured out a way to return to the Parliament."

"We are pretty smart, but eventually they'll put the pieces together and figure it out."

"Damn... No binding point in Parliament, the math would say we found a way to access one." Nix punched the pillow sitting next to him on the couch. 

"Unless..." Semmi looked like she was a bit nervous. 

"Hmm? Unless?" 

"We have an artificer. We can say that she made a Parliament bracer that is bound to a specific area rather than a binding point."

Nix crossed his arms. "Two things, first is that we don't have something like that. It doesn't exist. Secondly, that wouldn't cause you to look so nervous." 

Semmi squeezed out a slight smile. "They don't have a bracer like that here. They have no idea what Colonial has." 

Nix nodded in agreement. "That's true, they would be clueless to our artifacts."

"Our votes give us respect here in Parliament, however, once we are outside in Oasis we would be like baby ducks. We need allies Nix, strong ones that won't upset the balance of the Dhassi races." 

"Your talking about Human Guilds." Nix didn't hate the idea, he already had the votes which gave Inferno Political clout. 

"Let's put it aside for now. We can talk about becoming allies with the Guilds after we destroy the artifact. Please take me outside the barrier to the neutral zone." Semmi turned up her smile, she was well aware that her charm was nearly irresistible.

"No."

But only nearly. "Nix, as part of the governing body we can ask for Parliament escorts within the Neutral zone. It's within our rights. Guess who heads up the Parliament guard force?"

"It's Bael Strom, the guy we met when we first arrived on the 70th floor."

"Damn Nix, you're a good guesser."

"Makes sense that the Parliament security would greet the unknown newcomers." Nix considered her words. "Fine, get us an escort."

Semmi jumped to her feet and clapped her hands. "You the man Nix." She quickly equipped her armor while walking toward the door.

Nix hadn't moved from his spot on the couch. "Don't you have to set up the escort?"

Semmi grinned at him and bolted out the door. "Already did!"

NIx laughed at the blondes antics. "You're like a little kid Sem." 

Inferno: Nix: Is Morty available? I don't want to summon him if you guys are grinding levels.

Inferno: Sajana: It's fine Nix, he's just keeping me company while I shop. 

By the time Nix and Semmi made their way down to the northside Courtyard, Bael Strom and three other Fir'Dhassi were waiting. 

Bael watched them as they approached, his face was completely neutral. Inferno must have come through the Escalade bridge and somehow returned to Parliament. "You already know about the barrier. Does this mean you can cross now?" 

Nix nodded. "We have an artifact that can bind to any neutral area. Since the Parliament is neutral, we were able to return." 

Semmi watched Nix for any sign that he was being untruthful. The man was a block of ice. "We want to see the Ain'Dhassi camp if that's okay." 

Bael nodded. "I can take you to the entrance of their camp. Whether or not they allow you passage is up to them." 

The three Fir'Dhassi mounted up. Bael gave him a questioning look. "It's a long trip if you are walking."

[Summons: Mortimer]

Mortimer appeared an instant later, for some reason he was always on his hind legs when he arrived. He was nearly 14 feet tall and growing every day. 

"Nix!" Morti pushed his huge head into Nix's chest. 

Nix scratched Morti's ears roughly before looking up at Bael. "Our rides here." 

Nix gave Semmi a boost up and then climbed up behind her. Mort's back was so wide they just sat crosslegged. His thick fur made for perfect handgrips. 

"Hey... those are horses right?" Morti stared at Bael's mount. "Do they taste good?"

Bael bowed his head. "Greetings Titan, I am pleased to escort one of your kind." 

"Just call me Morti... You have really good manners." 

Morti waddled after the horses, as predicted Semmi and Nix were able to pass through the barrier without any issues. Since Morti was his spirit companion, so was he." 

The Bear had no problems keeping up with cantering horses. Although his big body waddled from side to side, his companions enjoyed a rather comfortable ride.

*****************

The Ain'Dhassi must have had scouts posted around there camp, by the time Bael had escorted them to the entrance, Del Tali was waiting.

Bael bowed his head slightly. "Greetings Serai Del Tali."

Del offered him a genuine smile. "Greetings Sentinel Strom."

Bael stayed on his horse but gestured to Nix and Semmi. "These two asked me to escort them to your camp." 

Del's blue eyes stared at the trio for a moment. "I will guarantee their safety Sentinel Strom. You may return to your post."

Bael nodded. "As you say Serai. I leave them in your care.' 

Inferno: Semmi: Kinda feel like I just got dumped. 

Inferno: Nix: Yep.


Chapter 147: Avenger Returns (two)

"Impressive." Nix sat comfortably at a round table set up outside of the Grand Elders tent. Within a few minutes of their arrival, the Ain'Dhassi presented an impressive feast with platters of meats, vegetables, and fruits.

Semmi could only nod her head. The blonde officer had immediately been swept away by a group of young Ain'Dhassi women. She returned a few minutes later with a wreath of flowers in her hair and a white dress. Semmi's pretty face was bright red with embarrassment.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] It looks like they are planning to marry you off.

[Whisper Semmi to Nix] Right. You aren't allowed to mention this ever again.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] No promises... You look nice though. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Thanks. 

Semmi was seated next to Del, directly across from Nix. It was hard not to notice the scout, even among the attractive Ain'Dhassi. 

Morti was wadding through camp with a dozen or so Ain'Dhassi youths on his back. The bear would stop every few minutes to take on more passengers. 

"Thank you for accepting my invitation Nix." The Grand Elder watched the Inferno Guild Leader with a discerning eye. He had seen the human's impressive tailoring skills but there was something else that seemed out of place. 

Nix paused while considering the statement. He definitely hadn't been invited. "It's a welcome opportunity to meet one of the Grand Elders of the Ain'Dhassi." 

Unlike the other Ain'Dhassi, Sai Teli kept his hair cut short. There was a ragged scar at his hairline that Nix hadn't noticed while in sparrow form. His pale blue eyes seemed ancient however his face was ageless. "Since we've gathered here as friends, please call me Sai."

Nix spotted Cora bringing a plate of fruit to the next table, she was wearing the armor that he had modified. "Is that your armor Cora?"

The young dhassi froze in place when she heard their visitor speak her name. Her white hair hung down her back in a single braid, Nix had only noticed her because of the camouflage armor. "How do you know my name?"

"I heard Del Tali mention it in the Courtyard when she was speaking with Raine Xai." 

"Oh I see. This armor was gifted to me by Serai Del because I passed the qualifications to begin training." Cora's face was flushed while she spoke, but she kept eye contact. 

"Ranger training?" Nix remembered from the assassination attempt that there had been three bows stacked together at the youth camp.

Cora nodded. "I really like the way it looks." 

Nix smiled warmly, she seemed like a teenager. "Could I see your bow? Or is it improper for me to ask?" 

Cora shook her head, "I don't mind." She glanced at Del who nodded in agreement A moment later she presented her bow. 

Basic Bow [Ranger Only]

+200 to Armor Class

+50 to Range

+50 to Accuracy

Nix turned on the bench and held the bow in his hands. It seemed to be made of a hardwood, something like Black Ash. It was shorter than he would have thought, perhaps a hybrid of the longbow and short bow. "Makes sense, a longbow would be cumbersome while hunting in deep foliage," he muttered to himself. He brought up his crafting menu and chose the Overlay.

[Camoflauge Overlay] [Basic Bow] [Camoflauge Clothe] [Fish Line Thread] 

The Grand Elder watched as he worked, he had never seen the human crafting methods displayed before. They seemed vastly different than the Dhassi techniques. "That clothe naturally blends into the surroundings?"

Nix nodded. "It's called Camouflage, it's my own invention. I only thought to apply it to objects recently."

Inferno: Semmi: Did you just claim to have invented Camouflage?

Inferno: Nix: Yes.

Sai didn't bother to hide the interest in his eyes."Amazing Guild Leader Nix. You can apply this to weapons also?" 

Nix waved his hand. "Just call me Nix, as you said, we are gathered here as friends. I haven't tried any weapons before, the only experimenting I've done is with different enhancements."

The Grand Elder glanced at Del, who seemed content to chat idly with Semmi while Nix crafted. "Del... perhaps as Cora's sponsor, you have a small enhancement that could be added. I'm very curious about the possibility of Tailor enhanced weapons."

Nix looked up at Del when she stood. "Sponsor?" 

Del nodded and handed him a small stone. "I sponsor Cora. That means her initial Ranger training will be done by me until she is ready to study under one of our Master Trainers."

"I see." Nix held the small stone in his hand and checked its enhancements. 

True-Strike

Description: A mysterious

stone that increases the chance of

scoring a critical hit. 

The Camo-Overlay for the bow could have up to two enhancements. Nix added stone and considered his options. Just one legendary leather wouldn't drive up the cost too much, the Lamia should add a poison element. 

[Camoflauge Overlay] [Basic Bow] [Forest Camouflage Clothe] [Fish Line Thread] [Bonus Enhancement: Lamia Leather]

"Since this is your training bow Cora, I shall gift you an enhancement on behalf of the Inferno Guild." Nix checked the setup and then selected the Craft option. 

Forest Viper [Ranger Only]

Bow: Tyrant I

+800 to Armor Class

+75 to Range

+75 to Accuracy

20 percent chance to score a Critical hit.

[Additional Effects] 

Lamia's Poison: A poison counter

is added to your target for each successful hit.

Avoid Detection: Remain motionless

and completely blend in with your surroundings.

Blurry Target: Incoming Range damage is mitigated by 40 

percent due to your outline is heavily obscured.

When he was done, he did a quick inspection and then handed the bow back to Cora. 

Cora's pale features flushed noticeably. "A Tyrant bow?" She looked at Del, "Is it okay for me to have something like this?"

Del inspected the bow and nodded her head. "In Oasis, sometimes events or special encounters can lead us to good fortune. Think of this as yours." 

There was an awkward silence that extended over the tables while the AIn'Dhassi stared at Nix. It lasted only a few seconds before the sounds of music playing distracted everyone. A dozen youths dressed in bright colors started dancing in a small circle. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] I can't take you anywhere.

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] Word will spread. Human crafters are skilled and our methods are creative and effective. You're right Sem, we need to unite the Guilds under one Alliance. Soon as we finish Mermaid City.

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Now you're talking. 

They enjoyed a pleasant meal with their Ain'Dhassi hosts. There was no talk of politics but several Ain'Dhassi approached the Inferno members during the meal to thank them for the return of their family members. The music and the dancing were a pleasant distraction. Wine and conversation had started to make Nix tired. He covered a yawn and finished the rest of his drink. 

A tall Ain'Dhassi approached their table just as Nix was finishing. "Morai Sai, Delyn Xai from the Fir'Dhassi has come." 

Nix took that as his cue. "We should be going Grand Elder Sai. Semmi and I both have important business in Colonial that requires our attention." 

Del stood bowed low. "Thank you for gifting my sponsor such a nice weapon. I shall gather an escort to bring you back."

Semmi shook her head. "We'll just gate out." 

Elder Sai's pale eyes stared as Nix and Semmi joined hands and then gated from their camp. The old dhassi sighed heavily. "It's true. They have an artifact that binds to an area."


Chapter 148: Avenger Returns (Conclusion)

Semmi and Nix appeared in Haven an instant later. The blonde officer gave Nix a questioning look. "Why the rush to leave?"

"I want to return something." Nix exited Haven and entered the Guild Office. 

An hour later, a stealthed Nix was trotting back toward the Fir'Dhassi camp. Nightfall had come, but it didn't affect Nix who had slipped his Snake eyes mask on. The bright colors of the Fir'Dhassi forest seemed to jump out at him as he increased his pace. 

During his conversation with Del, she had told him the location of both the Su'Dhassi and Fir'Dhassi camps. There were two guards at the entrance to the Fir'Dhassi camp, neither moved nor noticed anything when Nix walked directly between them. 

The Fir'Dhassi camp was smaller than he would have thought. Maybe they didn't bother with a large presence since Parliament was in their territory. It took Nix nearly another hour to check all the tents. 

Finally, he spotted her. The tall Fir'Dhassi was heading toward the largest tent in the compound. Nix frowned, he hadn't bothered to check that one, it was obviously the Dhassi version of the mess tent. A moment after Raine entered, a handful of Fir'Dhassi exited. Was Raine the cause? The Fir'Dhassi leader did seem a bit too serious for her own good. 

A wave of heat struck Nix in the face the moment he entered the large tent. He moved quickly to one side to avoid two dhassi males that were exiting. It was then that he stopped dead in his tracks. 'A fucking bath tent? What kind of Elf bathes in a barrel when there's a river outside? What about nature and spring water?' 

A form moved gracefully through the steam-filled air. Her dark blonde hair hung down just passed her waist. Nix didn't bother to turn away when she stepped into the water. He circled the inside of the tent to keep an eye on the only entrance. Raine was just easing into the hot water. The water stopped just below the curve of her breast, she cupped water in her hands splashed her face. 

A pile of clothes on a nearby benchmarked Nix's target. He'd place her sword on her things, and no one would be the wiser. They entered a moment later when she submerged her head and slicked her hair back. Two figures in dark clothes approached Raine slowly. 

Nix cursed his shitty luck. The two intruders had a slight glow around them. Did that mean they were stealthed? He had never used the true sight option of the Snake Eye mask. 

Inferno: Mina: Nix? Where are you?

Inferno: Nix: Can't talk now. 

They moved suddenly and faster than Nix expected. One-shot an object from some sort of wrist weapon while the other started to open a gate. Raine's unconscious body was dragged out of the hot water and through the gate. Nix dived at them before they could escape, slamming into the person holding Raine an instant before all four of them disappeared. 

A moment later Nix crashed into the ground. He rolled to one side and immediately stealthed. The two assailants were both on the ground, Raine was nearby where they dropped her. 

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] Your apprentice has been taken. 

The two figures drew their weapons, the eyes of one glowing softly. 

Neyma Xai has cast True Sight.

Nix froze in place as the two dhassi studied their surroundings. 

"It's fine, whoever it was is still at the camp." Neyma sighed and then glanced at the unconscious body of Raine. "Let's just kill her now and be done with it." 

"We've gone through the trouble of setting up a the site, it's no good unless the Ain'Dhassi are blamed." The second voice was a woman, but a mask hid her features. 

[Whisper: Delyn to Nix] Taken? Where?

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] Not exactly sure yet. Do you have a way to track her? 

Nix considered his options. He could feel that the two dhassi were much stronger than him. Attacking them would be useless, he might hold one for a few moments. 

Neyma wrapped Raine in a cloth and tossed her over one shoulder. The two dhassi started moving east at a trot. The weight of the dhassi didn't seem to bother him at all.

[Whisper: Delyn to Nix] If she had her old sword equipped, I could find her. 

"....." Nix. 

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] They dropped a rather nice looking long-blade when they gated in. 

Nix sat the sword in the long grass and continued after the dhassi. 

[Whisper: Delyn to Nix] What?

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] They dropped something when I escaped them, it was a long-bladed sword. 

[Whisper: Delyn to Nix] I'm on my way. Don't engage them Nix, they are both my level. 

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] I'll just follow them unless they try to hurt her. 

After 15 minutes of running, the duo stopped. Nix sighed heavily when he saw the horses that were tied behind some trees. 

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] They have horses... We're boned. 

[Whisper: Delyn to Nix] I'm at the sword! East?

[Whisper: Nix to Delyn] Yes... Just follow the sound of a Fire Mage getting his ass kicked. 

[Fire Root] 

Emerald flames have rooted Neyma in place.

[Fire Root]

Emerald flames have rooted Tyai in place. 

Nix managed to root both fighters before they discovered him. Both dhassi pulled out bows causing him to dive for cover. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

[Summons: Ducky]

[Summons: Tor, Cal, Shadai]

"Sick em Morti we only need a few moments!" 

[Absolute Challenge]

All Enemies are forced to attack Mortimer.

"Shadai, focus your heals on Morti only! Our first kill is Neyma!"

Ducky has charmed Tyai.

Tyai turned away from the Titan and slashed at the back of Neyma causing him to spin to one side. A huge paw bypassed his defense and sent the wounded Dhassi to the ground. 

Tyai has resisted charm. An angry dhassi looked around in confusion for a moment before noticing the Siren. Instantly she flashed toward her. 

[Aura Ignition]

12 strands of Emerald flames wrapped around the arms of Neyma. She screamed in agony as she pulled backward in an attempt to free herself. 

Nix was jerked forward, He held on desperately while getting slammed repeated from side to side. 

[Ground Pounder]

Neyma has been stunned.

Tyai has been stunned. 

Nix dropped the flame strands and targetted Neyma. 

[Fire Burst]

Five balls of superheated flame struck Neyma. 

Neyma is critically wounded and has entered a state of high vulnerability. 

Ducky has charmed Neyma. 

The wounded Neyma charged at Tyai slashing with his blade. 

Tyai cursed loudly and defended herself. 

Tyai has slain Neyma. 

"Bastards!" Tyai screamed in anger, her blade moving before Nix could react. 

Ducky has been slain. 

[Absolute Defense]

Half of all incoming damage is blocked by Mortimer's thick hide. 

The surprisingly fast Titan intercepted the dhassi fighter that was suddenly charging Nix. 

Meri Xai has cast entangled.

Roots have sprung from the earth and wrapped around Tyai's legs. 

"STOP!" A voice shouted from behind them. Delyn and three Fir'Dhassi had arrived. The Master swordsman placed himself between Tyai and Nix. "It's over Tyai" 

Tyai's eyes showed her anguish, she glanced back at the comrade she was forced to slay. "In the next life then." Without another word, she collapsed face-first on the ground. 

The Fir'Dhassi cleric moved to Tyai's side and knelt down for a moment before looking up, her eyes were grim. "She took Cheizel Root, she's dead." 

Nix turned toward his Arch Wings that were still flying above him. "Great job, you guys can head back." 

Cal nodded and a moment later all three vanished.

The dhassi cleric started working on the unconscious Raine. Delyn approached Nix who was covered in dirt and grass, but otherwise unharmed. 

"It seems I owe you a great debt of gratitude Nix." The dhassi placed a hand on Nix's shoulder, his eyes showing sincerity. "How did you get caught up in this?"

"I was exploring near the platform the two assassins arrived at. What's a platform doing out here in the middle of nowhere?" Nix unsummoned Mort while he talked. 

"There's an abandoned Temple nearby, the platform was made for their acolytes." Delyn bowed his head deeply. "Thank you for your efforts. What happened after that?"

"I stealthed and followed them. When they arrived at their horses I was forced to intervene." Nix breathed a sigh of relief when Raine finally stood up. She seemed a bit disoriented, but at least she was alive. 

"How did you track her through a sword?" Nix could see that the dressed Raine had already equipped the sword in question. 

"I forged the sword myself, as long as it isn't stowed away or in a hidden world, I can find it." Delyn turned back toward his people. "Gather everything together, we have to leave." 

"Hey..." Nix stared at the horses that the assassin's were planning to ride. "I don't have a horse myself, could I have those two?"

Delyn nodded, "their gear and horses all belong to you." 

Nix noted that they were both mares. "Thank you."


Chapter 149: A Clear Path

A week passed quietly, the Inferno Guild marched steadily forward in the tower and Mermaid City but were suspiciously quiet on the Oasis front. 

[Officer Meeting: Guildhall on Glory Island]

Guild Officer: Nix: We have two tough challenges to finish the week. The 79th floor and 7.9 in Mermaid City. Preferences?

Guild Officer: Jun Li: I prefer to head up the Mermaid City team. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: Same here.

Guild Officer: Nix: Those who want to take on the Mermaid Tower raise your hand.

Guild Officer: Jun Li: That means Pon, Wind, Banzi, Nix, and Chael will take floor 79. 

Guild Officer: Tess: With no heals? There's a five-person limit, so if you want me to go someone will have to swap out. 

Guild Officer: Sharl: Let Banzi come with the Mermaid City group, Morti can tank that floor. 

Guild Officer: Tess: Yes! I'm in!

Guild Officer: Nix: Okay, I'm sending everyone a short letter from a group called the Cabal. Please read and then we'll discuss. 

Nix,

We would like to congratulate you and the members of Inferno for your incomparable work in Colonial, the Embassy and Oasis. We've been observing the progress you have made these past few months, we feel that Inferno has all the parts necessary to become an Ascendant Guild. You're only a mid-tier Guild now, yet you wield more power than any of the Upper-Tier Guilds. Oasis is an important part of that journey, however, the Embassy is an equally vital piece. The Embassy was built to put the pieces in place for an Upper-Tier Guild to advance to the next level. We did not foresee that it would be Inferno that took the prize. 

Continue to advance and weigh your options carefully. At this time we can't offer you anything other than encouragement. 

Regards, TC

Guild Officer: Pon: That's some vague shit right there. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: The 70th floor is key in progressing passed the Upper-Tier level? 

Guild Officer: Wind: That would mean that the strongest Upper-Tier Guilds should have been battling to finish the 69th raid rather than the Escalades Bridge? 

Guild Officer: Nix: I've been studying this a few days. Beating the 69th floor gives us the ability to cross the Escalade and come back through the Parliament. That must be the key to this higher tier. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: I get it. There must be something on the Embassy Upper levels. Something really big.

Guild Officer: Pon: Resolute was trying desperately to beat the 69th floor, Caza told me that Sulane was pushing them every day, wipe after wipe. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: We made choices that no one else thought of. The Aquarion Spirit companions and the Nemesis Allies, we were able to step pass Resolute and take their prize. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: Look at the chain reaction of some of our steps. The battle of Espana Bay, the Faction Event, even Nix uncovering the Cai'Song Artifact conspiracy. All of these together brought us to a key place. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Nope... you lost me, Sem. 

Guild Officer: Pon: Same here. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: What would you say was the biggest single factor in beating the 69th floor. 

Guild Officer: Nix: There were several factors, but when it comes down to it... I'd have to say, Mortimer. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: The key place was Shangri?

Guild Officer: Sharl: A bear cub, that can stand off a Salamander Nemesis and Ced' Far... None of the tanks could have done it. At least not at the mid-tier level.

Guild Officer: Semmi: That's why it should have been an Upper-Tier Guild that grabbed the prize. We are strong, but we aren't there yet. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: Shangri was where Nix found him. 

Guild Officer: Nix: I wonder if Sulane received a letter like this one. Perhaps that's why Resolute remained behind while the other Upper-Tier pushed forward into Oasis. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: That's a good theory Nix! I'm so jealous. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Something to think about anyway. Next item...Have all the members of Inferno reserved homestead plots?

Guild Officer: Semmi: Yes, thankfully there aren't any disputes over land.

Guild Officer: Nix: Let's go ahead and let everyone use their Homestead Tokens on the plots they've reserved. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: Sounds good. I'm going with a nice farm. Golden fields of Wheat. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Going to build a Vineyard. 

Guild Officer: Wind: Cattle ranch. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Horse Ranch. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: Water Park. 

Guild Officer: Sharl: Oh god...

Guild Officer: Nix: Nice Ronnie, I'm backing you up. 

Guild Officer: Pon: A Toma Brewery.

Guild Officer: Wind: fuck... That's a good one. 

Guild Officer: Sharl: I should have thought of that. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Oi... Is that why you set up so close to Semmi? You two are going into business?

Guild Officer: Semmi: Yes.

Guild Officer: Pon: Yep. 

Guild Officer: Nix: Let's take the day off from raiding so everyone can start their builds. 

*****************

/Go Fish/ Jun Li: Start the build and then hit the spot?

/Go Fish/ Semmi: I'm in.

/Go Fish/ Nix: Me too. 

Nix whistled as he walked through the woods. He had found the place a few days earlier, a small clearing right at the base of a two hundred foot cliff. Nix placed his hand on the smooth granite wall. When Shae eventually returned, she could make as many caves as she liked. 

The Homestead Token pulsed with power when Nix activated it. A large menu of different types of buildings became available and he scrolled down the list until he arrived at Horse Ranch. The main house would be a traditional ranch style. He chose a sprawling two-story ranch house with a large kitchen and dining area. There were six bedrooms and a balcony that wrapped around the front of the home. There were three other buildings that accompanied the ranch. A large barn with a corral. A horse stable for a dozen horses and a bunkhouse for ranch hands to stay in. Nix envisioned a place teeming with workers and horses. 

Nix adjusted the locations of the bunkhouse, he wanted it closer to the grazing area and he moved the barn a bit further away from the Main house. He definitely didn't want to smell fresh manure when he was eating or sleeping. When he was satisfied he activated the build Icon and walked away. His countdown said 14 hours.

Flash came down to visit him as Nix walked toward the fishing spot. There were five mares following him. "Must be nice to be King. I expect some production from you guys sooner or later." He took out an apple from his inventory and fed it to the black stallion. It was a habit he had started and it made Flash more approachable. He gave one to each of the Mares as well, no need to play favorites. 

Semmi and Jun Li were already waiting when he arrived at the river. Their fishing hole had evolved a bit in recent days. Each of them had their own chair and their rods had been upgraded. Nix's fishing skill stood at 52 while both Semmi and Jun Li were at 46. Even though Jun Li's skill was lower than his, she seemed to have the best luck fishing. 

Go Fish: Semmi: Welcome Nix, we were waiting for you. 

Go Fish: Jun Li: What's the cook time on your ranch? 

Go Fish: Nix: 14 hours. You guys?

Go Fish: Semmi: 8 hours.

Go Fish: Jun Li: 10 hours.

Go Fish: Nix: How does it work with production type builds?

Go Fish: Semmi: With grain fields, it clears the area I chose for fields and then auto-plants the first-year crop. I'll have to do the harvesting and planting after this. 

Go Fish: Jun Li: It's the same for my vineyard. I'll probably have to find some hands to help with the harvest. 

Go Fish: Nix: Got a label name for your wine?

Go Fish: Jun Li: Junie.

Go Fish: Nix: I like it.

Nix baited his hook and cast his line into the river. The space they had chosen was sheltered from the wind, he leaned back and let the mid-morning sun shine on his face. "Either of you been to the Guild Office in Parliament lately?"

"Nope," Jun Li replied. 

Semmi smiled at her two fishing buddies. Jun Li didn't like politics and Nix had been spending his Oasis time in Haven. 

"I go every morning for a few hours," Semmi admitted. She loved paging through the dockets and reading the different arguments. "There are two important votes coming up, make sure you read them Nix."

"I will." 

The trio sat quietly most of the time, fishing was steady enough to keep Nix from falling asleep in the sun. A few hours passed by, the sound of Nix's horses approached caused all three of them to turn around. 

Semmi liked the look of the black stallion. "Is he as fast as he looks?"

Nix nodded. "I've ridden him a few times, he's like the wind." 

Inferno: Hyai: You around Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Sure. Need something?

Inferno: Hyai: Can you come to the Inn?

Inferno: Nix: Sure. On my way. 

Nix reeled his line in and then stowed his fishing gear. "Sorry, gotta cut it short."

Semmi smiled, "I like Hyai." 

Jun Li nodded, "if you need help with anything just ask."

*******************

A few minutes later Nix walked into the Kindled Spirit. He waved at Hyai from the door, but then stopped short when he noticed her companions. A slender woman with dark hair and serious face stood motionless while staring at him. There was a man with her, he was about the same age and had the same black hair. 

"Stixx?" The dark-haired woman ran toward him and hugged him tightly. "It's really you." 

"Hey Frog legs." Nix smiled at his older sister. She would call him Stixx whenever she was mad at him when they were kids. He would respond with the dreaded 'frog legs' nickname. 

"Nicky." The young man spoke his name quietly, his eyes were shining with emotion. 

Nix cocked his head to one side. "The hell... Why are you so young?" He embraced his father, squeezing him tightly for a moment before letting him go. 

His dad shrugged slightly. "Why not?" 

Nix nodded in agreement, suddenly curious as to why Pon had chosen to make his character old as fuck. "Welcome to Glory Island." He turned toward his sister. "What are your names? I want to introduce you to someone special." 

"Bev, of course. I thought there would be less confusion that way."

"I'm Ry," his dad introduced himself. His dad's actual name was Ryan. 

"Right... Now I know where my creativity comes from." Nix stepped away from them for a moment and grabbed Hyai's hand. "This is Hyai, she's Innkeeper here and someone I care about." 

Hyai understood that the people who came to Colonial from other worlds lived vastly different lives then what they experienced here. She wasn't the least bit surprised that Nix's father looked the same age as him. "Nice to meet both of you."

"This is Bev of course, my older sister. The young-looking guy there is my dad. Seriously... Were you that good looking at my age." 

His dad nodded. "Yes." 

Bev grabbed his hand. "We can't stay Nicky, we bought a couple of six-hour passes, most of that was spent trying to navigate our way through Jenzi." 

"Follow me. Back in a bit Hyai." Nix led them upstairs to his room and motioned for them to have a seat on the couch. "So a day pass? Would you like to stay longer?"

Bev nodded, "I'd like to, but I just can't afford it, Nicky."

"I can set both of you up Bev." Nix opened up the Vasai Virtual menu on his hud. "I'm what they call a Deep-Stay. That means I'm in stasis for an extended period, in my case, it's ten years."

His dad listened quietly. He had sold his tailor shop and moved out west with his daughter. He did some alterations on the side too keep busy, he was living an old man's life and he was not even fifty. "I know nothing about VR gaming Nicky. What would I even do here?" 

"There's about a million things for you to do every day." Nix accessed his sister's hud. "Fresno Virtual Center? You are both logged in there?"

"Yes. I took two weeks off from work and planned to visit longer, we didn't realize how expensive it is." Bev squeezed his hand tightly. 

"I got this Frog Legs. I'll set up a 10-day stay for both of you at Vasai Virtual in Canada. If you can manage to get your things in order in a few days." 

"Nicky?" His father stared at him, "can you afford that?" 

"I can. This time I'll have a lifestyle player meet you and everything will be smooth sailing." Nix leaned back slightly and smiled at both of them. "All you have to do is say yes and then show up."

Bev nodded. "Okay, Nicky."

The Phire family sat on the couch and talked right up until the day-pass expired, his father and sister logged off with the promise that they'd make the trip to Vasai. Nix used the hud menu to access Vasai Virtual and took a few minutes to set up a 10-day in each of their names, he paid the charges directly so they wouldn't be bothered. 

[Whisper: Nix to Nansu] Going to need you to do me a special favor. My RL family will be coming to Colonial for a 10-day stay in 3 days. Neither one of them has any VR experience." 

[Whisper: Nansu to Nix] I will take care of everything. Will they be staying in Glory or Haven?

[Whisper: Nix to Nansu] Haven, I'll be taking 10 days off from raiding when they arrive. 

[Whisper: Nansu to Nix] I'll meet them and then escort them personally. 

Nansu was an expert lifestyle player and extremely knowledgeable about Colonial in general.

[Whisper: Nix to Nasu] Thanks, that's a load off my mind. 

Nix leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes, perhaps there was a chance for the broken Phire family. A soft knock at the door caused him to open his eyes. "Come in" 

Hyai opened the door slightly and looked in. "Everything okay?"

Nix nodded, "I think so. They'll be back in a few days." 

Hyai walked in a closed the door before taking a seat next to him. "So... Nicky? That's really cute."


Chapter 150: The Snake Pit

Nix sat quietly in the Parliament Guild Office, reading two dockets that Semmi had marked for him. A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. He sighed heavily when he recognized the dark blonde hair. "Of all the days to visit..." 

"Tura Raine Xai," Nix stated her name calmly but didn't attach a greeting to it. 

"Greetings Guild Leader Nix, you're an awfully difficult person to track down." 

"That's by design mostly, no offense but I find the dhassi to be a bit ass-ish..." 

Unexpectedly she laughed at his words, it was only for a moment but the bit of mirth completely collapsed Nix's opinion that she was a stone-cold ass. "That is certainly true. If you aren't busy I'd like to speak with you." 

"I'm busy..." Nix widened the door a bit and stepped to one side. "I can spare five minutes." 

Nix took a seat at his desk but turned the chair around so that it was facing the couch. "Have a seat."

Raine sat down, noticing the pillow and blanket neatly folded. Her sharp blue eyes also noted the open docket on the desk hud. "I can tell you about that docket if you like." 

Nix leaned back in his chair, "you sure you want to? I'm already leaning toward your side."

"For once," she muttered under her breath. "First I wish to thank you. Had you not been 'illegally exploring' on Fir'Dhassi lands, I may have been killed."

Raine was dressed in the same brown leather armor that she always wore. Her blonde hair was tied back in a top pony that emphasized her pointed ears and blue eyes. 

Nix ignored the illegal comment. "There's no 'may have.' You must have found the site that Tyai mentioned. Even someone like me who only has part of the information can put the pieces together."

"Is that right?" Raine's face showed her skepticism.

"You're an unpopular leader, I don't care why. Factions within your own clan have been working to unseat you. First with the attempted assassination of Delyn and then with your abduction. Your death would be blamed on the Ain'Dhassi, either to start a conflict with them or more likely to shift blame away from the real killers." 

Raine's face grew visibly pale as she listened. "You aren't wrong. There isn't an easy fix." 

"Sure there is. Unless your opposing faction somehow decides to stop plotting against you, there are only three options and they're all easy." 

"You're talking about killing them." Raine's pale face seemed too calm to speak so easily of death. 

"That's the option I'd go with," Nix admitted. 

"And option two?"

"Give them what they want. Step down, hand over the power." Nix smiled at the anger that flashed across the dhassi's face. 

Raine was regretting her idea to thank the human guild leader. She had heard the rumor that he was uncommonly blunt and was often difficult to converse with. "Option three?" 

"Divide. Make an offer, you have 32 votes, hand over enough to satisfy them and then kick them out of the clan." 

"Guild Leader Nix... I can't just make an offer. That would weaken the Xai Clan."

"Offer 12 votes and some land away from your power base. That would still leave you with 20 votes, that's two more than the Strom Clan." 

Raine held her face in her hands for a moment, the stress of constant conflict seemed to weigh heavily on her. "They'll never accept it."

Nix shrugged, "which brings us back to option one. See? All three are easy." 

The Xai Clan leader's face showed a grim smile when she looked back at him. "None of my advisors have suggested option two or three." 

"I do charge an advisor fee, 10 million credits, payable when you leave." 

Raine sighed, "that's very reasonable."

"Is it? Make it 30 million then." 

"Thank you for coming to my aide Guild Leader Nix. Delyn said that you held the assassins off for several minutes"

"A few minutes. Time's up Tura Raine, I have pressing business elsewhere." Nix was hoping she would dally, the Guild Office 'Expel' option was incredibly fun to use. It had literally tossed Del Tali into the hallway. 

Raine nodded and stood up. She offered her hand and they shook cordially. "Come visit the Fir'Dhassi Camp and we'll entertain you properly. I haven't shown you my best side." 

"I've seen you naked... Pretty sure that's your best side." Nix laughed when the Fir'Dhassi's face turned red, her mouth opened and shut a few times before she walked quickly out of the office without speaking further.

Nix finished reading both dockets and then voted accordingly. 

*******************

[79th Floor Staging Area: The Snake Pit]

Nix glanced over the group sheet. 

Tank: Mortimer

DPS: Pon, Win, Chael, 

CC: Nix

Heals: Tess

Inferno: Nix: Take 2 minutes, we'll go then. 

[Summons: Ducky]

[Summons: Tor, Cal, Shadai]

The there Arch Winds landed next to him and bowed their heads slightly. 

"Shadai I want you to assist our healer. Tor and Cal will attack whatever Morti is hitting."

Inferno: Pon: Just the stone stage and that's it? 

Inferno: Tess: It's limited to a five-person group, so it's more likely to require finesse. 

Nix stared at the round stone stage. "Of course... it has to be snakes." 

In the middle of the gray stones stood an impressive looking snake-man. It bore a remarkable resemblance to the body of a Lamia however it's head was completely snake. Two muscular arms pushed out from the snake body approximately where the shoulders should have been, each scaled hand held wickedly curved daggers. The fanged face was about ten feet off the ground but there was another 20 feet of snake body coiled on the stone. 

Inferno: Chael: Where are its minions?

Inferno: Pon: It doesn't have any...

Inferno: Nix: They always have minions. 

Inferno: Tess: I'm ready Nix. Keep in mind, my main focus is on keeping Morti alive. He has priority on heals and cleanses. 

Inferno: Pon: Hope you brought plenty of cleanse, there's going to be poison. Lots of it. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's get this done. 

The Inferno Group stepped out of the staging area and were immediately met with a Floor message. 

[From the 70th Floor and above, all Special floors will be owned by the first guild that manages to clear the prior floor. All other guilds will skip to the next available floor.] 

Inferno: Tess: Woah... that's interesting. How many floors?

Inferno: Pon: A hundred. 

Inferno: Nix: Actually they elevator attendant said that he doesn't know and that there's at least a hundred. 

Inferno: Pon: That's what I said noob.

Inferno: Wind: Nope, that's not what you said. 

Inferno: Chael: I'm with Wind on this one. 

The stage stood about ten feet off the ground and was kept in the air by massive stone pillars. A single set of stairs led from the grassy area to the top of the stage. 

Morti and Nix stepped on the first stair together. Immediately the loud sound of hissing reverberated through the air. 

Inferno: Nix: Was kinda hoping there'd be no hissing. 

They stood at the top of the stairs together for a moment, then charged in. 

Nix has been cursed.

Morti has resisted Snakepit Curse. [Immunity]

Pon has been cursed.

Tess has been cursed.

Chael has been cursed.

Ducky has resisted Snakepit Curse. [Immunity]

Tess has been cursed.

Wind has been cursed. 

Nix stumbled to the ground, he pushed off and tried to roll back to his feet but instead fell face first on the ground again. 

Inferno: Tess: Oh shit...

Inferno: Pon: fuck this is awesome!

Inferno: Wind: Can't use any skills. 

Nix managed to stand, for some reason he was swaying back and forth. That's when he noticed that he was surrounded by Snake-men. He grabbed the nearest one by the arm and slammed his fist into its chest. It flew off the stage like it had been shot from a cannon.

Chael has been stunned. 

"RAAAWWR" Morti's roar echoed on the stage. 

Morti has taunted Snakepit.

Inferno: Tess: Nix! Quit attacking us! That was Chael you just hit. 

"Huh?" Nix froze in place, none of the Snakemen were trying to attack him, then he looked down at his own body. 

Inferno: Nix: Oh god...

Nix raised a hand.

You may not use any skills or weapons.

Inferno: Tess: I can't heal Nix. Shit, I can't do anything but hiss. 

Inferno: Wind: Retreat and reset?

Nix glanced at Morti, his health was decreasing at an alarming rate. A quick look in the air told him that his Arch Winds had not been affected. 

Inferno: Nix: Shadai can still heal. I don't think she will be able to keep up. Cal and Tor are hitting the boss. 

Nix charged Snakepit and slammed a fist into Snakepit's back.

You have damaged Snakepit for 1 health point. 

Inferno: Pon: Really? Your punching it?

Inferno: Tess: It's a reset Nix. We can't win this. 

Nix studied the scene for a moment while he slammed punch after punch into the back of Snakepit. Morti's health was dropping at a much faster rate than Snakepits. Cal and Tor weren't a match for the giant snake's dps. 

"Morti! Stun him!" 

The giant bear slammed both paws into the chest of Snakepit, then rammed him with the full weight of his body. 

Snakepit has been stunned. 

The giant snake-man hunched over for a moment, giving Nix time to jump on his back. He looped his legs around one of the powerful arms and held on tight to the back of its neck. 

Inferno: Wind: Right... Jump on!

The Snake-men of Inferno piled onto the back of Snakepit, clinging to it out of desperation. A second later Snakepit straightened out easily and resumed attacking Morti. 

Inferno: Tess: It stood up anyways, jump off?

Nix struggled to restrain the arm of Snakepit, he couldn't manage it but he did slow it down quite a bit. The other four saw what he was doing and immediately began assisted. With Snakepit being slowed, Shadai was able to catch back up and slowly restore Morti to full health. 

Slowly Snakepit's health began dropping. When it was at 52 percent it became obvious that the members of Inferno were not going to be able to keep holding the snake. 

Inferno: Pon: We can't keep it up Nix, not enough stamina. 

Pon was the first one to lose his grip and be thrown from Snakepit's back, he bounced twice on the stone stage and rolled off the edge onto the grass below. A moment later Chael joined him.

Inferno: Nix: Help me with this arm, ignore the other one. He's starting to overtake Morti again!

Nix gripped the powerful arm in a full body lock, he was slammed against Morti countless times but was in no danger of tiring and he wasn't losing health. 

When Snakepit hit 50 percent, he dropped to the ground and the entire stage began vibrating. 

[Snakepit is invulnerable]

Nix's Curse has been lifted.

Tess's Curse has been lifted.

Wind's Curse has been lifted. 

[Blessing of the Goddess]

Tess has cast healing magic on Mortimer.

Inferno: Tess: Awesome!

Without warning Snakepit's body split into three smaller Snakepits. 

Inferno: Wind: Putting markers on all three bosses. Bullseye is the Main target, CC star, and moon!

Wind used his hud to put a bullseye over the middle Snakepit before putting a star and moon on the other two. 

Nix targeted the moon-marked Snakepit and instantly a dozen strands of Emerald flame wrapped around its body. 

Ducky has charmed Snakepit.

The star-marked Snakepit flashed toward the Main target and began attacking. 

With star-marked Snakepit's help, Bullseye was quickly slain and the group turned its focus onto Nix's Snakepit. 

Five minutes later the last Snakepit died and the stage faded away. 

Embassy System Message: Congratulations to the Inferno Guild for Clearing the 79th floor. 

Inferno: Tess: That wasn't too bad. 

Inferno: Wind: We'd been boned without our flying friends and Morti's immunity. 

Inferno: Nix: Where's Pon and Chael?

Pon and Chael slithered up the steps a moment later. They were both still in the cursed Snakepit form. 

Inferno: Tess: Curse didn't drop?

Inferno: Pon: We weren't on the stage when it was wiped clean apparently. 

Inferno: Chael: Wind... hook a buddy up and kill me, please. 

The sound of Tess's laughter caused them all to turn toward her. The pretty redhead was struggling to speak. "Read the curse guys. 72 hours... Persistent." 

Inferno: Chael: No way...

Inferno: Pon: Who cares... it's only for three days. 

Inferno: Nix: Oh I know who cares. Nansu. 

Inferno: Tess: Yep, you think she freaked out when your ears became pointy. She's going to love this Chael. 

Inferno: Nansu: Did something happen to Chael?

Inferno: Jun Li: Nice job Embassy team!

Inferno: Nix: You guys win?

Inferno: Semmi: Yep, Inferno is now on the 8th floor of Mermaid City

Inferno: Nix: Okay, whoever wants to see the 80th floor, come to the 79th level and we'll all go up together. 

A half-hour later, most of the members of Inferno had arrived. A red-faced Nansu refused to look at Snakepit Chael. Together they moved to the 80th floor. 

Nix walked beside Snakepit Pon and stepped onto the rocky slope. A short but exceptionally wide man wearing a helmet immediately approached them. 

Inferno: Nix: Please say it's a dwarf.

Inferno: Pon: Nope, just a very stout human. 

"Greetings, you must be the Guild Leader of Inferno? I'm Duncan Craft, the foreman of this mine."

"I'm Nix, the Guild Leader of Inferno. What sort of mine is this?"

Duncan took off his helmet and wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his sleeve. "It's a Mere Mine Guild Leader Nix. An Enhanced Mere Mine to be exact."


Chapter 151: Loki

Nix studied the expired docket. It had already been up before Parliament twice. It would fall under the 3-time rule if it was submitted again. The only issue was that it had never been resubmitted. Initially, all submissions are required to pass through a screening process before they became dockets. 

"Hey, guys!" Semmi walked into the Parliament Guild Office, unexpectedly Nix was hard at work at his desk and Fajii was sitting on the couch. 

Semmi took a seat at her own desk before wheeling her chair over to Nix. "What ya reading?"

"All about the 3-time rule." Nix studied the hud before pointing out the items he was interested in. 

Semmi leaned forward and read the screen. "This is about amending a docket?"

Nix nodded, "yes."

"Dockets can be amended, however, it requires a vote of at least 25 percent and the submission rule doesn't reset." Semmi considered it for a moment. "You want to amend a submission?"

"Yes, guess who has enough votes to amend a submission?" 

The blonde smirked at him. "You don't think I know? All of them use to, however with the addition of 75 new votes, only the Fir'Dhassi and Inferno does."

"This morning, Del Tali tried to amend a submission, when she found out that she didn't have enough votes, she borrowed 12 of ours." Nix brought up the contract he had signed with Del.

Semmi read it quickly. "This is really strict. In return for our votes, she is giving us 12 to use. It's a one time use, and limited to this week." 

"Yep." Nix brought up a second contract he had signed with Tura Raine Xai. "Now read this one."

"Geez Nix..." Semmi read the Fir'Dhassi contract. "Pretty similar, you gave them a slightly better deal. You borrowed them 10 votes to be used on the "free trade docket' and promised to back them on the "Exchange" docket, in return they gave you 10 one-time votes that must be used this week and can't be used on any of the dockets mentioned above." 

"Now I've got 22 extra votes that I can use one time on any docket this week."

"I don't get it Nix, you don't need the votes to amend the docket. Our 75 is enough." 

"The amending vote and the docket itself are separate votes. I can use our votes to amend the docket. Then I can use our votes and the 22 votes we acquired to make things go our way." 

Semmi nodded, "this is something tricky right? What's the plan?" 

Nix brought up the docket he planned on amending. 

[Rightful Ownership of Belai] 

Summary: The Island of Belai is directly south of the Continent of Inuit. It is North of the closest Ain'Dhassi territory and West of the closest Su'Dhassi settlement. All three nations have laid claim to this island over the years. Originally this was part of Inuit, however it has been disputed and fought over for generations. This has not been considered part of Inuit since Parliament was formed. Therefore does not fall under the Protected Territory Act.

[Return Belai to the Fir'Dhassi.] 

[Aprroving Opinion: Tura Raine Xai]

[Dissenting Opinion: Serai Del Tali]

[Dissenting Opinion: Deja Ern Kurza]]

[Approve: 90 Dissent:132]

Nix brought up the Island of Belai on the hud map. "As you can see, it's kinda big. Like the size of Safarza."

Semmi zoomed in on the map. "It's nice, but what's the play here." 

"The topic of this docket can't be amended. For instance, we can't change it to the 'Rightful Ownership of Inuit.'" Nix brought up the amended version he spent the morning working on. 

[Rightful Ownership of Belai] 

Summary: The Island of Belai is directly south of the Continent of Inuit. It is North of the closest Ain'Dhassi territory and West of the closest Su'Dhassi settlement. All three nations have laid claim to this island over the years. Originally this was part of Inuit, however, it has been disputed and fought over for generations. This has not been considered part of Inuit since Parliament was formed. Therefore does not fall under the Protected Territory Act. In the interest of fairness, the Island of Belai should be given to the Inferno Guild as their legal territory.

[Give Belai to the Inferno Guild.] 

[Aprroving Opinion: Tura Raine Xai]

[Dissenting Opinion: Serai Del Tali]

[Dissenting Opinion: Deja Ern Kurza]]

[Approve: Dissent: ] 

Semmi shook her head. "I applaud the effort Nix, but this will never pass." 

Nix leaned forward and reopened both contracts. "Read the competition clause."

"Holy shit Nix..." Semmi switched to her desk and downloaded the contracts. She didn't speak again for several minutes. "As I understand this, once you use their votes on a docket, their votes on that docket are locked down and can't be used or traded to anyone else."

"That's right... I don't give a shit about their 22 votes. What I want is to shut them out of the voting altogether." 

Semmi ran her fingers through her short blonde hair and let out a long breath. "It's just us and the Su'Dhassi." 

Nix grinned at her. "Since we are amending the docket, we'll get the first vote. That will lock out the Ain'Dhass and the Fir'Dhassi." 

Semmi spun her chair around slowly, she continued for a few rotations before stopping. "Why do we want Belai? We don't even have a real presence on Oasis yet. We aren't strong enough to settle it properly. 

"True...I don't read the Oasis forums much, but I have being doing it daily since we registered the Guilds." Nix brought up the forums, his name and Inferno was mentioned everywhere. "A while ago the Oasis Guilds were happy with us. But now..." 

"Now we suck again," Semmi completed the sentence for him. 

Nix nodded in agreement. "Guild and personal messaging were restored. Guild Building Quests and Guild instances all were made available." 

Semmi started to nod but then stopped. "They finished the Guild Building Quests, but the rules are different in Oasis. You need permission from the individual government that presides over the territory." 

"Yep, which they can't get." 

Nix started the submission process on the amended docket. 

[Vote on Amended docket: Rightful Ownership of Belai?]

"Yes." Nix used Inferno's 75 votes and then brought up the 22 votes he had acquired.

[You are using contracted votes on: Rightful Ownership of Belai?]

"Yes." 

[In accordance with contractual records, the votes of the Fir'Dhassi and the Ain'Dhassi are locked for this docket. A message has been sent to both parties regarding this matter.]

Semmi watched the process, her high-powered brain going through the different scenarios. "You're going to let the Upper-Tier Guilds build their Guildhalls on Belai?"

"Perhaps." Nix stood up and stretched. "That guild alliance you mentioned? Now we have a bargaining chip." 

**************

An hour later, Nix, Semmi, Wind, Pon, and Fajii walked through the protective barrier surrounding the Parliament. Nix had applied the camouflage overlay to each of their armors and had charged each of them the cost of adding one enhancement. This was the team that had crossed the Escalades Bridge. Designation: Alpha Team. 

Alpha Team: Semmi: Hey... how come we didn't get the big upgrade like Mina.

Chapter 152: Alliance

After a few hours, Alpha team took a break just inside the entrance of the Gemini Temple. They had learned several value bits of knowledge. The first was that they weren't ready for Oasis, even the garbage mobs in the temple managed to wipe them out will little effort. Nix's multiple deaths had resulted in him dropping 3 locked levels and left his armor at 50 percent. 

Fajii was sitting next to him while they leaned back on the Gemini statue. She passed him her canteen, her tan face never seemed to lose its smile. "You did well Nix." 

"Compared to Pon who died six times, I'd have to agree." Nix looked at the three items he had picked up. Although they couldn't beat anything in the temple, they did manage to open and steal just about every chest. There were a half dozen minor treasures and the three major ones. 

Alpha Team: Semmi: Link the two thief stones again Nix. 

Chapter 153: The 12 Pillars

"Catch something suitable this time Nicky..." His older sister smiled sweetly from the back of the brown mare she had taken for an afternoon ride with Kyla, Nansu, and Hyai. Bev was wearing a riding outfit that Nix had made for her. Her black hair was pushed up under a riding cap. 

The four women spent a lot of time riding during Nix's week off. He hadn't even known Bev could ride. "I am feeling a bit lucky Frog Legs. Seen Dad this morning?"

Bev sighed in frustration."Yeah, for a second. Why did you introduce him to Oasis Tailoring?"

Oasis crafting could be learned by either converting from Colonial Crafting or purchasing a crafting token at one of the skill vendors. Unlike Colonial Tailoring, Oasis didn't require prerequisites like hunting and leathermaking. 

"He's my dad, so of course if he asks me, I'm going to do it." Nix had already set up a crafting area on the second floor of the ranch house. He bought his dad a Crafting book and left enough inventory for him to work steadily at improving. Nix planned on asking them both to stay. It was nice being together again. 

Semmi waited until the group rode away before letting her smile show. "You're tempting them both." She cast her line and settled back to watch the bobber. 

Nix nodded, not bothering to deny the obvious.

Jun Li had already caught a nice fish and was re-baiting her line. "Did you know that Ronnie used her Homestead Token on a Library?" 

"...." Nix. 

Semmi laughed at his expression. "Apparently not?" 

Nix couldn't keep the smile off his face, Ronnie was definitely unpredictable. "So... no waterpark then?" 

Semmi shook her head. "The library is really big too, so it's mostly empty. All regular libraries come with only general knowledge collections. She's been roaming all over Colonial trying to fill up the other shelves."

Nix zoned out for a moment, picturing the dark beauty dressed as a conservative librarian. "Damn... She could totally pull that off." 

Semmi gave him a questioning look. "Pull what off?" 

"Nothing... Put the word out in the guild to be on the lookout for books. Having a readily available resource can only help us." Nix made a careful mental note to make a few appropriate outfits for Ronnie to wear around her library. 

"We sure about the choices for the Guilds?" Jun Li put down her bait bucket and cast her line again.

Semmi nodded, "those are the strongest." She had sent notice to the selected guilds. "After the Alliance is formed and the Guildhalls built, they have been directed to let the other Guilds stew for a while before opening up recruitment." She let her line sit in the water and pulled up her hud.

[Alliance: 12 Pillars]

The following 12 Guilds will become the 12 Pillars of Oasis. Inferno, Resolute, Salamander, Hoss, Daybreakers, Stilleto, Nighthawk, King X, Tsunami, Guardian, Taiga Su, and Vesuvius. All members may build Guildhalls and personal residences on the Island of Loki. The 12 pillars agree to share in the defense of Loki, pay the agreed 4% Tax rate and elect one member to become part of the Alliance Council. 

Jun Li leaned over and looked at the list again. "Those guild leaders are smart, they know how to recruit. With any luck, the 36 guilds of Oasis will become 12 in a relatively short amount of time."

"Resolute will be crossing the bridge in two days." Nix was glad that their ally from Colonial was finally making the trip. 

***************

[Sky Kingdom: Solomon City: Great Library]

Peri's shoes made a clicking sound that echoed on the white marble floors. She removed a spot of dust from one of the dark wooden shelves that extended all the to the vaulted ceiling. Long tables and chairs were lined up in a perfectly orderly fashion in the center of the library. She caught a glimpse of red and walked around the nearest shelf to investigate. Despite the early hour, there was already someone seated. 

"You can access books from the other Great Libraries from that table hud. However, you can't make copies or hold the books physically." Peri smiled at the beautiful red-haired Archon. The normally stern librarian always kept a smile ready for her. 

The Archon nodded and then tried to sit, her wings knocked the chair to one side causing her to frown. She dismissed the wings with a casual wave of her hand. "Thank you Peri, please let visitors know that I don't wish to be disturbed." 

Peri nodded and glanced at the handful of admirers that were already intent on approaching her. "I like that dress Shae." 

Shae's lips curved in a smile. "They have given me lots of other ones, however the ones that he made are my favorites." 

Peri didn't have to ask who 'he' was. Shae had scorched a dozen would-be suitors that refused to listen to her words. She already had someone. "I will try to keep them away." 

Shae used the hud to open the Parliamentary Great Library Selection. The Parliament library regularly updated the book on 'Oasis Parliament Politics.' Shae stared at the amended docket for several minutes. "He's already making moves, you won't be able to stop him," she whispered softly.

***********************

A few hours later Nix walked down the hall toward the Parliament Guild Office. A familiar Ain'Dhassi bowed low. Solomane Manu would greet him politely every time they passed each other in the hall. 

For once Nix stopped before walking by. "What's going on? The entire place seems on edge." He had stopped at the Northside Courtyard for a cold beer before heading toward the office. There was a very tense atmosphere in Parliament. 

"Inter-Clan fighting again at Clan Xai. I think this will finally settle it once and for all." The white-haired Ain'Dhassi was surprised that Nix stopped to greet him, usually, he was rushing from one place to another. 

Inferno: Nix: Alpha Team, report to Parliament Guild Office.

"What can you tell me about it?"

"Saigon Xai is making a move on Tura Raine, he's her older cousin and in his eyes, the rightful Leader of the Xai Clan."

"Where's her compound?" Nix brought up the map of Inuit.

Solomane glanced at the map and pointed. "Hers is here, about five miles south of Saigon's compound. You planning on trying to help?" 

Nix smiled but didn't answer. "I'm just a level one class. I really couldn't do much even if I wanted to." 

*****************

An hour later Pon, Wind, Fajii, Semmi, and Nix stepped into Saigon's Compound. The gate was still heavily fortified, but there were only a few people inside. The stealthed Alpha Team had easily walked through the entrance without raising the alarms. 

Alpha Team: Semmi: What's the mission here Nix?

Chapter 154: Raid on Saigon

Duckie walked nonchalantly toward the stables, two guards looked directly at her but didn't comment, Sirens have an amazing non-threat talent that works on everything. Nix and Fajii snuck in quietly behind her, the three of them entered the large stables. 

The Siren held up two fingers indicating there were two others close by. Nix nodded and then advanced further in. The floor was packed dirt that has been loosely covered with straw. The Stables was long and narrow with a dozen stalls lining one wall. A good portion of them were empty but the first four was occupied. 

Nix carefully took the bridles of all four horses and then unsummoned them. 

Alpha Team: Fajii: Those horses looked fat...

Chapter 155: Spirit Sister

[Spiritual Healing: Day 4]

Nix stood at his balcony railing enjoying the view. The four mares from the Saigon Compound had been placed in his stable. Bev had taken it upon herself to take care of them and make sure they were able to get daily exercise. His dad had already agreed to stay in Colonial, it had been a simple thing to extend him into a one-year Stay. In the interest of avoiding confusion, his father had taken his recommendation and changed his name from Rhy to Rico. 

From his viewpoint, nestled neatly into the base of the cliff, most of the large plateau was obstructed by the dense forest that hid the large ranch house. Had he been back home he would classify the forest giants as some sort of fir tree, perhaps Redwood or even Sequoia. 

"I think all of Inferno might be in your house Nix." A familiar voice caused him to smile. Mina hadn't been spending too much time in Haven lately. 

"You may be right." Any other time the idea would have annoyed Nix, but a few days earlier Eron had asked for a Spirit host. The Ain'Dhassi girl was fading too fast, she would need the help of someone with a compatible spirit. Unexpectedly when the word went out, everyone had shown up for the testing. In the end, only one compatible person was found, Rhylia Thundercloud, the Air Nemesis. 

The test had been as easy as entering her room and touching her hand. Eron was overseeing the healing and he could instantly tell the compatibility level. There had been a handful of good matches but when the Air Nemesis entered the room Eron had declared that a perfect match had been found. No one who had seen the frail girl could bring themselves to leave. 

Mina slid a hand through Nix's arm and leaned against him. "What do you think of the dhassi ?" 

Nix shrugged, "That's a hard question. I've really only met a few of them. I haven't lived among them or seen their normal day to day interactions."

"When I go to Parliament, many of them stare at me." Mina thought that after a while the staring would stop but it only became worse.

"They've never seen Aquarions, they don't exist in Oasis." Nix studied the maps of Oasis regularly. It was predominantly water. If Aquarions were to find a way through the Gate, they would certainly be able to thrive.

The leader of the Souza Accord almost always wore the same black-masked gear when walking around Parliament. Occasionally she would remove the hood to eat or drink, the striking change of snow-white hair and pale blue eyes caught many by surprise. Then they'd notice the Seashell shaped ears, webbed hands, and slightly pointed fangs. She was clearly alien among the other inhabitants of Oasis. 

[Whisper: Gideon to Nix] Am I disturbing you Nix?

[Whisper: Nix to Gideon] Not really. 

[Whisper: Gideon to Nix] We are really looking forward to building on Loki.

[Whisper: Nix to Gideon] Good to hear, are you getting flak from the Guilds who weren't invited into the Alliance?

[Whisper: Gideon to Nix] Quite a bit, it's fine though. I instructed my members to post on the forums about how excited they are to finally be able to build in Oasis. 

[Whisper: Nix to Gideon] Wait a week or two and open up recruiting. 

[Whisper: Gideon to Nix] Sounds good. What are we going to do about the existing town?

There was one large port town in Loki. Nix knew from his territory manager menu that the Fir'Dhassi were still there. He also knew he could expel them whenever he liked. 

[Whisper: Nix to Gideon] Eviction. I don't care who built it, it belongs to Inferno now. 

[Whisper: Gideon to Nix] Want some company? I'd like to get a good look at our new home.

[Whisper: Nix to Gideon] Yes. Bring a group of five. I'll do the same, there no telling what kind of things we'll find. I'll give you 2 days' notice when I'm going.

[Whisper: Gideon to Nix] Sounds good. Cya Nix.

"Sorry Min, the Salamander Guild Leader sent me a personal message." Nix nudged the Aquarion leader who had been leaning against him without talking. 

"It's okay, you are an important person among the humans and the Aquarions." Mina stepped away from him and bowed unexpectedly. "Your growth is sometimes frightening to watch."

Nix offered her a slight smile. "You have grown also Filamina. You have surpassed the strength of the Matriarchs, our road to the Cai'Song artifact grows shorter every day." 

Mina stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. "I promised to help prepare dinner, it isn't fair to let Hyai do everything." She turned toward the door and stopped with her hand on the handle. "Nix... Do you still think about her? Our child from the Black Gate?" 

Nix nodded. "Yes, but it isn't good to become fixated on her. You should wait patiently for the day when you have a real daughter." 

******************

"Super nice place Nix." Wind squeezed in beside him on the long bench that lined his dining room table. "Could be a bit larger though." 

Pon nodded his head in agreement and thanked Mina when she sat a platter full of meat on the table in front of them. "Eron said that Cora is out of danger now." 

Some time since she arrived at Haven, their Ain'Dhassi guest went from being the 'dhassi girl' to Cora. The entire guild waited while she recovered. Eron had mentioned that she would definitely receive some positive benefits from her association with the Air Nemesis. 

Because of the number of guests, meals were eaten in shifts. The ones who ate first were then expected to serve the ones who had served them. It was confusing and chaotic, but the atmosphere was light and joyful, the news that Cora was out of danger seemed to put everyone's heart at ease. Rhylia had finally left the ranger's side and when she appeared in the dining room, the entire guild erupted in applause. No one had seen much of her in the last few weeks, the Air Nemesis had been staying close to the Palace on most days. With Shae gone, she felt an obligation to ensure it was properly defended.

Rhy took a seat at the table, the dark Air Elemental seemed unusually vibrant. "Cora Tali has asked that I thank the members of Inferno for their kindness and the gifts." 

*****************

Cora rubbed her nose and rolled over in bed, the bushy black tail swished across her face one more time before she finally woke up. 

"Hmmm... I must compliment you little dhassi, you're spirit is pure and beautiful." Eron sat next to her on the bed, one small paw set gently on her shoulder. 

The white-haired dhass sat up slowly. She pushed her slender hands into the soft mattress, it was by far the softest bed she had ever slept on. "Thank you, Eron." She smiled at the stacks of gifts and flowers that littered the room. She had never received so much attention before. 

The black fox's eyes glowed for a moment before he nodded in satisfaction. "Completely healed, we were fortunate to find someone so compatible with you."

Cora knew that the Air Nemesis was close, she could feel her presence. "I feel like getting up and walking around."

Eron leaped nimbly to the table next to the bed. "Feel free to eat and move around, I'll check on you later." 

"You are looking good today Cora." Fajii stood in the doorway for a moment before entering. "I bet you want to get dressed and move around."

Cora struggled not to stare at the Scorched Earth Mage. She was one of the most beautiful women the young dhassi had ever seen, her verticle irises were mesmerizing. "Yes... I feel like I've been in bed for weeks." 

Fajii stepped over the stacks of gifts and picked up a white box. "This is the box Nix left, so you'd have something to wear." She peeked in the box before nodded in satisfaction. "Follow me please." 

Cora followed Fajii into a large bathroom. "This is Guild Leader Nix's place?"

Fajii nodded and shut the door. "Let me show you how everything works. Then I'll leave you in peace so you can enjoy the bath." 

"I don't mind if you stay, you're hair is pretty. Will you show me how to do that?" Cora had noticed that several of the Inferno women wore the same braid. 

"I call it Nansu's braid because she's the one who taught everyone how to do it." 

The two women talked quietly while Cora washed and then soaked in the hot bath. The young dhassi was very curious about Inferno and its members. 

"My Master Del Tali has a very good impression of Nix." Cora sat in front of Fajii while the Aquarion carefully braided her hair. 

"Nix is good at making impressions, but they aren't always good." 

Cora peeked over one shoulder, "your voice changes when you say his name." 

"I never noticed, but it doesn't surprise me. Nix is someone that I love." Fajii finished the braid and then tied off the end. "Do you like someone?"

Cora's pale face blushed. "One of the rangers that work with my master. I don't think he even sees me." 

"I understand the feeling. I grew up feeling invisible." Fajii moved around to the front of Cora and helped her to her feet. "I'm an Aquarion like Mina, the way I look now is completely different from what I was before."

"Like Mina?" Cora had talked to the Aquarion leader a few times, if her ears were covered she'd easily pass of an Ain'Dhassi. "She's beautiful." 

Fajii laughed good-naturedly. "I was not. At least that's how I felt."

Cora returned her smile. "Nix must have thought you were."

"Yes. He saw me through different eyes than the others."

*********************

A short while later all of Inferno was standing on the balcony. Cora was walking through the crowd, making sure to thank everyone. The young dhassi's face was flushed slightly from all the attention. She stopped in front of Pon and Wind. They were the two men who had found her. She hugged both of them tightly. Inferno had gone there to rob Saigon, if they hadn't checked the stairs going down to the basement, she would have died in that place. Nix and Rhylia were the last two people she thanked. 

"You seem strong Cora." Rhylia's dark eyes watched the young dhassi. 

"I feel good. Thank you everything Nemesis Rhylia." Cora bowed low only to have Rhy grab her arm and gently pull her up. 

"We are spirit sisters now Cora, there is no need for such formalities." Rhy smiled and placed a slender hand on her head. "Because of the sharing, I can feel Air Coursing through you. I must, of course, give you a proper send-off." 

Cora's smile widened, "spirit sisters? Thank you, it is my honor."

"Receive the Blessing of Air little sister." Rhylia's hand glowed for a moment and a swirling breeze enveloped Cora.

[Cora has received the Blessing of Air]

Cora has learned Null

Cora has learned Air Burst

Cora has learned Whirl Wind.

Cora has learned Air Throw

Cora has learned True Shot.

Nix finally managed to drag Cora away, they walked together through the woods. "We will gate to Phai City, Del Tali is waiting for us." 

Cora nodded, she sniffed loudly and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "I didn't expect that." 

"The Air Blessing? Rhy told me that with the Spirit mend, those abilities would have developed in a few years. She knows you are in training and wanted you to be able to incorporate it properly."

Nix held out his hand and grabbed Cora's. "Time to bring you back." He activated Deep Blue and then chose Phai City. 

**********************

Nix smiled at the waving Cora, Del Tali had arrived on time and was bringing her back to the Ain'Dhassi Camp in the Neutral Zone. Master and apprentice enjoyed an emotional reunion, the normally cold Del seemed to care about her student quite a bit. 

Nix was walking toward the market square, the warm sun on his face causing him to slow his step slightly. 

[You have been summoned by Shae Balefire. Do you accept?]

Nix stared at the message in shock for a moment before replying. "Yes!"

[You have arrived at Solomon City]


Chapter 156: Phoenix

[Guild chat has been disabled]

[Personal Messaging has been disabled]

Nix appeared in a sand-covered training area. The immediate pressure weighing down upon him nearly drove him to his knees. 

A flash of red and he was enveloped in the strong arms of Shae, her soft lips kissing his face while her tears ran freely down her face. "I'm sorry Nix, I wanted to see you!"

She wore light training armor and her long red hair had been cut to her waist and then braided. Nix should have been surprised to see that she had wings, but for some reason, he wasn't. 

"You gave me your word Shae, you can visit him for as long as he can stand on this plane." Nix recognized the face and the voice but didn't know the name. 

Nix could already feel his legs shaking. Was the gravity different here? Or perhaps there was some trial necessary? He cupped Shae's face in his hands, she seemed thinner and her cheekbones a bit more pronounced. "Archon training?"

Shae nodded and kissed him again. "You remember this bad person? He is Pheno Myrick." 

"She is uncommonly difficult. I do her this favor so she would consent for the second phase of her training." Pheno's scarred face wore a smile when he spoke, he tossed Nix a small disc. "If the pressure of this world is too much, break this disc and you will return to your binding point."

Nix looked at the disk and then nodded. "I understand." 

The lovers held each other and talked in hushed tones. Nix did his best to bring her up to speed on the latest happenings in Colonial and Oasis. Shae mentioned that she was able to read the Parliament docket updates in the Great Library of Solomon City. 

Nix ignored the mounting pressure on his body, every breathe was a struggle. "Is there a gate nearby?" 

Shae kissed his ear, "this is the training hall. Take a left down the long hall, there is a gate there." 

Nix caressed her face. "I'm going to let myself collapse in a minute, leave immediately after that." 

Pheno clapped loudly. "Impressive Nix, you must be strong. Don't be stubborn, say goodbye to your mate and then crush the stone. You are not yet ready for this plane." 

Nix focused on Pheno. He wore plate armor that was obviously only for training. It was covered in all sorts of dents, gouges and scorch marks. His wings burned with a silver flame, on his shoulder was a crest, crossed swords that were holding up a sun.

[Your strength has improved]

[Your stamina has improved]

Nix's whole body shook with the effort, although he was acting some, he was pushing himself hard to remain upright. "You're a trainer? Show me something then, I've come all this way." 

"Hmm? Want to learn, do you?" Pheno's square jaw clenched slightly, the muscles running up the side of his face. He pointed to a table on by the far wall. "Pick up a sword from that table and bring it back to me. If you can make it there and back, I will teach you one thing." 

Nix turned and started walking toward the table, standing had been hard enough. 

[Your strength has improved]

[Your stamina has improved]

[Your strength has improved]

[Your stamina has improved]

Nix focused on the table, sweat beaded on his head and ran down his face into his eyes. He ignored the stinging, raising his arm to wipe it away would have cost him too much effort. By the time he reached the table, his entire body was cramping with effort, blood ran freely down his chin where he had bitten through his lip. 

[Your strength has improved]

[Your stamina has improved]

[Your strength has improved]

[Your stamina has improved]

He gripped the sword on the table and started back, the tip of the blade dragging in the sand as he slowly made his way back to Pheno. The surprise on Pheno's face was evident when Nix once again stood in front of him. 

Pheno sighed heavily. "This I did not expect." He opened a hud and operated a few menus. "I can't teach you without first registering you as a recruit and giving you a proper name."

[You have been given the name Phoenix]

[You have been registered as a recruit under Captain Pheno Myrick of the Solomon City Archon Knights.]

Pheno placed a hand on Nix's head, it glowed brightly for a moment causing Nix to wince with pain. 

[You have learned Flashblade]

Pheno pointed to a training dummy against the wall 20 meters away. "Observe."

[Flashblade]

Pheno's body blurred and instantly appeared next to the training dummy, the glowing blade cut the mannequin in half. 

He pointed to the dummy right next to the one he had hit. "Manage to hit it and I won't erase your name from the list of recruits." 

Nix grimaced and raised the blade, it shook in his grasp, the hilt of it was slick with his sweat. 

[Flashblade]

Nix flashed toward the target and used his remaining strength to strike at the training dummy before collapsing to his knees. A moment later the dummies head landed on the sand next to him with a thump. 

Nix used the blade to brace himself and stagger back to his feet. 

[Your strength has improved]

[Your stamina has improved]

Shae ran towards him, hugging him tight for a moment. She kissed him and then stepped away. "You did very well Nix, time for you to return."

Nix shook his head. "I'm not leaving here without you."

Pheno shook his head. "Damn it...You are as stubborn as she is. Break the disc I gave you."

"No... I like it here. Know where I can find a good inn?" Nix's legs were shaking visibly while he spoke through clenched teeth. 

Pheno laughed loudly, a booming laugh that echoed on the training grounds. "If you pass out, the disc will break immediately and send you back." 

Shae leaned toward him and kissed his face and then walked toward the exit. "Say hello to my friends Nix. I can't watch any longer." 

Nix fell to his knees, his breath coming in great gasps. "Yep... I'll tell them." 

"Not bad recruit... not bad. I'll leave you to it Phoenix, a man must learn his limits." Pheno left him there and followed Shae. She needed to be escorted nearly everywhere she went, the beautiful elemental was a magnet for trouble. 

Nix waited until they both left before struggling back to his feet, it took him three attempts before he made it. As soon as he staggered into the hall he started muttering curses under his breath. Shae wasn't exaggerating when she said it was a long way. 

By the time Nix made it to the platform, his vision was cloudy and every breath felt like a dagger being stabbed into him. The image of his stat increases scrolled crazily the longer he walked. Finally, after several minutes, he stepped onto the gate platform. He saved the gate in Deep Blue's last open slot and then crushed the disc he had been given. 

****************

"Nix?" 

He heard Pon's voice a moment before he collapsed to his knees. 

[Guild chat has been enabled]

[Personal Messaging has been enabled]

[You have been tempered]

Pon helped him to his feet. "Damn boy, you're oozing blood from everywhere." 

[Combustion]

A soft green light enveloped Nix, healing his injuries. 

Nix shook his head to clear it, it only succeeded in making him dizzy. "A bit of training." 

Pon shook his head in disgust. "What kind of training leaves you soaked in blood?" 

Nix smiled and gripped the Archon blade he still carried in his hand. "The best kind."


Chapter 157: Archon Blade

[Embassy Arena: training Yard]

Nix stared at the longsword in his hands. It was thin and light and felt nothing like the blade he had wielded in Solomon City. A surge of strength coursed through his body when he gave it a practice swing. 

Archon Long Blade

Basic: blade [Archon Class Only]

(Statistics Unavailable)

Nix studied the blade, it looked nearly the same as any other blade he'd held. "I equipped it. Does this mean my hidden class is Archon? Or perhaps a sub-class of Archon?" 

"Talking to yourself is a bad sign." Nix jumped at the sound of his master's voice. 

"Master Chiba." Nix bowed politely, "I wanted to show you this blade." 

Chiba touched it once and immediately handed it back. "An Archon blade... Where did you get that?"

"Solomon City, in the Sky Kingdom," Nix admitted. Chiba was someone he trusted, so he didn't consider making something up. 

"You've been there boy?" Chiba smiled crookedly at him. "You must have been brought in, I see no sign of the Planar trial on you." 

Nix nodded, "I was brought in. The world felt like it was crushing me." 

Chiba was wearing brown leather pants and a white shirt. She pulled up her shirt and showed Nix a ragged scar that started at her side and extended around her abdomen to her spine. "There was a time apprentice when I was a step away from moving to the Upper Planes." 

Nix frowned at the wound. "That must have killed you. Why do you still bear the scar?"

Chiba shook her head, greasy gray hair flopping from one side to the other. "The scars of the trial remain forever." 

"How did you even get to the trial?" As Nix understood, Oasis would be the realm between Colonial and the Sky Kingdom. 

"There are many paths to the Upper planes, all of them are difficult." Chiba lowered her shirt, wincing slightly. 

"Are you okay Master Chiba?" Nix couldn't imagine someone skilled enough to wound her so grievously. 

The old woman's face showed vulnerability for the first time. "I... Did you face one of the Masters?"

Nix shook his head. "No, but one of them taught me a skill called Flashblade." 

Chiba drew her own sword and walked out to the middle of the training area. "One of the trainers taught you something? You're registered then? What was his name?" 

Nix grinned at the questions the old woman spouted. "I believe his name was Baiter. Perhaps you know him?" 

Chiba lowered her sword for an instant before her face twisted into an ugly version of a smile. Her chortling laugh cackled through the training yard. "NIX! I do know Master Baiter, very well!"

Nix tried to keep a straight face, but it was difficult. "Want to see Flashblade?" 

Immediately Chiba nodded and pointed to the training dummy. "Strike it Nix, but first..."

Nix moved toward the training dummy, stopping 20 meters away. "First?"

"Try pushing flames into that blade, the same way you do with that hilt I gifted you." 

Nix nodded and focused on the blade, instantly flames encircled the blade, licking at it with a crackling noise. The flames that enveloped the blade weren't green like his, but rather silver instead. 

Chiba whistled... "you flamed an Archon blade. Which branch are you?"

"No idea," Nix muttered with a shrug. "It's hidden, my level isn't high enough to open it up." 

[Flashblade]

A blur of motion and Nix appeared beside the training dummy. An effortless swing cut the target completely in half, leaving a deep cut on the stone wall behind it. 

"Shit Nix... That kind of power makes me wet. Chiba licked her lips and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. Let's take a break and go at it." 

"Um... No." Nix shook his head vehemently. 

Chiba grabbed her side where the scar was now hidden. "Maybe you can you rub some liniment on my scar? It helps with the pain. Then I'll coat you with it too. Real good for training." 

Nix activated Deep Blue and chose the Glory Docks. He waved at Chiba, but not before she started rubbing her crotch suggestively. 

A nauseous feeling Nix appeared on the docks a moment later. "God... I can't unsee that." 

An hour later Nix, Mina, Pon, Wind, and Chael had gathered at the 8th-floor staging area. They were prepping to enter 8.1 while 10 members were waiting patiently to try 8.2.

Inferno: Jun Li: As soon as you finish and exit, we're going to hit it. 

Inferno: Nix: 8.3 is a 20 person instance, so I'll grab the rest of our people and take it on when you guys finish. 

Inferno: Pon: All three parts of 8 in one day. It's ballsy...

Fajii stepped away from the second group and approached them. She smiled sweetly at Nix. "Ready Nix?"

Inferno: Pon: Yeah... there's five of us going. Not just the punk.

"Of course." Fajii patted the old Fire Mages shoulder. 

[Flaming Rock Wall]

Everyone in the raid felt strengthened as a rock barrier instantly became part of their armament. 

[Charred Rock Blade]

The weapons of the raid seem more dangerous as their weapons are instantly modified to do Scorched Earth Damage.

Inferno: Nix: Let's move in and then we divide up and explore the zone before attempting it. 

The group of five appeared over the platform, a hallway curved away in opposite directions. They stealthed and then started swimming. Two heading one way while the other three went the other. 

The hallway curved in a long circle, blue stones set into the tiles illuminated their way. The walls were coated with a thick green sea-moss, chunks of it would flake off when you swam too close. 

Nix an Pon swam easily a few feet off the floor. After about a few minutes they ran into a Matriarch, she was surrounded by a dozen man-sized fish. The hall branched off behind her with a right turn or you could continue curving around. 

Inferno: Pon: Think those fish are friendly? You have the fishing skill right?

Inferno: Nix: No and Yes. I'll take the right turn here, you continue straight. 

Nix swam straight for another few minutes before he ran into another Aquarion, this one was an Elder Matriarch with 20 sea-beasts circling her. He spotted Mina coming in from the other direction and motioned for her to return. 

They regrouped at the start a few minutes later. 

Inferno: Pon: It's a circle, I ran into Wind at the top. There's a Matriarch there.

Inferno: Nix: Think of it as a compass, with Matriarchs at the North, East and West position. 

Inferno: Mina: Don't forget the Elder Matriarch in the middle. 

Inferno: Nix: I'll take Wind and head toward the western Matriarch. 

Inferno: Pon: I'll head toward the eastern Matriarch with Mina and Chael. 

[Summons: Soup]

[Summons: Ducky]

Nix and Wind stealthed and headed towards their target. 

The scout grabbed lazily onto Soup's back fin to keep up. "How are we playing this Nix? We can't let them beat us to the North target." 

"I'll have Soup block for us and we'll double team the Matriarch. Hopefully, we can survive her beasts long enough." Nix waited until they were close and was about to give the order when Ducky swam towards the Matriarch. 

Ducky has charmed Matriarch Lera. 

"...." Nix. 

A moment later Ducky, the Matriarch and all of her beasts moved North. Wind gave Nix a questioning look. 

Inferno: Nix: Go. 

As a Siren, Ducky was fast in the water. She directed the charmed Matriarch to attack their North target. Beasts from Matriarchs tore into each other, turning the water red with clouds of blood. 

Nix targeted the North Matriarch. 

[Burning Aura]

He pulled the Archon sword and pushed flames into the blade. The silver light brightened hall like a torch. 

[Flashbade]

Nix sliced deep into the Matriarch's side, she screeched loudly and retreated, her left arm dangling by the smallest bit of skin.

[Backstab] 

Critical Hit, Wind has slain Matriarch Rul. 

Inferno: Pon: Shit... You guys already killed North?

The group of Chael, Mina, and Pon swam up just as the North Matriarch died. 

Inferno: Nix: Ducky charmed the west Matriarch.

Nix caught Ducky smiling at him. "Can you keep holding her?" 

Ducky was in Siren form, her blue hair floating around her head.. "When Nix gets stronger, so do I." 

Mina nodded in satisfaction at the remnants of the West Matriarch's beasts, she still had half of them left. Behind Mina was a creature right out of a nightmare. It was a man-sized beast with black scales and bulging red eyes. Its hands and feet were webbed and it carried a trident that seemed to be bleeding, a red cloud followed in its wake. 

Nix couldn't help but stare at the creature. "That's the Sea-Devil?" 

Mina nodded and thanked him with a nod. "His name is Bezel, beautiful right?" 

"Really? I'm ugly but that thing is beautiful?" Nix shook his head and headed south toward the Elder Matriarch. 

Inferno: Nix: Kill the Elder and then Ducky will drop the charm so we can take down the last one. Let the Matriarchs beasts go in first, might as well kill them off now. 

Nix stealthed and swam near the ceiling while moving forward slowly. The Matriarchs beasts darted in and attacked. 

[Flashblade]

Critical Hit. Elder Matriarch has entered a state of high vulnerability. 

Nix raised a hand and then one sharply edged flame strand the width of an arm sliced through the air and struck the Elder Matriarch on the neck. 

[Execution]

The white-haired head floated down to the floor in a cloud of red. 

Elder Matriarch Venik has been slain. 

Inferno: Wind: Serious?

Inferno: Pon: The fuck was that?

Inferno: Mina: Nix...

The Sea Devil impaled the western Matriarch as soon as Ducky released the charm. Mina sent her sea-beasts in and they finished the job in a few seconds. No one spoke while Mina gathered up the Ricoli artifact. 

The water around Nix shimmered and flashed for several seconds, the emerald flames gradually growing brighter until they turned silver. 

[Awakened: Silver Flame] 

Nix glanced down at his aura, it was much too bright for his taste. Slowly he willed it back to the more pleasant emerald color before letting it flame out. 

Inferno: Pon: Silver flames? Damn you punk! Where did you get Silver flames?

********************

An hour later Nix was laying on the soft grass of the Air Palace. Inferno had beaten 8.1 easily, and Jun Li's group had taken down 8.2. Nix felt that something was wrong, so he had Sharl replace him for 8.3. 

"Not good Nix." Rhy knelt beside him, one hand placed over his chest. "I'm afraid the Lord Class can no longer contain your strength. We must advance you to Nemesis." 

Nix gasped for air, droplets of sweat beaded on his forehead. "What's the not good part?"

"Something is wrong. I don't know Nix, I'm not a Salamander." Rhy's dark eyes stared at him. "What should I do?" 

"Severance... Bring Severance to me."


Chapter 158: Gemini Temple

"Greetings Nix. This old Fire Lord has missed you." A young version of the original Severance smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder, immediately her face became serious. "Your strength is growing fast, and you've been tempered." 

Nix nodded. "Doesn't seem like you should call yourself old with that form." Ever since Nix, Shae, and Severance restarted the dormant volcano at the Lapu Crater, Severance regained her lost youth. Her dark blue hair flowed midway down her back, and light blue armor completed the picture of youth and vitality. 

"I'm old on the inside Nix." Severance smiled and placed a hand on his head before closing her eyes. She stayed like that for nearly a minute before releasing him. 

"Rhylia is correct, your flames are erupting with power. I'm not sure what can be done." 

Nix waited patiently for an explanation. His closest friends were gathered close by and listening to Severance every word. 

Severance's face turned grim. "We have to release the excess energy, Silver flames are above even brown flames. A Lord Class Salamander like me would be killed in a few seconds."

"Let's come back to that. How do we release the energy." The normally quiet Fajii spoke from Nix's side, none of her normal cheerfulness was evident in her manner.

"If it were any flames other than silver, we could take him into a dormant crater and let him light it up. Even then it would be dangerous." 

Fajii moved closer to Nix and gripped his hand in hers. "Dangerous how?" 

"Silver flames can't be discharged recklessly, there's no estimating the amount of destruction we are talking about." Severance pursed her lips while she considered the problem. Lapu Crater might have worked if they talking about Nix's emerald flames. "No place in Colonial." 

"The Gemini Temple." Semmi's voice was quiet but it carried to everyone in the group.

Pon's old face cracked in a smile."Oasis is different than Colonial, the world is meant for higher-tiered powers." 

"A conduit is necessary for releasing the flames as he becomes a Nemesis." Severance had never heard of the Gemini Temple, but she was certain that if a Salamander didn't accompany Nix, he would be burned up and his flame lost forever. "I cannot go to Oasis, nor would I wish to at my current rank." 

"I will do it." Fajii voice held the certainty of complete confidence. "As a Scorched Earth Mage, I have the same immunity to flames that a Lord Salamander has." 

"I'm in." Wind said quietly. "Been wanting to check out the Temple again anyway." 

"Settled then." Pon clapped his hands together, he could feel the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. Being close to Silver flames was amazing and horrifying at the same time. 

Within a few minutes, Alpha Team was formed and they were heading toward the Embassy. Most of the officers from Inferno had decided to go as far as the Guild Office in Parliament. After saying goodbye, Alpha Team stealthed and left the protection of Parliament. They traveled single file through the neutral zone and into Fir'Dhass territory. 

Nix was struggling to keep walking and maintain his stealth, his flames felt like they were overflowing. He activated Deep Blue and chose the Gemini Temple platform. The Temple was a bit north of the platform, they had to circle around a few predators but they arrived safe and sound at the entrance after a few minutes. 

Alpha Team: Semmi: This structure seems like it should stand up to pretty much anything.

Chapter 159: Gemini Nemesis (one)

Wind stared at his stats, he now possessed lockpick? "Holy ... we're sharing skills Sem.."

Semmi quickly read through the abilities of the Gemini Thief. "Let's focus on three attacks Wind, First Strike, Critical Chain, and Unbalance. Study them for a moment." 

First Strike

The Gemini Thief's

first attack is always a critical hit.

Cool Down: 5 minutes

Critical Chain [Thief Bond Ability]

When one of your bonded companions

perform a critical attack, you immediately

swap places and make a critical attack 

of your own. Stacks up to 5x

Unbalance Chain [Thief Bond Ability]

When one of your bonded companions

manage to stun an opponent, you immediately

swap places and stun the target.

Stacks up to 5x. 

Alpha Team: Wind: Open up with First strike and then we'll try and extend it.

Chapter 160: Gemini Nemesis (two)

Nix's aura fluctuated from silver to emerald flames. The silver flames announced their arrival like a flashbulb, they would linger for a half minute before darkening to emerald again. 

"Silver is the higher flame Nix. according to Severance, you need to choose one to dispell." Fajii stood next to him, holding his hand while watching the colors change back and forth.

Nix nodded while gritting his teeth, "I'm going to focus on pushing the emerald flames away."

An instant later, a wave of emerald flames exploded outwards from the altar. The flames surrounding Nix turned lighter. Fajii placed both hands on his chest, ignoring the flames that licked at her arms, she used Scorched Earth to push the Emerald flames away from the silver. The flames started out mostly mixed together, but as pockets of the same flames flowed together when the accumulation had reached a certain point, the effect would be a massive wave of flames. 

Alpha Team: Semmi: Any chance you can warn us about those flame waves?

Chapter 161: Gemini Nemesis (three)

The two masked Ain'Dhassi picked their path carefully through the forest. The smaller, shaggy horse led the procession, they would stop every few minutes to change directions. 

Del Tali has activated Tracking.

[Track]

Zen Dar: 443 meters SW

Vik Dar: 442 meters SW

Buso Dar 440 meters SW

Eina Dar 442 meters SW

Nina Dar 460 meters SW

Aari Dar 461 meters SW

Mika Dar 460 meters SW

Weri Dar 462 meters SW

Mirko Dar 462 meters SW

Havi Dar 463 meters SW

"It's the Dar Clan, they must be waiting outside of the temple." Del dismounted and led their horses into the dense under-foliage of the forest. Del and her escort stealthed and proceeded closer to get a better look. 

******************

Fajii painstakingly gathered small bits of emerald flames together and would duck down behind the altar each time the flames burst outward. Eron sat on the floor, shielded by the altar, healing her injuries as they occurred. The Scorched Earth Mage wasn't bothered by the green flames, but the silver flames managed to burn through her natural defenses. 

Alpha Team: Fajii: Flames!

Chapter 162: Gemini Nemesis (conclusion)

The storm of Gemini flames subside, and a peaceful calm followed in its wake. Nix groaned loudly and rolled off the Altar, back in human form, the exhausted Fire Mage leaned heavily on the stone slab. 

Nix [Race: Human/Salamander Hybrid]

Rank: Nemesis

Level 50 [Locked: Actual Level 100]

[Hidden Class: Statistics Unavailable]

You have learned Lance [Elemental: Fire, Air, Ice]

You have learned Gemini Bond [Gemini]

You have learned Critical Chain [Gemini]

You have learned Tides of Flame [Nemesis]

You have learned Incinerate [Nemesis]

You have learned Balefire Burst [Nemesis]

You have learned Archon's Armor [Nemesis]

You have learned Advanced Execution [Nemesis]

"Nix!" Fajii spoke from the archway, she ran toward him and hugged him tightly. The rest of Alpha Team started to follow before spinning around to face the opposite direction. 

Alpha Team: Pon: Put some clothes on Punk!

Chapter 163: Clan Dar's Folly

Alpha Team: Semmi: Don't use the strands unless you need to Nix... We don't know who is watching and it might get back to Raine.

Chapter 164: Training Yard

[Training Grounds, Gemini Palace, Haven]

Nix dug the tip of his boot into the sand floor of the training grounds. He gripped the Archon blade he had taken from Solomon City in his hand. Slowly he concentrated on pushing silver flames into it. A moment later, the air crackled as the pale flames licked at the metal. He held it in front of him for a moment and focused again. Slowly emerald flames weaved into the silver, the air around the blade seemed distorted. 

[Flashblade}

NIx form blurred toward a training dummy 20 meters away. With no effort, he cut it completely in half. 

By the time he walked back to his original spot, the training dummy respawned. 

"Let's see what else..." 

Lance: [Fire, Air, Ice]

Summons a lance to be hurled at your enemy.

The first throw is always a critical hit. Damage done is

dependent on the ESA. [Element+Strength+Agility]

No Cool Down: Instant Cast

"Why is Ice on there? Won't it melt if my aura is on?" 

Nix used his hud to change the training dummy to invincible, points rating only. He closed the interface and looked back at the dummy. "Let's see what Lance has." 

[Burning Aura]

[Fire: Lance]

Nix targeted the dummy and threw as hard as he could. 

"77 points out of 100... That was a generic flame." 

Nix focused on emerald flames and tried it again. 

[Emerald Fire: Lance]

Nix hefted the spear in one hand and then threw it at the dummy. 

"88 points this time... Let's try silver."

Nix targeted the dummy and then summoned his silver flames.

[Silver Fire: Lance]

He could feel the heat radiating off the spear when he threw it at the target. It seemed to fly faster than the others. 

Nix looked at the readout on his hud. "92 out of 100. It hits pretty hard." 

Nix took a deep breath and tried to summon a Gemini Lance. The first three efforts were emerald lances, the next five after that was silver. There were another handful of failed attempts before he managed it. 

[Gemini Fire: Lance]

Nix glanced at the lance in his hand. It vibrated with a pleasant hum, but unlike the silver spear, it didn't give off a tremendous amount of heat. He threw it at the target and then brought up his hud. Nix whistled softly, "95 out of 100. I need to practice summoning the Gemini Flame."

"You can change the elements of the training dummies." Elune's voice came from the entrance to the training grounds, she was giving Pon and Fajii a tour. 

"Hmm?" Nix brought up the hud again and clicked on the training dummy, under type he found the Element menu. With a few selections, he brought up four fire dummies. "Thanks, Elune." 

Nix had seen that the options in Lance included both Air and Ice, but he had never summoned either one before. "Air should be easier. We'll try that one first." 

[Air: Lance]

Nix stared at the lance in fascination. It had been easy to summon, it was transparent and very generic looking. He threw it at one of the fire dummies, immediately if flared up. "God... 55 out of 100, going to put you on the shelf to collect dust." 

He moved back into place and tried to think of Ice. The trip to Cyphix city from the Gladis hub, the impenetrable black ice that Morti broke through in Shangri. 

[Ice: Lance]

"Damn...," the ice lance wasn't cold in his hand, nor did it start to melt when exposed to his aura. "The other Salamanders are going to laugh at me," he muttered under his breath. 

He threw it the flaming training dummy, the impact caused the flames to sputter out for a moment. "98 out of 100... against fire." 

Nix spent a few more minutes testing out the different resistances. Both his Air and Fire lances struggled against Fire creatures, while the Ice was King. However, with every other resistance available the Gemini Spear far outperformed the other lances. 

Pon and Fajii had both used their Gemini stones and were doing the same as Nix, experimenting in different parts of the yard. Within a few minutes, Wind and Semmi also arrived, there were quite a few skills they didn't use since they focused on the First Strike and Critical Chain abilities. 

Gemini Bond 

You can share stuns, critical hits

and some skills while in range of other

Gemini classes. 

"Hmm... " Nix glanced at the blonde-haired thief. "Picking locks would be nice." 

Tides of Flame: Area Effect

A 25-meter square is bathed in 

three waves of your flames. 

Cool Down: 2 minutes

Nix used the TrainingYard interface to bring up a squad of 12 elite training dummies. 

[Tides of Flame]

A wave of emerald flames washed over the dummies, lighting them all on fire, a moment later a tide of silver flames scorched them, the final wave was the Gemini flame. Nix pursed his lips as he considered the melted dummies. 

Alpha Team: Pon: The fuck was that spell?

Chapter 165: Back Again

Mina studied the Guild hud for a moment and then closed it. She leaned closer to Nix and lowered her voice. "Isn't this group a bit inexperienced to be Raiding 9.1?" 

Banzi Tank

Wylie Heals

Pinky Heals

Moki DPS

Dalton DPS

Chael DPS

Darsi DPS

Ronnie DPS

Mina DPS

Nix CC

"Six veterans and four rookies. I'd say that was a good ratio." Nix smiled at his Raid Sheet and then closed the hud." 

Inferno: Nix: Welcome to 9.1 guys. You've all been working hard on leveling up, today is where you get to try out the skills you've been working on.

Inferno: Ronnie: It will all be fine. Moki and Dalton will team with me. Darsi will be with Chael. Wylie will be with Pinky. 

Inferno: Nix: If you are unsure what to do in a certain situation, ask your teammate, they will give you proper advice. Just relax and follow our lead, 9.1 isn't going to slow us down. 

********************

The 10 person raid arrived at the Staging area shortly before 13:00 hours. Nix summoned Ducky and Soup right away.

Inferno: Nix: We are going to move into 9.1 now. The raid will stay on the platform for the next few minutes while I scout out the floor. Fajii already buffed us before we left, so while I'm scouting, take care of any last-minute preparations you need to do. Stay in place, follow directions and we'll win. 

Inferno took the 9th-floor platform to the 1st stage area. Nine members stayed on the platform while Nix stealthed. The platform had two curved hallways leading away from it in opposite directions. He chose the northwest corridor and took off swimming. He hadn't gone more than fifty meters before he ran into three Aquarion Water Mages. Carefully he moved upward towards the ceiling and swam slowly past them. 

The corridor continued to curve until he came to a large rectangular room, there were three Matriarchs and a half dozen melee fighters. Progressing past them he continued down another curved hall that ran in a complete circle until it came back to the rectangular room. 

Inferno: Nix: Stage 1 is a figure 8 design. In the middle are 3 Matriarchs and a half dozen melee fighters. Additionally, there are 4 groups of Water Mages, each group has three and they are in the curved halls before and after the center room. Two of those groups are located on the upper part and the other two groups are on the lower part. 

Inferno: Mina: That makes 3 Matriarchs, 6 melees, and 12 Water Mages. Scorched Earth Snipers should be able to finish the Water Mages fairly easily. 

Inferno: Nix: I didn't see any sort of exit, perhaps it is hidden until the room is clear. 

Inferno: Mina: Are we dividing up? Or staying together? I'm assuming the Matriarchs haven't summoned their beasts yet?

Inferno: Nix: No, if possible I'd like to prevent them from doing so. Normally I'd say do the Water Mages first, but instead, let's stealth past them to take on the 3 Matriarchs and the melees. 

Inferno: Ronnie Dessert is first today. I like it. 

Inferno: Mina: Tactics?

Inferno: Nix: I'll take one of the Matriarchs and try to get rid of her quickly. Ducky will charm the 2nd and that leaves the third for Mina. 

Inferno: Mina: Can Ducky charm a Matriarch?

Inferno: Nix: Yes. Stealth and stay near the ceiling, single file, follow me.

Inferno moved slowly into position with Nix stopping within Range of the first Matriarch. He waited while Banzi and Ronnie marked their targets.

Inferno: Banzi: I'm going to use an AE taunt, but leave my target for last. 

Inferno: Ronnie: I placed a bullseye on the first melee, just burn him down quickly. 

Inferno: Chael: Only one nest can be set up per five, so Ronnie and I will do the nests. 

[Ronnie has set up a Sniper's nest]

[Chael has set up a Sniper's nest]

[Darsi as assumed a prone firing position]

[Moki has assumed a prone firing position]

[Dalton has assumed a prone firing position]

Inferno: Ronnie: Fireteam, I am the MA (Maint Assist), stay on my target. 

Inferno: Nix: The Matriarch on the right is mine, Mina will take the middle and Ducky will CC (Crowd Control) the left. Do not use any AE skills, it will break the charm. 

[Disclaimer: Some Crowd Control skills use a Charm or Mesmerize type skill, in Colonial charmed creatures may be injured by 'friendly fire.' Unless specifically noted for an event, this friendly fire will immediately break Charm. The Controlled Target may take damage from other sources; this will not break the control.]

Inferno: Nix: Set?

Inferno: Ronnie: Fireteam ready.

Inferno: Wylie: Heals ready.

Inferno: Banzi: Tank ready.

Inferno: Mina: All Ready Nix. 

Nix focused on Right Matriarch. She wore dark blue armor and had a trident in one hand. 

[Flashblade: Gemini]

Nix has critically wounded Matriarch Asiana

The arm with Asiana's Ricoli artifact floated to the floor in a cloud of blood. Nix slammed his fist into her armored chest, sending her to fly back into the wall behind her.

Matriarch Asiana has been stunned. 

Ducky has charmed Matriarch Bel

Nix raised his left arm and six strands of Gemini flame wrapped around Mina's target. He held them in place and turned back towards his target. 

[Gemini Fire: Lance]

Nix could feel the steady humming vibration of the Gemini flames as he threw it at his target. The lance struck the Matriarch in the abdomen and pinned her to the wall. Her screams of pain drowned out the steady shooting of the Fireteam. 

Matriarch Asiana has been mortally wounded. 

[Execution]

Nix's blade disappeared to his inventory, one wrist-thick Gemini strand sliced towards Asiana's neck.

Matriarch Asiana has been slain.

Nix held the strands on Mina's target until her Sea-Beasts tore the Matriarch apart. Ducky's target moved off to one side while the Fireteam easily brought down the six Melee. 

Inferno: Nix: Ducky will keep the Matriarch here with Soup, while we take care of the Water Mages. 

[Whisper: Nix to Ronnie] How'd they do?

[Whisper: Ronnie to Nix] Not bad, they do a lot of damage because they have good gear. Their timing and teamwork needs to improve. 

[Whisper: Nix to Ronnie] Keep on them. 

Nix frowned as he led the raid toward the first set of Water Mages. He needed the fire team from the Gladis hub to step up. They had already noticed that their stats were enhanced. That advantage should have accelerated their growth. 

Inferno: Nix: I'll take this group of three. 

Inferno: Wylie: By yourself?

Inferno: Nix: They're only Water Mages. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Pay attention Fireteam. We had six targets in the last fight yet three of you decided to use Snipe on the first target. Communicate with each other, know what your cooldowns are. Your dps on the last three targets were crap.

Snipe: Ranged

Description: Score a critical hit

on your target at twice

the normal damage. 

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

[Aura Ignition]

Nix's Aura vibrated with the braided silver and emerald flames, the air around him seemed to distort with the steady pulsing of the Gemini flames. 

Nix targeted the group of three Water Mages and pushed Gemini flames into his Archon blade. 

[Tides of Flame]

[Flashblade]

Nix has slain Rafidi

The first wave on emerald flames arrived an instant later, Nix smiled at two remaining Water Mages. He sent six strands of Gemini flames around both of them and held them in place as the next wave of Silver flames washed over them. The last wave of Gemini flames told Nix what he wanted to know. Tides of Flame was at least a 4th tier spell. 

Wyker has been slain.

Egenal has been slain. 

Inferno: Nix: Take the fireteam and finish off the other three groups of Water Mages. Then take them back to Guild Hall and wait for me. We need to discuss whether or not to keep them or find someone with more ability. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Okay Nix. 

Infernal: Nix: The rest of us will head back to the middle and deal with Ducky's target. 

Nix led Banzi, Mina, Pinky, and Wylie back to the center where Ducky and Soup were waiting. By the time they arrived the Fireteam had already started on the next trio of Water Mages. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] That seemed a bit harsh Nix. Normally you show more patience with the inexperienced members. 

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] We are heading toward the 12th floor at a full sprint. They don't have time to take the scenic route. 

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] This was their first raid Nix, we don't have Jun Li, Sharl, Milat, Zhava or most of our top healers. 

Nix stopped in front of Matriarch Bel and removed the Ricolo Artifact from her arm. He turned away and swam leisurely toward the wall. 

Inferno: Nix: Finish her. 

Mina had only summoned 10 of her Sea-beasts for this raid. Nix stared at them with a great amount of interest while he tried to figure out the different beasts mixed in. The long thin bodies were definitely eel-like, the rows of razor-sharp teeth looked like they might be from a barracuda type predator. They had front and back legs that were extremely short but tipped with wicked-looking claws. The surface of their sleek bodies resembled alligator skin. They were definitely a step up from the Vilas, at least in an all-water environment. The once tamed Vilas were now part of the Sea-World habitat. If Mina followed him to Oasis, he would definitely recommend re-taming the Vilas. 

Nix watched as the Matriarch disappeared in a cloud of blood and sea-beasts. 

Matriarch Bel has been slain. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's call them Eel-gators from now on. 

Inferno: Banzi: Should we help the Fireteam finish off the rest of the Water Mages?

Inferno: Nix: No, they can handle it. 

They waited in the middle for a few minutes, until a chest slid up from the floor where the Matriarchs had been. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Fireteam is done, we'll be waiting for you at the Guildhall. 

Inferno: Nix: Okay, Ronnie. 

Nix opened the chest and paused for a moment before pulling out the only object inside. 

12th Floor Jade Key [Bound to Inferno Guild]

Description: Opens the Jade door 

on the 12th floor. 

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to the Inferno Guild for being the first guild to advance to the 2nd stage of the 9th floor. 

Nix led the group back to the platform where they took the gate back to the 9th-floor staging area. A large group of armored fighters was waiting. 

Inferno: Wylie: Should we gate out?

Inferno: Nix: Let's see what they want. 

The members of Inferno stopped a few meters from the group. It was then one of them stepped forward and removed their mask. 

"Matriarch Ishna!" Mina's face showed both surprise and joy as she moved forward to greet her friend. 

Matriarch Ishna looked young, perhaps even younger than Mina. Her eyes were dark blue and piercing. She smiled at the Inferno leader. "You must be Nix?" 

Nix glanced at Mina, she was obviously surprised by her friend's arrival. "Yes, I'm Nix." 

"Nix, this is my good friend Matriarch Ishna, the one I mentioned to you." 

"Ishna... Why are you here?" Nix didn't bother to add her title, he could feel the eyes of several of her followers staring at him. 

"We have parted ways with the council and their outdated beliefs." Ishna bowed her head slightly. "Please grant us asylum, so that we may live in peace." 

"Of course, right after we destroy the Cai'Song Artifact." Nix returned her bow before taking out Deep Blue, "let's head back now." 

Nix felt a hand on his arm, right before a cold chill traveled down his back. He looked down at the small black disk attached to his armor. 

Black Hand: Artifact

Description: You feel a terrifying hand

grip your neck and hold you in place. 

You may not gate or resurrect without the 

permission of the person who used it. 

"What is the meaning of this?" Mina's pale face showed her disbelief. 

Ishna smiled apologetically at Mina. "He's as difficult as I've heard. We'll be taking him back with us. You can forget about changing forms, the Black Hand prevents that too."

"You won't be taking him anywhere." A voice spoke from behind Ishna's group. Jun Li, Sharl, Milat, Zhava, Tess, Gypsy, Sori Dah, six Scorched Earth Temple Acolytes and a dozen Mariner Knights dropped their stealth. Jun Li smiled at the shock on the Matriarch's face. "Prey Waits."


Chapter 166: Olive Branch

Inferno: Nix: Fireteam... let her have it. 

Five shots rang out at the same time from the far end of the staging area. 

[Snipe] 

Darsi has scored a critical hit on Matriarch Ishna.

[Snipe]

Moka has scored a critical hit on Matriarch Ishna.

[Snipe]

Dalton has scored a critical hot on Matriarch Ishna.

[Snipe]

Chael has scored a critical hit on Matriarch Ishna.

[Snipe]

Ronnie has scored a critical hit on Matriarch Ishna.

Ronnie has slain Matriarch Ishna. 

Ishna's riddled corpse floated slowly to the ground, her fighters froze for a moment, unsure how to react to her sudden death. 

Nix targeted the Aquarion fighters, who had been nice enough to crowd together.

[Tides of Flame]

By the time the first wave of flames hit them, Nix had jumped into the melee and was swinging the Gemini Infused Archon blade. The archers from the Scorched Earth Temple and the Mariners from the Colonial Knights opened fire as the rest of Inferno waded into the fight. From start to finish it was over in less than a few minutes. The healers from Inferno all spammed their AE heals since the groups were so tightly packed.

An eerie silence followed the end of the fight, the only sound was the muffled crying of Mina. She had dropped to her knees and not taken part in the fight. When it was over, she looked up at Nix. "The Fireteam never went back to the Guildhall." 

"No," Nix admitted as he bent down and slid off the Matriarch's Ricoli artifact. He also pulled the Black Hand disc off. Because of the death of the one who applied it, the small disc slipped off easily. "I gave you only one of these Mina. Who did you give it to?" 

Mina looked up at him, her face a mask of pain. "One of our artifact scholars thought it might be possible to make copies. His name is Yalta." 

Milat lay a hand on Nix's shoulder, unlike Mina his face showed anger. "Zhava and I will have Yalta waiting for you at the Guildhall." 

Jun Li walked up behind them. Nix had told her that they might be ambushed today, he had deliberately said the time of the raid in guildchat the day before. "We can't assume it's Yalta, even if the evidence points to him." 

Nix nodded and began to check Ishna's body for clues. He didn't find anything, but he did notice that she had on a very odd-looking bracelet. 

Paragon Bracelet

Description: Unavailable. 

"What's a Paragon Bracer?" Nix turned to Mina who leaped at him suddenly, grabbing his arm before he could remove it from her corpse. 

"Don't remove it Nix!" Mina quickly released him but moved closer to look at the bracer. "They actually made one." 

"What is it, Mina?" Nix was suddenly very curious, the pain in her eyes had turned to hope. 

"The Aquarion's biggest disadvantage when facing human guilds is our mortality. Inferno found a way around it with the introduction of human/Aquarion spirit companions." 

Nix examined the bracelet closer without taking it off her. "I'm guessing this is some sort of fix?" 

Mina nodded. "Check the other fighters, some of them should have a similar bracelet." 

[Whisper Milat to Nix] We have Yalta and will hold him at the Guildhall. 

[Whisper Nix to Milat] Thanks. We'll be there in a bit. 

Nix moved to the nearest Aquarion fighter and checked her wrist, she had a plain-looking bracelet around her wrist. 

Reliant Bracelet

Description: Paired with

the Paragon.

Mina nodded, "that must be it. Check the rest of them. Please don't remove them." 

"Correct me if I'm wrong. These bracelets enable them to be resurrected?" Nix considered the possibilities. 

[Whisper: Jun Li to Nix] What are we going to do Nix? 

Guild Officer Nix: Opinions?

Guild Officer Semmi: We've been monitoring communications Nix. I'd recommend taking the bracelets and leaving the bodies here.

Guild Officer: Pon: Same here. They came for Nix, you can bet they weren't going to invite him for dinner.

Guild Officer: Milat: Take the bracelets and leave them. 

Guild Officer: Wind: I agree.

Guild Officer: Sharl: I have no problems with looting them and walking away. They are already 

taken care of.

Guild Officer: Fajii: It makes no sense to release them and fight them again another day.

Guild Officer: Zhava: It seems like the smart move is to remove their bracelets and walk away. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: I'm not okay with this Nix. You can figure out something better, right?

Guild Officer: Mina: I don't feel qualified to vote on this, she is a good friend and my feelings have clouded my judgment. 

[Whisper: Nix to Darsi] Come look at this bracelet, I want to know if you can reproduce it.

******************

[4 hours later, Su'Dhassi Territory, 5 miles east of Phai City]

Alpha Team: Nix: Your BR can work outside of battle?

Chapter 167: Tempest

[Glory Bay: 5 miles North of Glory]

Milat led the small procession away from Glory, they stayed close to the ocean floor and used the Seaweeds for cover. They swam quickly until he was directed to stop. 

Mina stared at the traitors, Yalta, Benin, Fidai, and Bursk. "This is far enough." 

Zhava, Fajii, Milat, and Mina moved away from them, all of the Aquarion leader's Eel-gators were hovering behind her. The left wrist of each captive was bound to the prisoner in front of them. 

"You are traitors," Milat said with hatred in his voice. He had lost good friends escaping from the Elder Matriarchs and Nix had saved many of his friends. "The spirit companion bonds that each of you made have been cast off by our human friends." 

Yalta bowed his head toward Mina. "We don't deserve your mercy Filamina. Thank you." 

Mina's pale eyes showed no emotion. "Mercy? Is that what you think you are getting?" She made a gesture with her hand and two dozen Sea-Beasts swarmed in. Unarmed and without armor, the four traitors fought for a few seconds before disappearing in a cloud of red blood. 

Milat shook his head in disgust. "Traitors... After everything, we've been through together. They would try to take Nix."

It had taken a while, but Mina was past the initial shock and now anger was bubbling up inside her. "My judgment is also to blame. I trusted Ishna."

They swam quietly back to Glory Island. Fajii extended a hand and held Mina's. "Take a few days to think of what you could have done differently and then put this behind you." 

Mina stared at her for a moment before replying. "You've changed so much Fajii. I don't mean on the outside." Mina squeezed the alchemist's hand. She had grown stronger and flourished since they joined Inferno. 

Fajii favored her with a slight smile. "It's obvious that you wish to talk to him. He's currently in the Gemini Training Yard." 

******************

[Solomon City: Training Yard, The Fire Maze]

Pheno stared at his team in disgust. "That's it? One Fire Creature is stopping you from completing this level. Figure out how to work around it. 

Pheno's silver flamed wings flapped gently, keeping him at a hover over the Archon Training Maze. The creature his team was facing was an infamous block for Archon recruits. A blob of molten rock that would retreat back to his lava lair every few minutes. When that happened dozens of its fire minions would rush out and attack. He used his hud to pull up their scores. 

Cutter: Fireworm: 85

Shae: Salamander: 77

Faidyn: Drake: 86

Borda: Flame Knight: 91

The human Knight was definitely outperforming the fire creatures in his training group. "Come on!" Pheno shouted at his people who seemed to be unable to proceed further. "You have my permission to use all your skills." 

Faidyn cursed the annoying Pheno under her breath. "We are using are skills idiot." The drake was in human form, her shoulder-length hair was the same color as her flame and eyes, a really pale orange that Shae considered beautiful. 

Shae stared at her companions. Unlike them, she wasn't overly concerned with the score. She had passed the same trial that they had to enter the Upper Plains, but this was not her home. She stole a quick glance at her trainer before giving them a sly smile. "My spirit companion can deal with this thing, however, Pheno said I couldn't use him unless he gave me permission."

Borda scowled at the mention of Pheno. "I think he just gave you permission. If you have a creature that can deal with this, please summon it!"

Cutter nodded in agreement. "He did say to use all our skills." 

Shae hid her smile. "Right..." 

[Summons: Nix]

A moment later, the fully armored Nix appeared in front of them. If the sudden increase in gravity affected him, he didn't let it show. He quickly glanced at his surroundings and Shae's group. "How may I assist?"

It took all of her will not to leap at him. Instead, she pointed at the ugly blob of molten rock. "That thing retreats into his lair and then an endless amount of fire minions are released every few seconds. We need to retrieve something from inside."

"Your companion is a 1st tier human?" Faidyn understood immediately, this was the reason why Shae refused to consider suitors. This was her mate. "How can you even stand up?"

Shae felt Pheno staring at her but she refused to look. "This is Nix everyone. Can you handle that thing?"

[Burning Aura: Gemini Flame]

Nix turned away from the group and walked toward the lava blob. The pressure was pushing down on him but he felt like it was manageable for a few minutes. Unlike previous encounters, the fire creature didn't flee when someone approached it.

"How come the blob thing isn't running?" Faidyn had stared at the two colored flames like everyone else in the group, she had never seen anything like it. 

Borda drew his sword and moved to one side. "He's only a 50 level. It doesn't consider him a threat. Be ready!" 

Nix raised both hands and a dozen Gemini Flame strands shot out and wrapped around the mass of molten rock. The molten rock seemed to freeze in place for a moment before filling the training maze with a deafening roar, the panicking creature turned back toward its lair. 

Nix dug his heels in and pulled back as hard as he could. "Better hurry!" 

The group ran past him, Shae's smiling face flashed toward the entrance, the rest of her group following close behind. Nix released six of the strands on the fire creature so he could free up one hand. It was still dragging him toward the entrance. 

Nix targetted the creature and focused on ice. 

[Ice: Lance]

As soon as he summoned the lance he threw it into the center of the blob as hard as he could. Flames burst from it in all directions and it roared in pain. 

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

After spamming three straight Ice Lances at it, Nix was forced to retreat when the enrage blob turned toward him. 

[Fire Snare: Gemini Flame]

A Molten Lava Creature has been slowed by 40 percent.

[Your Strength has improved]

[Your Stamina has improved]

[Fire Root: Gemini Flame]

A Molten Lava Creature has been rooted in place. 

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

[Ice: Lance]

The Molten Lava Creature has been Mortally wounded and has entered a state of high vulnerability. 

[Your Strength has improved]

[Your Stamina has improved]

[Ice: Lance]

Nix has scored a critical hit on the Molten Lava Creature.

The Molten Lava Creature has been slain. 

Pheno stared at the dead Lava Creature, he could count the number of times anyone had managed to damage it on one hand. He glanced up to see the other three trainers flying toward him. 

"Captain Pheno! Your team was able to slay the Fire Creature?" Vooni was one of the strongest trainers, as a direct dragon descendant, she was arrogant like the purebloods of her kind. Her black eyes quickly found Nix. "A fifty level here?" 

Pheno nodded and abruptly cut her off from asking more questions by flying down to the yard. Other trainers weren't allowed to trespass. "Recruit Phoenix... That was well done!" 

Nix turned at the sound of Pheno's voice. "Thank you." He kept the strain out of his voice, but he already felt like he had stayed too long. The edges of his vision were starting to darken.

Shae and her friends exited the lair a minute later, they took one look at Pheno who motioned for them to continue. The Archon training group ran for the finish and within a few moments, the exercise had ended.

Pheno eyed his recruit. "You okay Phoenix?"

Nix nodded, he could feel sweat running into his eyes, he blinked it away. Raising his arm was too big of an effort. 

Pheno nodded and started adjusting the scores. He was finished by the time Shae and her group returned. 

"Okay... not bad for a day's work. Here are your scores." 

Cutter: Fireworm: 85

Shae: Salamander: 100

Faidyn: Drake: 86

Borda: Flame Knight: 91

"Since your spirit companion managed to slay the Fire Creature, you get a perfect score. As a reward, I'm giving you a 24-hour pass, don't be late returning." Pheno dismissed the group with a wave and then used his hud to release the gating restrictions on Shae.

Shae put an arm around Nix's waist, she could feel his muscles straining. "Let's go Nix!"

[Your Strength has improved]

[Your Stamina has improved]

Nix nodded and activated Deep Blue, he pulled her closer and chose the Gemini Temple.


Chapter 168: A Short Reunion

Nix sighed with relief as the weight of Solomon City was taken away. The sweet scent of the Gemini orchard greeted them as they stepped off the platform. "This is the sanctuary within the Gemini Temple."

Shae leaned against him and inhaled deeply. "I've missed you Nix." 

Nix squeezed her hand and pulled her closer before kissing the top of her head while she hugged him tightly. "Hmm... Same here. The Gemini Temple is in Haven, which we've anchored to the Guild Office in Parliament. Everyone in Inferno used their Homestead tokens." He pulled his armor off and stowed it away before helping Shae with hers.

She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him, letting it linger while she pressed her body against him. After a minute she sighed happily and pulled away. "I haven't used mine. Show me what you built!" 

The Gemini Temple exited into the plateau that Nix used as grazing lands. The couple walked hand in hand through the tall grass, with Nix pointing out the herd of horses that were lingering about. 

"Those are your horses Nix?" Shae looked at the small herd, "the shiny black one in front is beautiful."

Nix nodded, "That's Flash, he.." 

Shae interrupted him by pushing him down in the tall grass. She straddled his hips, both of her hand pressed against his chest. "You're a Nemesis now. That's really amazing." 

Nix gripped her hips with his hands, "don't flame up Shae, I don't want to lose the entire plateau to a fire."

"Okay... First a proper greeting, then we'll head to my Elemental world and pick all my peppers." She pulled her shirt over her head, her lips curved in a smile. 

"A bit in the open isn't it?" Nix estimated the grass length at two feet or so, once they laid down it would be difficult to see them. 

Shae nodded and cupped his cheeks with both hands. "Put up with it for a bit." Her lips brushed against his before parting slightly and deepening the kiss. 

****************

An hour later Nix and Shae walked hand in hand to his Ranch House. He showed her the bunkhouse, stables and the Ranch House itself. The redhaired Archon leaned against the kitchen island while Nix cooked them a meal. 

"Your family is here?" Shae hadn't seen either of them since she arrived. 

"Bev will be back in a few days, she is taking care of a few important things. Dad is crafting at the Gemini Temple." 

After eating they gated directly to Shae's elemental world. "Nix... You're the temple lord of the Gemini Temple?"

Nix nodded and returned her smile. Shae's world hadn't changed at all. "It's the Gemini Palace actually, however it sounds a bit weird to say it, so we just call it a temple." 

Shae clapped excitedly when she saw the rows and rows of fresh ghost peppers. "Let's pick them all Nix!"

"That's why I brought the bags." He handed her one and stepped over to the next row. "We'll work slow, that way we can catch up." 

"You met my squad. What did you think?" Shae knelt in the first row and started picking pepper.

"The one who wore the dark armor seems very strong." Nix's hands moved fast, carefully picking and putting them in the bag. 

Shae nodded and popped a handful of peppers in her mouth. "That's Borda, he's a flame knight, not really sure what that means." 

"The other male, I can't identify at all. Is he a fire creature?" Nix couldn't keep the smile off his face, Shae was doing more eating than picking. 

"Fireworm, they live deep underground, he actually possesses a lot of Earth abilities." She stared at him for a moment before standing up and sitting the bag down. "Break time Nix."

Nix looked at the two rows they worked on. "We barely started." He followed her anyway, speeding up when she began to run. 

The redhead tossed her clothes in the air as she ran, she skidded to a stop in front of her favorite hot-pool. She turned to face him, silver flames erupting around her. "Show me the flames you've learned Nix." 

[Aura Ignition]

Nix couldn't help but stare in silence at her. Her red hair hung over her shoulders, Shae's perfect skin was detailed by the illumination of her silver flames. He changed his flames from emerald to silver and then to the Gemini flame. "Do you like?"

Shae nodded and reached out slowly. "It vibrates Nix. How did you do that?"

"I'll show you in a bit." His aura turned back to the silver flames as he pulled her close and picked her up. 

An hour later Nix's was sitting in the hot pool, a few feet away from him Shae was bathed in beautiful silver flames. Her hair was slicked back and her brown eyes seemed to radiate happiness. "I missed you so badly Nix."

'Focus Shae." He moved closer, his emerald flames immediately started to get overwhelmed by her silver ones. "Try to make your flames more pliable." He moved closer and slowly his emerald flames were pushed back at him. 

Shae gave him a sly smile. "Perhaps more contact is necessary." She waded slowly toward him until her breasts pushed against his chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and then leaned against him. 

"Damn... You're so distracting." Nix released his emerald flames and summoned his silver flames again. 

"Yep..." Shae wrapped her legs around his waist and kissed him deeply. She reached between them and gripped him in her hand, moaning softly as she guided him in. 

***************

"I want to see Fajii. I really miss her." Shae leaned against him, her wet hair scattered across his chest.

"Have her come here then." Nix closed his eyes and enjoyed the warmth of Shae. 

Shae popped one elbow up and looked at his face. "You don't mind?"

Nix shook his head. "She asks about you often." 

Shae smiled as if she was pleased. "Fajii could become an Archon eventually, all elementals have the ability. There are plenty of Earth Archons, they are very strong." 

"She unbanked her levels to help my transition to Nemesis." Nix had been thankful at the time, although he hadn't successfully separated his flames, her help had enabled him to last long enough to come up with an alternative.

"Of course she did, Fajii loves you." Shae watched his eyes for reaction, she traced his cheek with one finger. "Why does that make you look nervous?"

"It doesn't, somehow you saying it is unsettling."

"Aquarions speak their feelings, it's a beautiful trait." She paused for a moment, then eased off him long enough to pull him deeper into the pool. "She said the same thing to me."

Nix felt her smooth legs entwining with his. "Fajii? What did she say?"

"Hmm... That she loves me." Shae studied his reaction without comment. 

"No, she didn't."

"Sure did." Shae's hand caressed his arm. "Is it so unbelievable?"

Nix nodded, "yes." 

Shae laughed at the look on his face. "Ask her yourself, she's on her way." 

"Should I give you some time alone with her?"

Shae shook her head. "Can't I enjoy the company of my sister and my mate?"

Nix didn't reply, the conversation seemed bent on taking wild tangents. "You make it sound reasonable." 

Shae nodded. "I'm very reasonable." 

Fajii arrived a few minutes later, her face lighting up with happiness when she saw Shae. "Where have you been?" Fajii quickly removed her clothes and joined them in the hot pool. 

Aquarions have no sense of space, she moved next to Shae, stroking her red hair while they talked. Nix started to nod off while Shae told Fajii her story. He slept soundly for a while and woke up while Fajii was telling Shae about Ishna. 

Nix waded out of the pool and got dressed while they continued to talk. He sat on the banks listening to them. "Don't forget to see Rhy before you leave, she has been asking about you."

Shae nodded. "Why did you get dressed again?" 

"Being undressed in front of the two of you at the same time is unsettling."

Fajii's dark eyes stared at him. "What about Sharl and Ronnie?" 

"....." NIx.

"Good point." Shae didn't hide the amusement in her voice. "They are sisters, right? Fajii and I are sisters also." 

Fajii nodded in agreement."He always takes Ronnie's side in guildchat. No matter what she says." 

Nix frowned at the dark-skinned Aquarion. "Hey, leave Ronnie alone." 

Fajii smiled sweetly. "See?"

Another hour passed and Nix found himself back in the pepper rows talking amiably with Shae and Fajii. 

"You should declare a champion for your Temple and gather Acolytes." Shae had pulled ahead in the next row since she was eating everything. 

Nix nodded, "I will consider my choices." For some reason, he felt there was only one possibility for that title. 

******************

Too soon the time for Shae to depart arrived. She managed to spend some time with Rhylia and her close friends from Inferno before she reluctantly made her way back to the Gemini Temple.

"Having a portal that can access three worlds is truly amazing, you could sneak in to see me." Shae squeezed his hand and leaned against him as they entered the Gemini Sanctuary. 

She tilted her head and kissed him. "I love you Nix." 

"Did Fajii tell you to say that?"

"Yep," she admitted. 

"I love you too Shae." 

She stepped up on the platform, her face glowing with happiness. "They saw what you did on the training grounds Nix. Pheno and the rest of the Archon trainers, rumors of your strength will spread quickly."

Nix shrugged, "I've a lot of things left to do in Colonial and I haven't even skimmed the surface in Oasis." 

Shae gave him a sly look as she activated the gate to Solomon City and tossed him a neatly folded piece of paper. "Sneak in and see me sometime, I even drew you a map."


Chapter 169: Palace Champion

"Damn, this thing is uncomfortable." Nix shifted slightly on the Gemini throne and brought up the Champion menu; as the Palace Nemesis, Nix could bestow the blessings of the Gemini Temple on his champion.

"It makes me happy to see someone sitting on the Gemini Throne once again." Elune's voice carried from the northern archway.

"Have you had a chance to explore the Palace? I'm assuming that it has changed a bit." Nix was starting to understand the Gemini High Priestess, her entire being was consumed by what she considered her calling. 

Elune's duo-colored face nodded. "My sanctuary is my larger, the lower levels didn't exist, I'm afraid you must explore those, most likely they are dangerous. In general, everything is much larger. The Acolyte rooms on the upper level are much more numerous." 

Nix watched as she approached and handed him a large cylindrical object. It had the same black and white coloring as the throne. He had already noticed the round indention on the smooth surface where he rested his arm. "I'm assuming this goes here?"

Elune shrugged. "I do not know. This is part of the upgrade I believe. It appeared on the altar this morning while you were entertaining your Archon friend."

Nix knew that his high priestess had a vast knowledge of Oasis and dhassi cultures. "You know about Archons too?"

"Only enough to know that she is one." 

"You have my permission to leave the Temple whenever you like if that is your wish."

Elune stared at him for a moment before bowing her head slightly. "Thank you, Nix."

Nix kept his face expressionless, it had taken him a long time to convince her to drop the title when addressing him, sometimes she would forget and call him Lord. He inserted the cylinder into the arm of the throne, immediately a large hud (heads up display) popped up in front of him. 

Elune moved beside him, staring at the menu. "Acolyte menus, equipment, quests, and skills that can be given to them."

Nix whistled, "not given, earned. It looks like a point system." 

"You must choose Acolytes carefully Nix, I believe choosing from Oasis could prove problematic." Elune reached around him and brought up the Head Acolyte Menu.

"What's the difference between the Head Acolyte and the High Priestess?" 

"You get to decide that. In the past, I worked closely with the Head Acolyte. He was always out on missions while I'll take care of the Gemini Temple."

"I see no problem with keeping your duties as they were before."

[Summons: Ea'Shadai, Cali, Torrent]

Elune gasped at their sudden appearance. "Arch Winds?"

Nix nodded. "What were the results of the task I asked you to complete."

Cal stepped forward, he was the strongest of the three and their spokesperson. "You only need to say the amount Nix, there are hundreds willing to answer your call."

Nix studied the screen in front of him. "The limit for Acolytes is two hundred for this Palace. We don't need that many. Let's start with Fifty." 

Cal nodded his white-feathered head. "Do you wish to pick them?"

"I will trust my Arch Wind companions in this matter. Please see to it." 

Nix watched as Ea'Shadai formed a wind-tunnel and all three entered quickly. 

"Wind tunnel to Air'Voilla?" Elune's face was lit up in a smile. "I've read about it, I would love to go there once." 

"Arch Winds will make good Acolytes. Will you manage their training until I find a proper Head Acolyte?"

Elune nodded. "I can manage." 

*********************

"Morning Sunshine." Nix greeted Semmi when he arrived at the Guild Office a few minutes later. She was busy looking at the week's dockets. 

She favored him with a sly smile. "Lord Nix." 

He hadn't spoken to her since they released Ishna and her followers. "Still angry with Pon?"

Her smiling face quickly turned into a frown, she nodded slightly and stared at her hud.

"It's none of my business Sem, personally I think you can do better. But."

Semmi glanced up at him. "But?"

"It's easier to meet someone's expectations if you tell them ahead of time." 

Semmi started muttering to herself, her face looking angry. 

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] We're heading to Loki today. If you're not a complete idiot, try to make amends with Semmi. 

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] Me? She hit me and then stomped off like I did something wrong.

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] It's probably the first time a female has liked you without money changing hands, figure it out, old man. 

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] Semmi likes me?

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] Maybe she'll come to her senses and find someone who's not an old bastard. 

Inferno: Nix: You busy Junie?

Inferno: Jun Li: No. Need something?

Inferno: Nix: Could you meet me at the Gemini Temple after the raid today?

Inferno: Jun Li: Will you be back from Loki by then?

Inferno: Nix: Should be. 

Semmi gave up on being mad, her pretty face showing curiosity. "Why do you want to see Junie?"

"Um... Well, I'm going to seduce her. Any advice?"

Semmi's laughter echoed in the office. Her wide smile showed all her teeth. "Bring lots of booze, and maybe a large toolbag."

"To remove the giant stick she has shoved up her ass?"

Semmi laughed again, her blonde head nodding. "I love Juni, she has her odd quirks." 

"With any luck, they'll be able to finish 9.2 and 9.3 today while we are at Loki." Nix brought up his hud and started looking at his messages. 

Semmi leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her short blonde hair. "You talk to Mina yet?"

Nix shook his head. "Not lately, with Shae visiting, I didn't really have the time."

"What kind of relationship do you have with her Nix?"

"A very good one, based on mutual trust and like." Nix glanced up from his hud. "Why?"

Semmi shrugged. "You're important to the Aquarions, much more so than the rest of us."

*****************

[0945 hours, Phai City]

Alpha Team: Nix: Do we have the signatures?

Chapter 170: Loki City

Alliance: Pon: Good job boss.

Alliance: Nix: I guess they don't know about my territory options. 

Alliance: Gideon: What options?

Nix brought up the Territory menu again.

[City Menu]

1) Rename City 

2) Edit Buildings [One time]

3) Expel Occupants [One time]

He chose option three.

[Expel all occupants of Loki?]

"Yes." 

[Please designate one-time expulsion destination]

"Phai City." 

Nix then used the portal menu to only allow access to members of the 12 Pillar Alliance.

Alliance: Nix: This is set to restrict everyone but our alliance from entering. 

Alliance: Gideon: No unwelcomed visitors. Nice. 

Alliance: Pon: Where'd the guards go?

Alliance: Nix: Expelled them to Phai City, along with the rest of the dhassi on Loki. 

Alliance: Wind: Your diplomatic skills haven't slipped a bit boss.

Nix drew his Archon blade and pushed Gemini Flames into it. Two quick slices and he stepped through the smoldering door. 

Loki City had nice cobblestone streets that were wider than normal, the buildings were all made from a yellowish brick, there were wagons lined up on the streets and several horses tied up on wooden rails.

Alliance: Nix: Dibs on all the horses. 

Alliance: Semmi: There should be a drafting interface somewhere closeby since this counts as our initial entry into the city. 

They walked for several minutes until they found Market Square. It looked exactly like hundreds of people had just disappeared. 

Alliance: Nix: No need for politeness. Since our dhassi friends no longer work here, I want all the armor, weapons, and combat accessories brought here to the square and laid out nicely. 

Alliance: Gideon: You heard him. That means no pocketing anything. Get a move on. 

Alliance: Semmi: Let's raid the shops first, then come back and hit all the vendor stalls.

Nebula climbed up on a nearby wagon that had a workhorse hitched up to it. "I'm driving!"

Nix watched the cleric interact with the others. She was a tiny woman with short black hair and a big smile. Her personality reminded him of Ronnie. 

While their guilds were out gathering equipment, Nix and Gideon had found the weapon stalls in the Market Square and started organizing by quality. 

Gideon observed Nix throughout the afternoon while they worked together. Unlike other Fire Mages, he didn't seem fragile at all, in fact, it was just the opposite. He tossed around boxes filled with armor like they weighed nothing. They talked easily and as the day passed developed a good relationship. 

*******************

By 17:00 the work was done. The square had been cleared and was now covered in carefully organized stacks of equipment. 

Alliance: Nix: Since we've gone through all this trouble, everyone may pick themselves out a complete set of gear. 

Alpha Team: Semmi: Most of my stuff is better already Nix. The Gemini drops were amazing.

Chapter 171: Pon the Magnificent

Nix couldn't keep the smile off his face as he stepped off the platform in the Gemini Palace. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Nix! You asked me to meet you!

Inferno: Nix: Damn. I'm sorry Junie, lost track of time while out on a mission. 

Inferno: Jun Li: I'm still awake, want to meet up now?

Inferno: Nix: Sure, if it isn't inconvenient. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Meet you in the Altar room. 

Nix finally took a look at the stone while he was walking. Vooni had drawn a complicated rune with her own blood.

Dragon Eyes: Elemental

Description: The body heat of 

your enemies will glow like fire.

Caution: This is Descended Dragonblood, use at 

your own risk.

[Do you wish to learn Dragon Eyes?]

"Yes." 

Nix felt his body heat up suddenly, by instinct his aura flamed on, the emerald flames fluttered for a moment before turning to silver and finally combining into the Gemini Flame. Nix's vision clouded slightly and then turned red. The effects lasted a few seconds before fading away completely. He braced a hand against the rough stone of the hall and rested briefly, the learning left him completely exhausted. 

The walk to the altar room was much more difficult than it should have been, an exhausted Nix plopped down on the throne and waited. 

Jun Li walked in a few minutes later, her expression told him that she was mildly irritated at being stood up. "You look tired Nix."

"I am." Nix sat up a bit straighter. "I would like you to be my Temple Champion Junie."

"What?" Jun Li's pale face blushed slightly. "Am I good enough for something like that?"

Nix nodded. "You're a smart and creative fighter. Please accept my offer."

A smile crept out on Jun Li's face. "I was going to be mad at you for a bit longer Nix, you've ruined it. Fine, I accept your offer."

Nix motioned her forward. "Please take a knee and accept the blessings of the Gemini Palace." 

[Do you wish to appoint Jun Li as the Gemini Palace Champion?]

"Yes."

Jun Li has received the Blessings of the Gemini.

Jun Li has learned Gemini Bond.

Jun Li has learned Ghost Step.

Jun Li has learned Unbalanced Chain.

Jun Li has learned Critical Chain.

Jun Li has learned Swapped Out.

Jun Li has received the Gemini Champion's Medal.

Jun Li has received the Gemini Sword.

Jun Li held the beautifully crafted sword in her hand, she caressed the flat blade with a fingertip before turning it over. One side of the blade reflected everything it touched while the other was the darkest black that seemed to absorb the light around it. "Nix... This is a peerless blade."

"Make sure you work hard Champion." Nix wanted to stay and examine her new abilities but the haze at the corners of his vision told him that he was overtaxed. It was an effort to get to his feet. "I have to go, Junie, make sure to learn your new abilities well."

Surprisingly Jun Li bowed low. "I will not disappoint you." 

The trip back to the Ranch House was a haze. Fey dropped him off near the front door and he walked slowly to his room. As he undressed, he dimly realized that Fajii was sleeping soundly in his bed. The comfortable warmth of an occupied bed greeted him when he slid under the blankets and fell into a deep sleep.

***********************

Nix woke up slowly the next morning, the light from the mid-afternoon sun was shining in his face. The room was empty except for him, only the fragrant scent of flowers lingered in the air. He stretched in place and slowly rolled out of bed. It was only then that he checked the time. 

Inferno: Nix: How was the raid?

Inferno: Semmi: They cleared it with no issues. The Crimson Key dropped from 10.3. 

Nix nodded in satisfaction while slowly getting dressed. There were three doors that needed to be unlocked on the 12th floor. Only the Ivory Key was left, this would allow them to finish 12.1 and move directly to 12.5. If Inferno didn't find the Ivory key on the 11th floor, they'd have to do all seven stages on the 12th floor. 

Inferno: Nix: Awesome, hopefully, we can find the Ivory Key. You guys start yet?

Before he had left, Nix had tasked Alpha Team with a special mission. He was planning on joining them but instead had slept the morning away. 

Inferno: Semmi: We've managed to catch and release a half dozen different small groups. 

Inferno: Nix: Damn, you guys move fast.

Inferno: Semmi: Not everyone sleeps until 13:00 hours. 

Nix smiled to himself, Semmi seemed to back to normal. 

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] You make peace with Semmi?

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] Of course I did!

[Whisper: Nix to Pon] She didn't run you through the wringer first?

[Whisper: Pon to Nix] I had to agree to call our product Semmi Beer.

Nix laughed aloud as he made he way into the kitchen. There was a boxed lunch from the day before that he didn't get a chance to eat. 

He ate by himself in the peace of his dining room. 

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Thank you Nix. 

[Whisper: Nix to Semmi] What for?

[Whisper: Semmi to Nix] Making Junie your Champion, that means more to her than anything she's accomplished in the game. 

Nix would have stayed with Junie to test out her skills, but the evening in the Sky Kingdom had taken its toll on him. 

He finished his brunch and headed toward the stables, he wanted to check on the pregnant mares he had penned up. Nix was halfway there when he stopped. "It's not like it has anything to do with me!" 

Nix continued on his way and was nearly there before he stopped and started cussing loudly. He kicked up a cloud of dirt in anger before finally pulling out Deep Blue.

*********************

Captain Vooni waited near the start of the exercise. Pheno and Wagner's teams had already finished the training course. Her group almost always went last. She wore her normal black scaled armor, her red eyes stared at each member of her team. "After today, we will no longer be able to stay ahead of the progression line, I won't let that happen to this team." 

The progression line was the minimal score a team had to maintain to stay in training. If they fell below it, the team would be broken up and washed out. They would have to start from scratch after they separated. If a team is pulled by their trainer before they fall below the line, then the group will be able to stay together when they washed out. It was a small consolation, but learning to work together often took months. 

"Pon the Magnificent, reporting for duty!" The Emerald Salamander walked past Vooni and stood next to the group she had been talking to. 

Vooni stared at him for a moment, her face slowly turning red before she hid it behind her hud. "I'll have to give you a proper name to add you to my recruits."

"What's wrong with Pon the Magnificent?" 

"Fine, since this is temporary, I'll deal with the jokes," Vooni added his name and then displayed her team.

Aja: Fire Wyvern

Nunzo: Flame Knight

Omak: Fire Drake

Pon the Magnificent: Salamander 

Nix was the only member of the team that wasn't in human form. Vooni didn't have to ask, it was likely Pon wouldn't be able to move if he took his human form. 

The Fire Wyvern was the only female in the group, she kept looking from Nix to Vooni, unsure if this was a joke. "You're a 50 level Salamander, Pon?"

Nix eyed the Wyvern, her hair and eyes were dark gold, she had a long scar that went from her hairline to her chin. The thin white line progressed through her eye and lips. The affected eye had turned completely white and the beautiful lips tilted downward slightly, making them crooked. "Pon the Magnificent! My job here is only to stay alive, outside of that there is not much I can do."

Omak nodded, his face showing his determination. "Good enough! That will land you enough points to keep us above the progression." 

Nunzo pulled out his shield and produced a beautiful red sword made from flames. "Stay close to me, let's do this!"


Chapter 172: Three Points

[You've joined the Fire group]

Fire: Nunzo: Welcome Pon. Stay close to me.

Fire: Aja: Thanks for the help, Pon.

Fire: Omak: Stay alive little Salamander!

Nix waited outside of the entrance, it was opaqued to the point where they couldn't see through it, so there was no guessing what they might face on the other side. He was standing squarely behind Nunzo while Aja and Omak stood closest to the door. From what he could tell, Aja was a thief type class and Omak some sort of ranger. They took their orders from Nunzo, who was a hybrid tank/dps combination. All three of them looked impressive. 

All of their huds buzzed at the same time, a briefing for the instance popped up. 

[Vooni's Recruits]

This zone had three hidden items. They are guarded by Archon level creatures. Find and bring back two of the items without any deaths. Your individual score will be based on contribution. 

Mission Time: 3 minutes.

Fire: Aja: Not much time.

Fire: Omak: How do we play this?

Fire: Nunzo: We'll split up. We'll find the first target together, if you can solo it call out! Time starts when we enter. Ready?

Fire: Aja: Ready!

FIre: Omak: Ready!

Fire: Nix: Ready!

The group entered into a heavily forested area, there was only one path, so Aja sprinted down it with Omak and Nunzo close behind. Nix brought up the rear since he was unable to run at top speed. 

[Dragon Eyes]

The images of his teammates became brilliant red blobs, their natural flames drowning out the outlines. Nix scanned through the woods, immediately finding all three targets. 

Fire: Nix: The first target is 50 meters directly west of Aja. The second target is Northwest of that one by 100 meters. 

Fire: Aja: West?

The group skidded to a half, giving Nix enough time to catch up. 

Fire: Nunzo: You two head west, I'll take Pon with me!

Aja and Omak increased their speed, apparently, they had been holding back so they wouldn't lose the slower Nix. Nunzo waited for Nix to catch up.

Fire: Nunzo: Lead the way, Pon!

Fire: Aja: Found the first target!

The 'way' ended up being a small meadow with a large pond in it. A vicious-looking trio of Ice wolves sat quietly on the bank. 

Fire: Nunzo: Three Ice wolves, if you finish early we might need help. 

Nix stood back, not sure how much he should do, the wolves gave him a sense of extreme danger. 

[Flashblade: Advanced]

Nunzo appeared in the center of the wolves and landed a slash that sent two of them flying. 

Without meaning to, Nix leaned back and six strands of emerald flames shot from each hand, encircling the two wolves that were tossed away. 

Angry howls of the captured Wolves filled the air, the sizzling of their flesh sent giant clouds of steam billowing upward. They turned and charged at Nix. 

[Deadly Strike]

Nunzo has landed a mortal blow on an Ice Wolf Fury. 

Nix cursed loudly and activated his bond ability, disappearing right before the wolves caught him. 

[Critical Chain]

Nix has followed up Nunzo's strike with a critical hit.

An Ice Wolf Fury has been slain. A mission essential item has been added to your inventory.

Fire: Aja: Our target is down! Heading your way!

Even though the swap took Nunzo by surprise, he didn't miss a beat. 

[Knight's Challenge]

Nunzo has called out a challenge. All opponents must answer the call!

Nix chose the closer Fury and sent 12 Emerald strands at it. These were sharp strands with barbed tips that sunk deep into the Fury's flesh. With both wolves attacking Nunzo, he wouldn't last long. Nix slowly dragged his target away from the Flame Knight. 

Aja and Omak arrived in the meadow just as Nunzo finished off the second wolf. The three members of the Fire team all turned their attention to the Fury Nix was holding. It died under a barrage of critical hits. 

Nix turned and headed east, the timer for the instance only hand 40 seconds left. 

Fire: Nunzo: Third target Pon?

Fire: Nix: This direction, 75 meters.

His three teammates quickly overtook him raced away. Nix was struggling to breathe, even in Salamander's form. The third target was a pair of Rock Spiders by the time Nix arrived, one was dead and the other nearly there. 

[Emerald Flame: Lance]

Nix managed to hit it once before Aja finished it off with a few seconds left on the timer.

Fire: Aja: Yes! That's the bonus!

Fire: Nunzo: Well done. Three Mission Essentials.

Fire: Omak: When's the last time we got the bonus?

They walked back to the entrance together and exited as a group. Nix flopped down immediately on the ground with a tired groan. Captain Vooni, their trainer was already waiting.

[Your Strength has improved]

[Your Stamina has improved]

Fire: Aja: What the fuck is that on Vooni's face?

Fire: Omak: It's weird right? If I didn't know better, I'd say it was a smile.

Fire: Nunzo: Impossible. 

Instead of reading their scores, Vooni knelt and patted Nix's emerald head. "You okay there little Salamander?"

"No. Can I go home now?" Nix turned over on his back. 

Vooni nodded and rubbed his stomach, "just take deep breathes Pon." 

"Pon the Magnificent," Nix corrected. 

"Of course, Pon the Magnificent." Vooni stood up and posted their scores. 

Nunzo: Flame Knight: 92

Aja: Fire Wyvern: 89

Omak: Fire Drake: 88

Pon the Magnificent: 71

Fire: Nunzo: That's what I like to see!

Fire: Aja: Hold on... Did Vooni just give him belly rubs?

Nix finally turned over and stood back up. His team seemed to be having a laughing fit at his expense. 

Nunzo had to bite his lip to stop smiling when he turned toward his trainer. "I feel like this instance score doesn't properly reflect Pon's contribution. I request a three-point correction. 

Aja didn't bother to hide her mirth from the Captain, her white teeth flashing. "Same here, three-point correction."

Omak nodded in agreement. "Three points."

Vooni considered their request before reopening her hud and adjusting the scores. "Three points it is, well done, everyone. 

Nunzo: Flame Knight: 89

Aja: Fire Wyvern: 86

Omak: Fire Drake: 85

Pon the Magnificent: 80

Vooni dismissed her recruits, waiting with Nix while they walked away. "I will definitely remember this. Thank you."

Nix smiled and activated Deep Blue. "Three days until the next one right? See ya then." 

*****************************

An hour later Nix exited the elevator on the 50th floor of the Embassy. He waited patiently as the transparent Stormsinger glided toward him. The last time they had spoken, Nix had threatened to dismantle the Embassy if a restriction wasn't placed on the Embassy portals. "Greetings Esta Helisstuiride." 

Esta gave him a mischievous smile. "Guild Leader Nix. Did you bring Arch Winds?"

"No. I have some questions." Nix returned her smile. When he asked Elune about ships and shipyards in Oasis, she had recommended he talk to a Storm Elemental. Sinking ships at sea was one of their favorite pastimes.

"Hmmm... I can answer questions regarding the Embassy and this floor. Outside of that, I'm afraid my knowledge is limited." Esta circled him once, her corporeal body swaying and bobbing as she moved. 

"You're a Stormsinger, right? What's the difference between that and a Storm Elemental." Nix thought he'd start off with an easy question since he already knew the answer.

Esta lowered herself until she was gazing into Nix's yellow eyes. "You asked me something I want to answer so I'll make an exception. There is no difference, I'm a Storm Elemental." Her smooth voice reminded him of flute music.

"Is it true that Stormsingers love to play with ships?" Nix was suddenly glad he hadn't invited her to the Sea-World. Someone like her could wreck the entire wharf without trying. 

Esta covered her clear mouth with both hands, refusing to speak. Her watery eyes were filled with mirth. 

"You don't want to say?" Nix had reasoned that Esta must be from Oasis since no one seemed to have encountered them in Colonial. "Come on, with the crappy ships in Oasis, you must have sunk entire fleets."

Esta let her hands drop. "Their ships are pretty bad, one little gust and they... Hey! Trickster! I'm not saying anything else." She shook her transparent finger at him and started floating away.

"I've taken the Gemini Temple," Nix spoke quietly, even though they were the only ones there. Elune had told him that if Esta was from Oasis, then she certainly knew the prior Lord of the Gemini Temple."

Esta stopped and slowly turned around, her clear face had lost all semblance of humor. "Tessa Beryngare's Temple?" She moved closer and locked her opaque eyes on him. "I sense the Gemini..." Her voice dropped to the softest of whispers. 

"Can we speak now?" Nix kept his voice polite, it was obvious from her reaction to the name that they had not been enemies.

Esta nodded slowly. "Yes."

************************

Nix sighed in frustration. "Why does your face always itch the moment you can't scratch it?"

Hyai's laughter filled the kitchen. She had accepted his help to finish the Supper dishes at the Kindled Spirit. Both of his hands were covered in suds. "Where's the itch hun?"

Nix grinned at the Innkeeper. "Left cheek, beneath my eye." 

Hyai dried her hands and scratch the spot he mentioned. "Good?" 

Nix nodded and went back to scrubbing pans. "Like I was saying, it seems we are going to take a trip to the far south of Oasis, into Ain'Dhassi territory."

They had been discussing his conversation with Esta. When she finally opened up, she told him about a lost shipyard far to the south. 

Hyai wrinkled her nose slightly. "Polar Icecaps? No thanks, Cyphix was cold enough."

"Fraid so. Semmi is getting permission from Morai Sai Teli for us to enter their lands." 

She glanced at that door and then leaned against him. "Just make sure you come back safe!"

"We'll leave tomorrow. I'm thinking two days tops."


Chapter 173: Fraya'Selene

Nix smiled drowsily, this bed was quite possibly the most comfortable bed in all of Colonial. Mina had stopped by the Kindled Spirit while he was finishing up the dishes with Hyai. She said she wanted to talk, so Nix had followed her to the beach cottage in the Sea-World. Oddly enough, they had started drinking instead and never really got around to a serious conversation. "I need to bring this bed to the Ranch."

Mina peeked into the room when she heard his voice. "Isn't this early for you?"

Nix nodded and pulled himself into a sitting position. "I suppose. Seems like I'm constantly on the run nowadays."

She gave him a smile and took a seat on the bet. She was wearing a pair of blue pajamas that Nix had made for her and her hair was hanging down. "I wanted to talk last night but instead I put it off."

"This is about Ishna?" Nix leaned back on the bed, he was starting to get good at reading Aquarion facial expressions. Mina felt guilty. "You're not the first person to want to trust their friends."

Mina's pale blue eyes instantly began to tear up. "With that Black Hand artifact, they could have imprisoned you indefinitely. It was my judgment that put you at risk."

Nix reached for her hand and pulled until she fell across him, instead of resisting, she hugged his waist while she rested her head on his chest. "If I'm being honest, as I am now. They couldn't have taken me, even if I had been alone." 

Mina nodded, her soft hair tickling his neck. "Your strength has grown faster than the Elder Matriarchs could have imagined."

"Ishna asked me to tell you that she's sorry." 

"She did? Do you think the Aquarions can survive in Oasis?" Mina looked up at him, her eyes were red with emotion. 

"Ishna is smart, the Oceans of Oasis are unknown at this time. There may be a water race already there."

Mina eased herself up and kissed his cheek before scooting beside him. "If it was me, I'd pick someplace close to Loki."

Nix glanced at her to see if she was serious. "You think Ishna will settle close to us?"

Mina nodded. "If she hasn't, then she definitely will if Panyu becomes pregnant with a female child."

"You know her better than I do." 

"I'm sorry Nix. There won't be any more mistakes on my part." Mina leaned her head on his shoulder. "I've decided that I want to see Oasis one day."

"Once we destroy the Cai'Song Artifact and face the Elders, I will take you there."

********************

Two hours later, Nix had showered and enjoyed a hot breakfast with Hyai. They walked together to the Parliament Courtyards until Hyai parted for the market area. Pon and Wind were waiting for him when he arrived at the North Courtyard, they had already ordered him a beer.

"All the lifestyle players in Inferno have switched over to Oasis crafting?" Wind shook his head in amazement, they'd been busy in recent weeks and had made quite a few gains as a guild. 

"That's all part of the Master plan that I came up with Semmi and Jun Li," Nix smirked at his two friends, he could tell they were curious. 

Pon ignored the obvious bait. "And how much of this master plan did you come up with?"

Nix considered his question for a few moments. "A solid 4 percent." 

"That much?" Wind's smile said he doubted the number. 

Inferno: Rico: Nicky, when you combine cloth to make Camo, why didn't you add an enhancement?

Inferno: Nix: You mean during the combining? There was an enhancement slot, but I couldn't find a single item that worked.

Inferno: Rico: Found one. Enhanced Camouflage.

Enhanced Camouflage

Description: A unique set

of colors specifically designed to

make you blend in.

Additional Effect: This cloth is

made with Enhanced Mere stone. 

Inferno: Nix: Enhanced Mere Stone? Good job! I've been meaning to craft some new gear for Fey, send me some and I'll let you know the effects. 

Inferno: Rico: Going to make an enhanced material line, blending different colors and adding the enhancements, should increase the effectiveness of everything you make with it.

Inferno: Nix: Try making some Under Armor gear so we can compare them, with ones I've already made.

Inferno: Rico: Okay Nicky.

Alpha Team: Pon: Looks like the old man is showing you up.

Chapter 174: The Lost Shipyard (one)

Alpha Team: Nix: Gonna say it, this is impressive. 

Chapter 175: The Lost Shipyard (two)

Two unmoving bundles lay on the pile of bones; the clicking sounds made by dozens of mandibles was the only sound in the darkness. Fresh meat, warm and tender, they could smell it, taste it even. The bigger spiders held the smaller ones at bay; they too were consumed by the need to feed. However, they had been told to wait. 

A small movement on one of the bundles, just a bump really, something barely noticeable. Slowly the ice webbing parted; it was such a tiny area that none of the waiting predators noticed. A smooth nose poked through the opening, it pushed and prodded before becoming an entire head. A moment later, a tiny six-inch gecko-like creature crawled out. 

The smell of a new morsel, even such a tiny one, was enough to ignite the hunger of the smaller spiders in the rear, and they surged forward. 

The gecko stood on his hind legs, taking in his surroundings and chittering loudly in the darkness. He ignored the creatures closing in. 

[Fear the King]

**********************************

"No food brought in yet, Captain." First mate Tully stood just out of arm's reach. Often the bearer of bad news received their leader's disdain. "The men are out scouting."

Captain Yor huddled next to the fire, rubbing his hands over the flames. "Those fucking spiders are so unreliable, time to kill a few more of them, Tully. Next time they show up, trim their numbers down a bit more." 

Yor's dark eye stared into the fire, a faded bandanna protected his bald head, and an eyepatch covered the empty socket that had been gouged out in his youth. He wore a leather shirt that left his pale chest bare. A silver spider amulet hung around his neck, he sidestepped quickly and grabbed his first mate by the arm.

Tully didn't need to fake his fear; the captain had been cursed like the rest of the crew. From the waist down they had the bodies of sand crabs, Six-legs with armored carapaces covered their lower half. The captain had changed the most; his manner had become volatile and dangerous. "C..Captain!" Tully closed his eyes, waiting for the face smack that usually accompanied Yor's mood swings. 

Instead of hitting him, Yor let him go. "This is my fault, Tully... I was the one seduced by her." Captain Yor refused to say her name as if invoking it would bring certain doom upon him. 

******************

Handsome Rollie and Shipwright Vy walked in single file down the icy path. Their sand crab feet moved with surety on the slick rock floor. Rollie was a striking man with piercing blue eyes and a wide jaw. His curly brown hair hung down to his waist since it had been years since he last cut it. 

Shipwright Vy was perhaps the most important person on the crew outside of the captain. She repaired the ship, made adjustments to the sails and rudders. Rumor said she could even build a boat if she were provided with the tools to do so. Usually, the quiet shipwright would stay close to camp, but today she had begged Handsome Rollie to let her accompany him. She was a pretty woman with brown hair and eyes. Her skin had once been tanned by the sun, but now was a pasty white color. 

Rollie held up a hand for her to stop; something was wrong. Terror hung in the air like a heavy mist. Had a dangerous predator entered their domain? "Stay close, Vy, at the first sign of trouble; I want you to run back to camp." Handsome Rollie knew that if something were to happen to Vy, he might as well feed himself to the spiders. 

Vy nodded and drew a wicked-looking dagger. 

The clicking noise that had accompanied their steps faded away as they both went into stealth mode. The Spiders were not at the tribute area, not even the pesky small ones that never listened. Rollie stopped when he saw the bundles, immediately he recognized them as humanoid. "fucking Spiders!" He broke stealth and cursed loudly. 

Vy dropped stealth also and stared at the two bundles. "Ice Dhassi?" 

"What else?" Rollie felt his blood run cold and couldn't suppress the shiver that ran down his back. The Ice Dhassi were a vengeful and protective race; if one of their people were killed or injured, a blood price would have to be paid. He noticed a tiny movement on one of the bundles. 

"Not dead?" Vy had also noticed the movement; it wasn't until they moved closer that she saw the tiny creature. 

Rollie advanced closer but suddenly stopped when the gecko looked at him. He felt an underlying sense of danger radiating from the tiny lizard. "Hey... We don't want to hurt anyone." 

Vy looked at her companion. Was he seriously being cautious? "Looks like a little lizard Rollie." 

"I can help. Would you mind if I checked them?" Rollie used the same tone when he talked to the Captain, respectful, and nonaggressive.

He walked slowly toward the gecko; it watched as he drew a knife and cut through the Ice webbing to expose Semmi's blonde head. He gasped in surprise. "Not a Dhassi?"

When he moved toward the other body, the gecko chittered loudly at him. "I won't hurt them; you have my word." 

Vy continued to remove the webbing from the blond female while Rollie cut loose the other. "She's still warm and breathing. The Shipwright couldn't help but stare; the unconscious woman was beautiful. She picked her up quickly and slung her over one shoulder. Rollie took a bit longer since he was purposefully moving slowly so as not to startle the tiny black eyes that watched him. 

"I don't recognize the race. Definitely not Dhassi." Rollie picked up the male; his tiny protector scurried up to ride along. 

The walk back to camp only took a few minutes. When they entered the well-lit center of camp, Captain Yor immediately stood up. 

"fuck... Don't tell me they're Ice Dhassi." Yor grimaced, if one of the Ain'Dhassi had been hurt, his crew would have to flee into the depths of the ice; into her territory. 

"Not Dhassi Captain." Rollie set the man down next to the fire and stood to one side as Vy did the same thing. 

Yor's face relaxed slightly. "Not Dhassi, that's good." He took a step closer, only stopping when he heard a loud, chittering sound. Fearless black eyes stared at him from its seat on the unconscious man's chest. "Move off lizard, before you get eaten." 

[Fear the King] 

*******************

Nix's eyes glowed in the darkness of the ice cavern. The dragon spell turned his yellow eyes to deep orange. The trail stopped on a large pile of bones. He knelt down and picked one of them up. It had been thoroughly stripped of any flesh; hundreds of small scores on the surface indicated that little spiders had been feeding. 

Alpha Team: Nix: They were here. 

Chapter 176: The Lost Shipyard (three)

Nix disarmed her and stowed the dagger she carried in his inventory. She was still squirming on the ground in fear so he removed his knee and stepped away.

Alpha Team: Nix: Follow me, they must be in this direction if they've met the King. 

Chapter 177: The Lost Shipyard (four)

Alpha Team: Wind: Damn Boss, where'd you get the sleeping bag?

Chapter 178: The Lost Shipyard (Conclusion)

Pon heard Nix's warning and immediately started running. A powerful blast slammed into his back, knocking him to the floor. The crushing power made the old fire mage scream in agony until an equally strong power erupted in front of him and canceled it out. Pon lay flat on his back in the eye of the storm; the elemental releases destroyed the area around him. Rays of sunlight from nearly a half a mile up shone through.

Alpha Team: Semmi: The hell was that?

Chapter 179: Ice Flames

Group and Guild Chat has been disabled.

Personal Messaging has been disabled.

All Gating and summoning skills have been disabled.

All personal skills and artifacts have been disabled.

Your binding point has been temporarily changed to your current location.

Nix found himself floating in the air, the temperature around him was beyond cold. He read the system messages that scrolled in front of him. "That sounds really bad." 

Slowly he looked around, he was surrounded on all sides by Nefi's Ice Flame. "I'm trapped inside some sort of cube. It's hard to think clearly with these injuries." 

He glanced down at his badly damaged body. "Guess there's no choice." He found himself able to move with just his will. Bracing against the pain, he moved toward the walls of the Ice Flame prison. A searing cold caused his body to blister, the cube echoed with the sound screaming.

You have died. 

No death penalty is allowed.

No equipment damage is allowed.

A moment later Nix respawned in the center of the Cube, still in salamander form but his body was uninjured. "That's a good start." 

*********************

Semmi looked upward, a large portion of the Ice Cavern ceiling had been blown away. The sudden change in the structure caused delayed collapses in many of the passageways. "How are we doing?"

Tully pulled out another of his crewmates from their ice prison. "That's eleven Semmi. There should be nine more." 

The mood had turned somber a few minutes earlier when Pon had joined them and reported the death of Captain Yor. The passageway that the Fire Mage used to find them collapsed shortly after his arrival. 

Alpha Team: Fajii: Nix's info is grayed out and his status says unavailable.

Chapter 180: Archon Armor

Breach Commander Mtui stared at the Mission Report from the Fraya'Selene region. The name caught his eye because of its nature, Pon the Magnificent. The dark-haired commander leaned back in his chair. 

Beta stood respectfully in front of her C.O. Her job was to report facts, not give her opinion. "It's that name again. Captain Vooni recruited a 50 level Salamander to replace her dropped Trainee. Then this same name shows up in their investigation team."

The dark-haired man had two small horns jutting out of the sides of his forehead. "Without passing the trial, this Pon person should barely be able to move." Mtui had viewed the records; although he hadn't outperformed his teammates, he did manage to make a difference.

Beta's pink eyes stared at the Breech Commander. "Word has trickled down through Solomon City, recruit Pon the Magnificent at all costs." 

Mtui pursed his lips as he considered her words. "The source?"

"Nunzo, the Flame Knight, he sent the message to the Commander of his Order." Beta opened up her hud and showed him her record of the Ice Fire Cube. 

Mtui instantly recognized it for what it was, an infinity curse. "He cracked it open like a Dragonspawn would. Did they see you?"

The Albino female shook her head. "No."

"He's just a 50 level," Mtui closed his hud, " but I don't want to lose him one to the Great Houses. Let's help him out, get him some better gear." 

Beta nodded, "I'll see to it, Sir."

*****************

"Why up so early, Nix?" Fey was sunning herself on the banks of their fishing spot. The Drake lay flat on her stomach with her long wings stretched out on the grass. 

"I'm looking for you." He took a seat on the grass near her head, one hand patting her gently. 

Fey closed her eyes, "I'm getting a lot of special attention Nix. Are you up to something?"

"Yes, I've brought you a present." He showed her a small red stone. "Know what this is?"

Fey's snout raised slightly. "I sense Shae on that, but I'm not sure what it is."

"This will give you access to her Elemental world while she is gone." Nix had asked Shae for it, and she complied willingly. 

The raised her head and stared into his eyes. "What's driving this, Nix?"

Nix held up a second object. "This is." 

Sea Rune: Artifact

Elemental Storage 1/1

Contents: Ice Dragon Spirit

Fey's eyes showed confusion. "Are you going to fuse with an Ice Dragon Spirit?"

"No, you are." Nix stood up and activated Deep Blue. "I'll be summoning you in a few minutes, so prepare yourself." 

"Fuse with an Ice Dragon?" Fey watched as Nix disappeared in front of him. "Don't you know how valuable that is?"

*****************

Nix walked past Derva on his way to the Fire Palace altar, Shae's Head Acolyte bowed politely when he greeted her. A moment later, he entered Shae's world and disappeared from the Fire Palace. 

He felt odd walking to Shae's garden without her present. The beautiful Salamander had made a deal with him. Pick her some ghost peppers, and Fey could make use of the Elemental world while she attempted to fuse with the Ice Dragon Spirit. Nix pulled out his bag and started picking. 

After two hours of harvesting, Nix took a few minutes to soak in Shae's favorite hot-pool. Nix held the artifact in one hand and then summoned Fey. According to Shae, the drake would have to swallow the artifact whole and then attempt a merger. Nix summoned her and spent a few minutes giving her encouragement.

Fey pushed her snout against Nix's chest. "To give me such a treasure, Nix, I am speechless." 

Nix stroked her head lightly. "Do you best, and I will craft you a harness that will give you the skies of Oasis."

Fey nodded and opened her mouth. Nix placed it inside gently. "Prepare yourself and take your time. I will come to check on you in a day." 

******************

An hour later, Nix walked into the Parliament Guild Office. All the officers were gathered, Nix took his seat and spun the chair around to face his guildmates. 

Guild Officer: Nix: First item, we have three Guild Quests on our Queue. I believe that I already possess the items necessary to complete them. However, we need to build a Guild Hall in Oasis first.

Guild Officer: Pon: Why do we need to build the hall first?

Guild Officer: Semmi: These quests are Legendary Class Guild Quests, we need a proper Guild Hall to reap the benefits.

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Where do we build the Guild Hall? The Haven maybe?

Guild Officer: Semmi: That's one option. 

Guild Officer: Nix: I was thinking Loki. We don't have to use the building in order for us to receive the bonuses.

Guild Officer: Jun Li: What's your reasoning?

Guild Officer: Nix: The Izzin can use it as their HQ while they plan their next move. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: I like it. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Me too. 

Guild Officer: Pon: The Izzin could use a hand, it's great that we've been able to help them.

Guild Officer: Fajii: I have no objection.

Guild Officer: Semmi: I'm going to head to Loki and start with building the Guild Hall. We'll get the first choice on location. 

Guild Officer: Fajii: I'm going to send 100 of my Scorched Earth Acolytes to maintain security for Loki City. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: It's a good idea; although we are allies, there are bound to be moments of aggression. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: I'll research the Quests. With the addition of the Gemini books to my library, I need some credits to upgrade to a Great Library. 

Guild Officer: Nix: How many credits?

Guild Officer: Ronnie: 600 million credits.

Guild Officer: Nix: I'll make sure you get it. Upgrade right away and give us the background on these Quests.

Guild Officer: Ronnie: Thanks, Nix.

Guild Officer: Nix: Tomorrow, we'll be wrapping up the 11th floor. We'll hit all three of them in a row and hope for the Ivory Key. 

Guild Officer: Mina: Thank you, everyone. To be so close to my lifetime goal, I can't tell you what it means to the members of the Souza Accord. 

Guild Officer: Nix: We'll see it through Min. 

***************

The Emerald Salamander stepped off the platform in Solomon City, right away he spotted her, an Albino female in black scaled armor. 

"Greetings. You are Pon the Magnificent?" The pale woman approached him and waited for his answer. 

Nix looked up at her; she was slender and athletic. He guessed her to be a stealth-type class. "Yes." 

"I'm Beta, a special envoy of the Breach Commander." She returned his bow politely.

"Well met Envoy Beta. Please excuse me; I'm on my way to the training yard."

Beta produced a large box from her inventory and sat it on the stone tile in front of him. "Since you are working hard to aid Captain Vooni's team, you are being awarded a full set of Basic Archon Armor."

"For me?" Nix stared at the box she set down and then promptly changed to human form. He examined the armor for a moment before putting it on.

Archon Armor: Tyrant X [Recruits Only]

Armor Class: 3000

+100 to all Stats.

All incoming damage is decreased by 50 percent.

Fire Based Abilities are increased by 40 percent.

Nix slipped on his mask so he would have a usable camouflage. "Thank you. Rest assured, I will put it to good use." 

Beta nodded in satisfaction. "Why the mask? Are you an outlaw?"

Nix nodded. "Undoubtedly." 

The Albino stayed near the platform until he walked out of sight. He didn't seem to be struggling at all. Could the bonus stats from the set armor make that big of a difference?"

******************

Nix smiled behind his mask as he entered the training yard. The boost in stats had to put his strength close to 300, for the first time in Solomon City, he felt strong. He spotted Vooni and her Fire Team near the entrance to the training Instance.

[You have joined the Fire Group Chat.]

He nodded cordially to his group. "Am I late? I was wiped out yesterday after that damn prison cube." 

Vooni's face showed her surprise. "Going to fight with your human form today?"

Nix nodded, "I received some armor from Envoy Beta. The stat increase is enough for me to fight comfortably."


Chapter 181: Izzin Quests

Nix waited with the rest of the Fire Team while Captain Vooni briefed them. 

"Listen up, this is a simple training mission." A slight smile lingered on her lips while she spoke. "Defend the Fire Nymph from three waves of attacks. Set up your defense however you like. Take a minute to figure things out and then jump in." 

Fire: Nix: A Fire Nymph? Is that the flame version of a Water Nymph?

Fire: Aja: Yes. The same playful elementals, not really worth much.

The golden-haired drake handed him a small envelope. "The lord of my house seeks to make your acquaintance, please read this invitation."

"Hmm?" Nix looked at the invitation he had been given, the outside read 'Pon the Magnificent.'"

"I have one too Pon." Omak handed him a similar letter. "This is from the lord of my house."

Nix stowed both letters. "Thank you both, I shall read them after we finish up." 

Vooni watched the interactions of her group with interest, the Great Houses were already closing in on Pon. "Get moving!"

***************************

The click of heels on white marble floors echoed in the quiet halls of the Great Library. A brown tweed skirt with a white collared accompaniment completed the picture of Haven's Librarian. Ronnie could pass for a Su'Dhassi with her dark skin and pointed ears. She smiled to herself and opened the Great Librarian hud, something only the caretakers of Great Libraries could do. 

[Whisper: Dalton to Ronnie] How are the shoes, Ronnie? It was my first attempt at heels.

[Whisper: Ronnie to Dalton] Very nice, now that I know what a cobbler does, let's be good friends. 

[Whisper: Dalton to Ronnie] Sounds good. 

Dalton and Nix had teamed up to make her proper work clothes. She completed the look by putting her red-streaked hair up in a neat bun. "Now if I could only find some glasses." 

Ronnie entered a search for the Lift the Curse Quest. Immediately she started reading.

[Lift the Curse: Legendary Quest]

A long-forgotten race was cursed centuries ago by a powerful Ice Dragon. Somewhere in the Southern Icecaps, a lost civilization remains frozen in time. Slay the Dragon and unbury their remnants that lay closest to the dragon's lair. 

Conditions:

1) Must find all the crew members of the Moon Goddess.

2) Two of the three officers must survive. (Captain Yor, First Mate Tully, Shipwright Vy)

3) Kill the Ice Dragon and obtain Proof of Death. 

Reward: Gain a powerful Alliance in the Kingdom of Izzin.

POC [Bael Strom]

Inferno: Ronni: Semmi could you come to the Haven library, please?

Inferno: Semmi: I'm a bit busy at Loki. Can it wait?

Inferno: Ronnie: Just take my portal here. 

Inferno: Semmi: The Great Library has a portal?

Inferno: Ronnie: Yes, I've restricted the access temporarily but I'll add your name. 

Inferno: Semmi: This is the sort of thing you should announce to the Guild. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Guild Announcement: The Great Haven Library has a portal, it can access all the Capital cities in Oasis.

Inferno: Semmi: Loki is on the list?

Inferno: Ronnie: Yep. 

A few minutes later an annoyed-looking Semmi entered the Great Haven Library. She came to an abrupt stop when she saw Ronnie. "Okay... What's with the sexy Librarian look?"

Ronnie smiled at the blond officer. "Like it?"

Semmi nodded. "Let me guess, Nix made that outfit for you."

Ronnie nodded, "yep. And Dalton made the shoes." 

Semmi couldn't stop the smile from jumping onto her face. "I hope you have an actual reason for asking me to visit."

Ronnie pointed to a nearby chair. "Pull up a seat." 

Semmi pulled a chair closer to the desk and started reading the screen that Ronnie had pulled up. Immediately her face took on a look of confusion. "A powerful Alliance? What does that even mean? There's only a few dozen of them."

Ronnie leaned forward her dark eyes staring intently. "I have a theory."

Semmi looked like a deer caught in headlights, she could smell the light fragrance of flowers. Sharl had once told her that Ronnie was capable of anything. "S-Sure, let's hear it." 

The dark-haired beauty cocked her head to one side. "You okay?"

Semmi cleared her throat and nodded. "Yep, just tired."

"My theory is that the rest of the Izzin population aren't dead either, they're frozen like the crew of the Moon Goddess."

"And now we have to dig them all up?" Semmi reread the Quest and rewards again.

Ronnie shook her head. "The Curse of Ice will be lifted once the quest is turned in to our Point-of-Contact, Bael Strom." 

"Bring up the other two Quests." Semmi watched as she keyed them up on her hud. 

[The Forgotten Race] 

The oldest humanoid race in Oasis is not the dhassi, but rather the Izzin. Their culture predates the Dhassi civilization by hundreds of years. Remind the Dhassi races of their existence. 

Conditions: 

1) Find one surviving member of the Izzin government.

2) Receive [Heartfelt Thanks]

3) Bring the Izzin Government Official to Parliament and register them as an Independent Nation of 

Oasis. 

Reward: Major Cultural Enhancement, Restoration of the Izzin Nation.

POC: Parliament Registration Office.

"Holy crap Ronnie." Semmi reread the conditions, "Shipwright Vy gave Nix Heartfelt Thanks."

Ronnie brought up a second hud on her desk, this one was a map of Oasis. "Doesn't the Ain'Dhassi stand to lose a large chunk of their lands if a new nation is formed?"

Semmi reached over and zoomed in on the map, she used her finger to outline the Tysta Lake. "This lake was the seat of their nation, all the cities were coastal settlements." 

"Let's see the last one then." Ronnie keyed in the search, she could feel the blond officers' eyes staring at her, "there we go, Sem."

[The Moon Goddess]

A great War Ship from the early days of Oasis disappeared while on a diplomatic mission. The knowledge of shipbuilding died with the great Izzin country. Rebuild her to the best of your abilities.

Conditions:

1) Moon Goddess Blueprints.

2) An Izzin Shipwright.

3) Allied Status with the Izzin Nation.

POC: Minister of Naval Defense, Vyona Seabreeze. 

Semmi pursed her lips as she read the last quest. "Vyona Seabreeze could be Shipwright Vy."

Ronnie nodded, "I was thinking the same thing." 

Semmi stood and favored Haven's new librarian with a smile. "One way to find out. Thanks, Ronnie."

Ronnie waved from her desk. "Don't be a stranger."

***********************

The four members of Fire Team huddled close to the Fire Nymph while they tried to recover. Nix leaned heavily on his knees, his breath coming in gasps. The first two waves were straight-up melee contests. He hadn't managed to kill anything, but staying alive was his main goal. He thanked Beta under his breath for the new armor, he probably would have been cut in half without it. 

Fire: Nunzo: Don't let the lack of kills bother you, surviving the assault waves at your level is completely amazing. 

Fire: Omak: The planar suppression affects all your stats, seriously just stay alive and we win. 

Fire: Aja: We got this, the last wave coming up!

Nix felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see the smiling Fire Nymph. Her nude feminine figure could barely be made out under the inferno of flames that engulfed her. During the battles, she had called out encouragement to the team protecting her. 

"I am Tadera and you have very pretty eyes." The Fire Nymph circled him once, her light laughter surrounding him. 

Nix was glad the mask hid his goofy grin. She reminded him of Ducky, although his Siren seemed much stronger. "Thanks." 

Nunzo moved in front of him and hefted his shield. 

Fire: Nunzo: Incoming!

Three Fiery Hellhounds charged into their defense. 

Fire: Aja: Shit, fire creatures. 

[Knight's Challenge]

Nunzo has called out a Challenge. All opponents must answer the call.

[Aura Ignition: Ice Flame]

Nix raised a hand and three strands of Ice Flame shot toward the nearest Hellhound, the barbed ends impaled deep into its flesh. Gritting his teeth, he dragged one of the beasts away from the Flame Knight. 

The snagged Hellhound howled in agony and charged at Nix. 

[Flame Snare: Ice Flames]

A Fiery Hellhound has been slowed by 40 percent.

[Fire Root: Ice Flames]

A Fiery Hellhound has been rooted in place.

Nix was barely managing to hold the hellhound, with his mana not recovering he opted for a straight CC role as other members of the Fire Team fought aggressively.

Fire: Nunzo: The kills are taking too long, we should have mobs had more already!

Nix pulled his hellhound further away from Nunzo before recasting root and snare. 

Fire: Aja: Pon use Dragon Eyes and scout!

[Dragon Eyes]

Nix's eyes changed from yellow to deep orange. Immediately he spotted a stealthed creature sneaking in. 

Fire: Nix: Aja, strike to your left. 

The Fire Drake blurred and slashed out with her dagger. 

[Critical Hit]

A Demon Assassin has been exposed and is highly vulnerable.

Nix caught a movement in the air and ducked as a silver blade slashed where his head had been. Quickly he raised his hand and sent an Ice Flame strand at the winged assassin that was closing on Tadera. 

His target dodged easily and dived at the Fire Nymph. 

Nix cursed loudly and raised his hand again but this time he targeted Tadera, two emerald strands wrapped around her waist just before the assassin arrived. He pulled with all his strength yanking the Fire Nymph from under the assassin's blade. The ringing of a sword stuck deep into the stone caused Omak to turn and attack. 

[Stun Shot]

Omak has stunned a Fiery Winged Assassin. 

"Get behind me Tadera!" 

Nix raised his hand again and a half dozen barbed strands of Ice Flame impaled the chest of the creature. 

[Flame Snare: Ice Flames]

A Fiery Winged Assassin has been slowed by 40 percent.

[Fire Root: Ice Flames]

A Fiery Winged Assassin has been rooted in place. 

Nix strained while holding a creature with each hand. The Fire Nymph took shelter behind him, loudly applauding his efforts. 

Aja scored several critical hits in a row and the Demon Assassin dropped to the ground.

A Demon Assassin has been slain.

Immediately she switched back to Nunzo's target and together they killed the 1st Hellhound. 

A Fiery Hellhound has been slain. 

Omak's bow landed several hard hits on the weakened Winged Assassin that Nix had his strands on, it died without landing a strike on anything other than the rocks.

A Winged Assassin has been slain. 

Omak then turned his bow on the Hellhound that Nix was holding, its howls of agony nearly drowned out the rest of the battle. Most of its life was already drained by the Ice Flame and it died after one shot. 

A Fiery Hellhound has been slain. 

Nix retreated with Tadera back to the center of their defense while the rest of the Fire Team finished off the last Hellhound. 

You have learned Dual Wielding Flames.

Dual Wielding Flames

Description: Your expertise as a flame wielder

as advanced to the point where you can use

two separate flames at the same time.

You have learned Pulsar. 

Pulsar

Description: Your Flame strands have

advanced to the point where you can send

pulses of flame through the barbed tips. 

The Instance faded around them and Tadera disappeared with a happy wave. The exhausted Fire Group made their way back to the entrance where Captain Vooni could be seen waiting. 

Fire: Nunzo: It was ugly, but I'll take it. 

Fire: Aja: Hard to kill Fire Creatures when most of our damage is fire-based. 

Fire: Omak: Nice job Pon!

Omak slapped his back hard, once again the 50 level Salamander had survived their trial.

Captain Vooni has joined Fire Team Chat. 

Fire: Vooni: I can see from your faces that you aren't satisfied. This is always one of the most difficult trials even though there aren't many mobs.

Fire: Aja: How did Wagner and Pheno's groups do?

Fire: Vooni: You outscored them, Pheno's group passed, but their Nymph was wounded badly. Wagner's team lost one person but managed to keep their Nymph safe. 

Fire: Nunzo: Our Scores?

Nunzo: Flame Knight: 94

Aja: Fire Wyvern: 92

Omak: Fire Drake: 92

Pon the Magnificent: Salamander: 88

Fire: Vooni: Not all battles are quick and effortless, this one was drawn out and required several elements. 

Fire: Aja: We'd been in trouble without CC on this one. 

Fire: Vooni: I agree. Could I ask you a few personal questions, Pon?

Fire: Nix: Sure.

Fire: Vooni: Is there something stopping you from leveling up and taking on the planar trial challenge?

Fire: Nix: I am near the end of an incredibly important mission on my homeworld of Colonial. It requires my level to be at fifty. I have enough banked experience to instantly shoot up to level 100. 

Fire: Vooni: I would like you to take the planar trial and join this Fire Team unless they have objections?

Fire: Nunzo: None here, I would look forward to it. 

Fire: Aja: Pon the Magnificent is welcome here!

Fire: Omak: I agree, he works well with us. 

Fire: Nix: I have many pressing tasks, at this point, I can only commit to helping you finish this phase of training. 

Fire: Vooni: I have the authority to be flexible with schedules, perhaps you could complete your tasks and join this team.

Fire: Nix: When is the last trial?

Fire: Vooni: In two weeks. I'd like your answer sometime before then. 

Fire: Nix: I will consider the options carefully. Thank you everyone.


Chapter 182: Master Crafter

"Well done today, Pon the Magnificent." Beta appeared out of thin air, directly in front of him. 

Nix greeted her with a smile. "Nice trick... Do you have some Ice talent? Or is that an artifact that keeps your body temperature low." 

"An artifact," she admitted. "How did you know?"

NIx shrugged, "I still have Dragon Eyes active so I should be able to see your body heat."

"Captain Vooni has a very high impression of you." Beta handed him a small gold-colored envelope. 

"I hope this isn't a marriage proposal." Nix stowed the letter in his inventory and moved to go around her. 

Beta shrugged, "not really sure since I didn't read it. This comes from Breach Commander Mtui's office, not Captain Vooni."

"What's a Breach Commander? Do you work for him?" 

Beta nodded in reply. "I do. Breach Commander's are attuned with Colonial, Oasis and the Sky Kingdom. When power is wielded in a place where it doesn't belong they are able to sense it and send someone to investigate."

"Sounds important. Are there many Breach Commanders?" 

Beta shook her head and held up three fingers. "They are very important and quite rare. All three of the current Commanders are Dragonspawn."

Nix frowned at the word. "What's the difference between dragon descended and dragonspawn?"

"Dragon descended means they have a dragon somewhere in their line. Dragonspawn means that one of their parents was a dragon." 

"Interesting. Thanks for answering my questions." Nix waved at her and stepped onto the platform.

"Welcome." Beta watched him port out and then she also disappeared. 

*******************

Nix stepped off the platform in the Gemini sanctuary and headed for the area he had changed from a library to a crafting Bazaar. Nix was surprised that his dad wasn't hard at work for once. He took a seat at one of the crafting stations and removed the archon armor. 

Archon Armor: Tyrant X [Recruits Only]

Armor Class: 3000

+100 to all Stats.

All incoming damage is decreased by 50 percent.

Fire Based Abilities are increased by 40 percent. 

"First things first I guess." He took out the Large Ice Dragon Skin that dropped off Nefi. 

[Do you wish to process the Large Ice Dragon Skin?]

"Yes."

311 Ice Dragon Leathers have been added to your inventory.

Ice Dragon Leather: Mythic

+ 1000 AC

+ 200 to Ice Abilities

+ 100 to Flight

+ 100 to Charm

Nix stared at the stats for the leather. "Serious... I could make a pair of socks and they would be awesome." He pushed the leather to one side and opened up the crafting menu. 

[Select the Overlay Material]

Nix inspected the camouflage that his dad crafted with the Merestone.

Enhanced Camouflage Overlay

Effect: Fabric Infused with Enhanced

Merestone greatly increases the potential

of items made from it.

Description: A mix of colors specifically

suited to blending in. 

[Overlay: Enhanced Camoflauge]

[Select the item being enhanced]

Nix chose the Archon Armor that Beta had given him.

[Overlay: Enhanced Camoflauge] [Archon Armor]

[You can add up to four Bonus Enhancements for this overlay.]

Nix looked at the possible add-ons. Kraken, Leviathan, and Lamia were all legendary creatures. Ced'Far Leather was a primal material, just a small step up. He had no idea what effect Dragon leather would have with its Mythic rating. 

Nix talked to himself while he worked. "The Lamia needs to stay, that should give a poison element. Ced'Far is just a stronger version of Kraken so I'll throw that in." 

[Overlay: Enhanced Camoflauge] [Archon Armor] [Bonus Enhancement: Lamia Leather] 

[Bonus Enhancement: Ced'Far Leather] [Bonus Enhancement: Leviathan Leather] 

Nix frowned at the 400 million credit price tag. "Damn... I'm almost scared to add the dragon leather. I'll just take a peek."

[Overlay: Enhanced Camoflauge] [Archon Armor] [Bonus Enhancement: Lamia Leather] 

[Bonus Enhancement: Ced'Far Leather] [Bonus Enhancement: Leviathan Leather] [Ice Dragon Leather]

Instead of going up, the cost decreased all the way to 185 million credits. 

The Dhassi crafting avatar popped onto his hud and started talking to him. "Using Mythic material during crafting decreases overall price, depending on the quality."

"Hmm, it seems like Oasis is encouraging the use of Mythic material. I wonder why." Nix selected the craft Item icon and leaned back to inspect his work. 

Stealthed Avenger Armor: Tyrant XX [Absolute Stealth]

Armor Class: 5500

+150 to all Stats.

All incoming damage is decreased by 60 percent.

Fire Based Abilities are increased by 60 percent. 

Ice Based Abilities are increased by 40 percent.

Immunity [Poison]

+ 100 to Charm

+ 100 to Flight Skills

Nix reequipped the armor, it instantly changed color to match his surroundings. 

[Summons: Mortimer]

The big bear pushed his enormous head into Nix's back. "This the Gemini Palace?"

Nix wrapped an arm around Morti's thick neck and hugged him. "I want to make you something nice, a Battle Harness that will give you a bigger edge." 

"Really?" Morti flopped down on the marble floor with a loud thud. "Can it have a mask?"

"No mask." Nix scruffed his ears roughly and then opened up the New creation crafting menu.

[State your creation clearly]

"I wish to make a Battle harness, that a Spirit Companion: Bear Type, can use to fight in."

[Select The Battle Harness material.]

"Base material needs to be cloth since I'm a Tailor. Let's go with something super light."

[Battle Harness: Enhanced Camouflage]

[Specify the name of the recipient for Tailored Battle Harness.]

"Mortimer."

[Mortimer][Battle Harness][Enhanced Camouflage]

[There are two enhancement slots available for this creation. Please choose your enhancement items.]

"Let's go with the Big Guns, Ced'Far and the Ice Dragon."

[Mortimer][Battle Harness][Enhanced Camouflage][Bonus Enhancement: Ced'Far Leather][Ice Dragon Leather]

[The technique you are creating is considered a New Creation, all New Creation fees are waived.]

"Love it, free shit."

Nix selected the Craft Item Icon and then held the item up for Morti to look at. It had the feel of strong leather, it slipped easily through Morti's front legs and buckled over his shoulder. It had a fair amount of protection on the chest and back. "What do you think?"

Stealthed Battle Harness: Tyrant X [Absolute Stealth]

+ 2000 AC

Ice Shield Defense

+100 to All Stats.

+100 to Flight Skills

All Incoming Damage is decreased by half. 

Morti stood on his hind legs. "This is really comfortable Nix. It has flight skills. Will I be able to fly?"

Nix shook his head. "You're too fat to fly Morti."

"No, I'm not. And it says Flight Skills, I'm going to try it." 

"Right, looks good Morti."

"Thanks, cya later Nix." Morti waddled toward the sanctuary gate.

"I need to shore up my Arch Winds, they are too fragile for Oasis." Nix summoned all three of his Arch Wind companions. "Let's see if the crafting menu will let me cheat a bit."

Tor, Cal, and Shadai looked around the Crafting Area, their sharp vision taking in every detail. Cal stepped forward and bowed. "Greetings Nix. How may we be of service?" 

"Going to make you a Flight Harness." Nix cursed under his breath, he'd already made one for Fey so it wouldn't be a new creation.

[Cal][Tor][Ea'Shadai] [Flight Harness][Enhanced Camouflage][Bonus Enhancement: Ice Dragon Leather][Bonus Enhancement: Ced'Far Leather] 

Nix nodded in satisfaction at the price, only 20 million credits for all three. He selected the Craft Icon and the motioned his Arch Winds forward. 

Stealthed Flight Harness: [Absolute Stealth]

+2000 AC

+100 to all Stats

+100 to all Flight skills

Incoming Damage decreased by 40 percent 

High Chance for Critical Hit or Critical Heals.

He helped each of them with the harness. "Test it out, I'm interested to see the result."

Cal flexed his wings and tried out a few movements. "We'll try it out against our brethren in Air'Voilla. Thank you, Nix." 

Nix waved when they summoned a small air tunnel. "Let me know how it goes." 

Go Fish: Semmi: Oi... You coming Nix? We planned some fishing before the Officer meeting.

Go Fish: Nix: Yep, just wrapping up some crafting. On my way. 

Nix stowed away the enhancements but left the rest of his things at the crafting station. "I'll gear up Ducky and Soup before the raid."

*********************

Jun Li and Semmi were both sitting comfortably at their fishing spot when Nix arrived a few minutes later. 

Go Fish: Nix: Sorry, I'm late. Catch anything yet?"

Go Fish: Jun Li: Just a few bites. Were you crafting?

Go Fish: Nix: Yes, gearing up my Spirit Companions. 

Nix baited his hook and managed to put a line in the water while the fishing trio made small talk. 

Go Fish: Semmi: I want to brief you on the Quests before the Officer meeting starts. Surprisingly Ronnie has dug up a lot of information. 

Go Fish: Nix: What do you think of her outfit?

Go Fish: Semmi: I may request the sexy librarian look for my collection. 

Go Fish: Nix: Noted.


Chapter 183: Eleventh Floor: Stage 1 (one)

Guild Officer: Nix: Welcome everyone. We have a few items before we get to the big finale. The first one is Three Legendary Quests that the Alpha Team was able to finish. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: To sum up, the three quests lead up to the discovery of a lost civilization and helping them return to power. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: If we utilize the proper order when turning these in. We'll be able to register the Izzin Nation and cement ourselves as their allies before anyone has a chance to protest.

Guild Officer: Semmi: Given what I know about the Ain'Dhassi, I don't expect them to make a big deal of such a small area. It's literally frozen in Ice and nearly unusable for anything.

Guild Officer: Ronnie: We verified that Shipwright Vy is indeed the Minister of Naval Defense, Vyona Seabreeze.

Guild Officer: Semmi: I've spoken at great length with Vy, she is completely on board with this. As we speak she is having her people build a Shipyard on Loki. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: We'll have to get Vy to Parliament. I will turn in the first quest to Bael Strom. Then I will proceed to the Register's Office and help Vy Register the Izzin Nation as part of the Oasis World Government. 

Guild Officer: Semmi: After either the 1st or 2nd Quest, the giant glacier covering Izzin is going to disappear. 

Guild Officer: Nix: The Shipyard will be finished in a few days, it will be our responsibility to build a replica of the Moon Goddess from the blueprint Vy gave me. 

Guild Officer: Ronnie: Expect this part of the quest to take a few weeks, most likely our Izzin friends will return to Lake Tysta at this time to help their nation acclimate to the changes in Oasis. 

Guild Officer: Sharl: How are we going to get Vy to Parliament? The easiest way seems to bring her into Inferno. 

Guild Officer: Nix: That's exactly what we'll do. One of the rewards is a major Cultural Enhancement, once we learn what it is, we can decide where to put it. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: Now on to Mermaid City and 11.1. Each stage of the 11th floor requires a 20 person raid. So this is the team we are bringing. We've had to make some adjustments because of Alpha Team unbanking their levels. 

[Raid Sheet: 11th Floor]

Healers: Tess, Pinkie, Gypsie, Nez, Saji

Tanks: Sharl, Banzi, Jun Li

Crowd Control: Sila, Nix, Rhylia

DPS: Chael, Ronnie, Milat, Mina, Darsi, Moki, Dalton, Wylie, Zhava

Guild Officer: Nix Questions?

Guild Officer: Sharl: Isn't Wylie a healer? Why is she on the DPS list?

Guild Officer: Wylie: Recently I've procured a number of very strong offensive items that have greatly increased my ability to do damage. 

Guild Officer: Nix: And she can still heal in a pinch. Win, win. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: If we find the Ivory Key somewhere on the 11th floor, we'll be able to jump from 12.1 all the way to 12.5. 

Guild Officer: Mina: On behalf of all the members of the Souza Accord, thank you for your efforts. I know many of you wish to move forward to Oasis, this means more to me than I could possibly say. 

Guild Officer: Nix: We started this together and we'll end it the same way. 

Guild Officer: Jun Li: At 09:00 hrs tomorrow we'll meet a the dock. Our plan is to finish all three stages of the 11th floor. 

***********************

Nix opened one eye when a work-hardened hand touched his cheek. Hyai smiled at him from a few inches away. Nix groaned at the early hour. "Time already?"

Hyai moved closer, her full breasts pushing against his chest. "Going to get up?"

Nix smiled sleepily. "You sleeping in today?"

Hyai nodded, "I hired some extra help so I could take the occasional day off. This is my day."

Nix rolled out of bed and started getting dressed. "This seems backward somehow, you sleeping while I'm getting up."

The Inn Keeper leaned back on her pillow and let out a contented sigh. "I could get used to it."

Nix started getting his armor on while they chatted. "Plans for the day?"

"Fajii and I are going to be cooking and organizing for the afterparty." 

He nodded without saying anything. Hyai was a very friendly person, recently he noticed that she had been spending a lot of time with her Aquarion friends, specifically Mina and Fajii. "Seems a bit premature."

"You have to realize how big a step you are taking today Nix. The 12th floor is the culmination of Mina's entire life's work. 

"Winning all three raids today isn't a given. We could wipe." 

Hyai grabbed his hand and pulled him down for a quick kiss. "The Aquarions believe that as long as you are there, they will definitely succeed." 

Nix put his hands up in defeat. "Fine, I hope you are buying a lot of beer."

"Fajii and I are going to buy every barrel in the Courtyards." She watched him as he walked to the door. "Good luck hun."

Nix nodded. "You're right, we got this." 

********************

[0905: 11th Floor Staging Area]

Inferno: Jun Li: Let's move in. 

The 20-person Raid group stealthed and moved into the 1st stage of the 11th floor. Instead of the normal hallway, the platform was centered in a large Colosseum. Various groups of Aquarions were littered around the arena. Four Elder Matriarchs and a dozen Aquarion soldiers were the closest groups. 

Inferno: Mina: There will be at least 80 pets if they deploy. 

Nix studied the layout. In addition to the 4 Elders, there were also two small groups of Water Mages nearby. 

Inferno: Jun Li: If we hit this front group, we'll definitely aggro the Aquarion soldiers. 

Inferno: Nix: Mina and I will take the four Elders, that leaves the soldiers to you guys. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Can you the two of you handle four Elders?

Inferno: Nix: I think so, even if they manage to deploy their pets. They'll die when their Matriarchs are killed. 

[Summons: Soup]

[Summons: Ducky]

[Whisper: Mina to Nix] There are four of them. Will we be okay?

[Whisper: Nix to Mina] Yes. Pick a target after I hit them. 

Nix flashed toward the four Elder Matriarchs. He stopped within five meters of them and raised both hands. A dozen Gemini Flame strands shot outward impaling the chests of the Matriarchs. The braided flame shards pushed completely through the torso of their targets, wrapped around them and then sunk deep into their backs. Four simultaneous screams echoed in the arena, The four Aquarions waved their arms and legs in agony, trying to pull away from the flames. Nix held them easily while Mina deployed her Eel-gators. 

[Pulsar]

Gemini flames pushed outward from the barbed tips of Nix's strands, two of the Elder Matriarchs died outright when the flames devasted their insides.

[Flashblade]

Nix's form blurred, his Gemini Infused Archon blade cut the third Elder Matriarch nearly in half. 

A large grinding sound accompanied the death of the third Matriarch, Nix turned to see an entire section of the Colosseum slide open. A single form walked out.

Mina and her sea-beasts quickly killed the remaining Elder. 

Inferno: Mina: Nix, that's Grand Elder Manis'tae. She's a Lord Class Water Mage, I have no idea what sort of pets she can deploy. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Need help with her?

Inferno: Nix: Clean up the rest of the arena, I don't believe she is part of this instance. Let's make sure we win the stage first.

Inferno: Jun Li: We'll wrap things up quickly and then join you. 

Inferno: Nix: Sure, don't be too long. 

Nix grabbed Soup's shell and advanced on Manis'tae. She was dressed in red armor that glowed with enchantments, her long white hair floated around the silver crown she wore on her head. A blue staff was the only weapon she carried. 

Inferno: Nix: She's a Water Nemesis, everyone be careful, this just got interesting.


Chapter 184: Eleventh Floor: Stage 1 (Conclusion)

Manis'tae moved slowly toward him, her staff held out before her, they both stopped when they were within five meters. "Greetings Filamina. Perhaps you would introduce me to your friend." 

Inferno: Nix: If she summons her creatures, use yours to defend us.

Inferno: Mina: Kill her Nix! She's a viper that poisons everything with words!

[Flashblade]

Nix struck with all of his strength, the impact of his sword on her armor pushed them both back.

Inferno: Nix: High fire immunity... try this one on for size.

[Aura Ignition: Ice Flames]

Nix raised a hand and a half dozen Ice Flame strands encircled Manis'tae's waist. Her eyes went wide in shock and then she shrieked in pain. 

You have been stunned

Mina has been stunned. 

Manis'tae flashed toward Mina, the end of her staff coming off to expose a deadly looking blade. Before she could make contact, Soup slammed into her, sending Manis'tae flying backward.

Manis'tae has been stunned. 

[Swapped Out]

Jun Li has changed places with you and scored a critical hit on Manis'tae.

[Critical Chain]

Nix has followed up Jun Li's attack with a critical hit.

[Critical Chain]

Jun Li has followed up Nix's attack with a Critical hit. 

"ENOUGH!"

Manis'tae has cast [Ice Maw]

[Ghost Step]

Jun Li has evaded. 

Nix felt several ice spears impact his armor. 

You are immune to Ice Damage.

[Balefire Burst: Ice Flame]

Several balls of bluish flame slammed into Manis'tae driving her into the arena floor. 

Nix raised a hand and a half dozen strands of Ice Flame wrapped around the ricoli artifact on her right arm. Manis'tae swung her bladed staff at the strands only to have her left arm wrapped up by a half dozen more Ice Flame Strands. 

Five shots rang out simultaneously.

[Snipe]

Ronnie has landed a critical hit on Manis'tae

[Snipe]

Chael has landed a critical hit on Manis'tae

[Snipe]

Dalton has landed a critical hit on Manis'tae

[Snipe]

Darsi has landed a critical hit on Manis'tae

[Snipe]

Moki has landed a critical hit on Manis'tae

[Execution: Advanced]

Nix's swung a wrist-thick strand of razor-sharp Ice Flame at Manis'tae's neck, at the last moment she managed to throw up an arm and block the killing blow. The flame blade sliced through her arm and deep into her side. Nix kicked the floating limb away from the Water Nemesis. 

[Manis'tae has activated her bloodline]

[Battering Ram]

Soup slammed into the changing Water Nemesis, knocking her backward.

Manis'tae has been stunned. 

[Unbalanced Chain]

Nix has followed up Soup's strike with a powerful attack. 

Manis'tae has been stunned. 

[Three Round Burst]

Chael has scored a critical hit on Manis'tae

Inferno: Jun Li: Pour it on her!

[Unbalanced Chain]

Jun Li has followed up Nix's strike with a powerful attack.

Manis'tae is stunned.

[Three Round Burst]

Ronnie has scored a critical hit on Manis'tae.

Manis'tae has been slain. 

The Water Nemesis floated slowly to the arena floor, the lower half of her body had been replaced with long tentacles. Nix examined the corpse and then looted her remains. 

An Ivory Key has been added to your inventory. 

Inferno: Jun Li: The hell was she changing into?

Inferno: Milat: Looks like a Cranksai Demon. 

Inferno: Mina: The key dropped?

Inferno: Nix: Yep, it dropped. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Why would she have it if she wasn't part of the stage?

Inferno: Mina: My guess is she came here to take it and saw an opportunity to take us out. 

Inferno: Chael: What was that Unbalanced Chain skill?

Inferno: Jun Li: Similar to Critical chain, Unbalanced Chain lets Gemini classes stack stuns together. 

Inferno: Milat: She was stunned for nearly 10 seconds.

Nix picked Manis'tae's severed arm and pulled the Ricoli artifact off it. He let the arm drift to the floor before handing the bracer to Mina. "Train another Sea-Beast master."

Mina nodded, she already had three Aquarion Sea-Beast Masters training, not counting her. This bracer would bring their total to five and Manis'tae was bound to have great beasts. 

"You asked me to strike her even though she wanted to talk," Nix said it as a statement, he wasn't concerned about Mina's motives. 

"She is a powerful charmer Nix, you'll see when we pull out her beasts. I've seen her CC dozens of attackers at once." Mina watched him for a moment, "those Ice Flames, what are they?"

"Just something I picked up. Her armor had a high fire resistance. Too bad the Ice Flame isn't really fire." Nix checked on Soup who was floating nearby, normally her 'battering ram' was a one and done skill. She was badly hurt, but nothing critical." Nix rubbed her head fondly and unsummoned her. "Go get some rest. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's head to 11.2. 

A black chest sat on their exit platform, Nix looted it while the rest of Inferno scavenged the remaining corpses. 

[Shield of Flames]

[Fire Bolt Ring]

[Inferno Cloak]

Inferno: Nix: Looks like three fire items, I'll link them in Guild Chat.

Shield of Flames

+2000 AC

Perfect Reflection: Any attack blocked is partially

reflected back in Fire-based damage.

Chin Strike: Slam your shield into your enemy

to stun them for 3 seconds. 

Inferno: Nix: Tank shield, send me a whisper if you want it. 

FIre Bolt Ring

Jewelry: Unique 

A Fire Bolt spell strikes your

enemy. Damage is based on your

agility rating. 

10/10 Charges. 

Cool Down=5 seconds.

Inferno: Nix: Damage is agility based, so anyone with high agility can bid. Let me know. 

Inferno Cloak

Fire Immunity. 

Surrounds the wearer 

in an aura of flames. Anyone striking 

the aura receives flame damage.

Inferno: Nix: Basically a flame shield, melee types only. Send me a whisper if you want it. 

********************

[1000 hrs. 11th Floor Staging Area]

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to clear Stage 1 on the 11th floor. All Inferno members receive the Poseidon Badge. 

Inferno: Jun Li: A permanent badge that you don't have to wear. Gives a nice 10 percent reduction in all Water-based damage. 

Inferno: Semmi: Good job guys! I wish I was there too. 

Inferno: Pon: Me too, keep it up! Thanks for the free badge!

Nix lead the group to the next platform and immediately stepped in. The entrance was in the middle of a curved corridor that went off in both directions. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Milat scout east, Zhava scout west. We'll wait here. 

Nix stealthed and moved off the platform, he felt Mina's familiar presence beside him. "What's a Cranksai Demon?"

"It's like an octopus and humanoid hybrid. Their upper half is housed in a very strong shell-like armor. They are capable of both Ice and Water magic. We are lucky we were able to stop her from changing." 

Inferno: Milat: First room in the east hall, completely empty. Continuing eastward. 

Inferno: Zhava: The first room in the west hall is also empty, moving forward. 

Inferno: Milat: Second room in east hall, there's no one here. 

Inferno: Zhava: Another empty room in the west hall. Where is everyone? 

Inferno: Nix: Could they be stealthed and waiting?

Inferno: Mina: Doubtful, Aquarions have very limited stealth capabilities. 

Inferno: Milat: This stage is empty guys, come to our location, take either hall, it's a complete circle. 

Nix swam west down the hall, he passed the first two empty rooms then another hallway that took a sharp left into the circle and opened up in a large round room. The exit platform was sitting against the far wall. 

Inferno: Nix: Suggestions?

Inferno: Jun Li: Just caution. 

Nix swam toward the platform, as soon as he was within a few meters a chest rose up from the floor. 

Inferno: Mina: They're gone? Why would they be gone?

Nix opened the chest and quickly looted it.

[Water Stone] x3

[Crown of Perception]

Inferno: Nix: Same as before, I'll link them and you can tell me if you want it. 

Water Stone [Water Alignment Only]

Description: A small stone

that carries an abundant amount

of banked experience. 

Nix handed the stone to Mina, "I'll let you distribute them among your people since they are the only water alignments we have. 

Crown of Perception

Silver Tiara: Unique

+10 Perception.

+ 20 percent chance of critical

hit. 

Description: A fashionable

silver crown that may be worn over

headgear. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Mine!! Can I have that Nix?

Inferno: Nix: Female Ranged damage, please roll if you want it. 

Random 100: Ronnie has rolled a 79

Random 100: Darsi has rolled a 33

Inferno: Ronnie: Mine! Bad luck Darsi...

Inferno: Jun Li: Let's get out of here. What if this instance can't be finished?

Nix exited through the platform and a moment later was back in the staging area. 

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to Inferno for being the first guild to clear Stage 2 on the 11th floor. 

Inferno: Nix: Let's go, right into the 3rd stage, I want to see what's going on. 

*********************

[1010 hours:11th floor, stage 3]

Nix stood on the platform, immediately felt his weight pushing on the stone floor. 

Inferno: Nix: No water?

Inferno: Jun Li: Holy shit, stay on the platform. 

Nix looked down and saw a vast expanse of air, a few hundred feet below them was a nasty looking pit filled with a green liquid. Dozens of large metallic discs zipped through the air on random paths, each of these discs carried a number of Aquarions. 

Inferno: Jun Li: There must be a hundred of them, did they empty out the last zone to fill up this one?

Inferno: Mina: The Elder Matriarchs are capable of interfering in the stages of Mermaid City, but now without limitation.

Inferno: Jun Li: The discs are too small for more than a few of us. Teams of three. Ranged damage can set up here and pick-off whoever comes close enough. Give me a moment and I'll bring up a second raid sheet. 

[Raid Sheet: Adjusted]

Team 1: Banz, Sila, Gypsy.

Team 2: Sharl, Nix, Tess

Team 3: Jun Lie, Rhy, Pinky

Team 4: Milat, Wylie, Nez.

Infernal: Jun Li: Questions? Take the discs and knock them off. Those not on a team, protect the ranged fighters that are staying here.

Inferno: Rhylia: Sub me out of group three. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Everything okay Rhy?

Rhylia laughed loudly and took to the air. "I don't need discs!" 

Inferno: Jun Li: Right, Zhava, please take Rhy's spot on my team. 

Inferno: Nix: Team 2, on me. 

Nix peeked over over the side of the platform and spotted a disc that was moving about 20 feet beneath them, it had five Aquarion's on it. 

Inferno: Nix: That's our ride!

Inferno: Tess: Let's wait for a closer one. 

Nix shared a smile with Sharl and they both jumped for it. "Prey Waits!"


Chapter 185: 11th Floor: Stage 3

Nix landed in a crowd of Aquarions and immediately flamed up. Sharl landed beside him and managed to grab a stumbling Tess before she slid off the edge. 

[Aura Ignition: Gemini Flames]

Nix punched the closest Aquarion square in the chest, launching him over the side. He pushed Gemini flames into his Archon blade and used it to block a spear attack.

[Spear Slam]

Sharl slammed the butt of her spear on the platform, the entire disc trembled as her stun skill completely immobilized the remaining opponents. She followed up by bulling two more Aquarions over the side with her shield. 

[Incinerate: Gemini Flame]

Nix locked an Aquarion in a flame prison and then kicked her off the edge. 

Nix and Sharl looked at each other, they were the only two left on the disc. 

Sharl looked over the edge, "fuck... Did I lose my cleric?"

A moment later a black-winged Air Nemesis hovered above them. Rhy's beautiful face was smiling when she dropped the red-headed cleric on the platform. "You guys lose something?"

Tess frowned at her teammates, "Oi... Take better care of me!" 

Inferno: Tess: Thanks Rhy!

"That one!" Nix pointed to a disc that was moving fast but was a close match for their trajectory. He raised both hands and a dozen strands shot out encircling four separate Aquarions. He yanked backward and then jumped at the same time. "Time to go!" 

Nix dropped his strands when all four Aquarions went over the edge. 

[Flashblade: Gemini Flame]

Nix sliced through the neck of an Aquarion who was going after Tess. 

[Swapped Out]

"Huh?" Nix suddenly found himself on a different disc with four more Aquarions. 

Inferno: Jun Li: Oops! Sorry Nix, wrong skill. :P

[Tides of Flame]

Nix dodged and brought up his sword to block just as the flames washed around him. All four Aquarions jumped off the platform in an effort to flee the inferno. 

Inferno: Sharl: Dammit Junie, now I lost my Nix!

Nix scanned the area for another disc to jump on, between Rhylia and the ranged damage, most of them had been cleaned off. He used his strands to pull two Aquarions off of a disc that was too high for him to reach. After realizing his advantage Nix started jumping from one empty disc to another, pulling Aquarions off in small groups of twos and threes. 

Finally, the disc he was on came to an abrupt stop, causing Nix to skid precariously close to the edge. A quick glance around told him that the rest of the platforms had also stopped. 

Inferno: Jun Li: That's all of them. Now what? 

A moment later all of the discs started moving, slowly they lined up and created a long bridge to a platform that raised up out of the green pit below. 

Inferno: Jun Li: There's the chest. How many did we lose?

Inferno: Sharl: Teams 1 & 4.

Inferno: Nix: Damn... So many?

Inferno: Gypsy: Not everyone has flaming ropes that they can toss people around with!

Nix walked toward the black chest, he was joined very quickly by those who were still alive. He felt a hand grab his arm and discovered Mina had caught up with him. "Ready to go to the 12th floor?"

Mina nodded, her pale face smiling widely. "It's been a long road here Nix."

"I remember the day you showed up in the Sea-World, seems like forever ago." He stopped next to the chest and opened it up. 

The Whirlwind Trident has been added to your inventory.

The Map of the 12th Floor has been added to your inventory.

Inferno: Jun Li: Map of the 12th floor? The actual map?

Inferno: Nix: Don't ask me. We're higher than anyone has ever gone. 

Inferno: Jun Li: It's tempting to peek at 12.1.

Inferno: Nix: Let's head out, there's a party waiting for us. 

Inferno: Sharl: Where?

Inferno: Nix: Guess I don't know. 

Inferno: Fajii: Nix's Ranch. 

Colonial System Message: Congratulations to the Inferno Guild for advancing to the 12th floor. All members of Inferno are awarded the Blaze Armor. 

Inferno: Jun Li: An entire set? 

Inferno: Mina: You don't understand how far you've come. Inferno is on the Brink of destroying the Cai'Song Artifact, there won't be a Mermaid City after that. 

******************

[Parliament Guild Office: 13:00 hrs]

Nix looked up when Semmi and Vy gated in. "Anyone see you?"

Semmi shook her head. "Like the disguise?"

Vy was wearing a blue dress that Nix had designed to cover her crab-legs. They needed to remain incognito just until the quests were turned in. "We do wear dresses in Izzin, it's not like this is something new."

Nix stood up from his desk and headed toward the door. "Let's find Bael Strom for the first turn-in."

Semmi led the way out the door and to the exit leading to the 70th floor. She had found out that Bael still monitored traffic through the gate but only during the afternoon hours. The rest of the time he was busy with Parliament security operations. 

The slender blond-haired Fir'Dhassi was standing in front of the gate. He looked over his shoulder when they exited. "Guild Leader Nix, nice to see you again." 

Nix bowed his head slightly. "Bael we are here to turn in a quest." 

[Proof of Death] has been removed from your inventory. 

Bael looked at the dragon heart and then back at Nix. "You're a Dragon Slayer? I am impressed, Sir! This dragon was responsible for the extinction of an entire civilization! It makes me feel good that they will now rest in peace thanks to the efforts of Inferno." 

[The Inferno Guild has achieved Allied Status with the Izzin Empire]

Oasis System Message: The Inferno Guild has slain the Mighty Dragon that has ruled over the Lake Tysta Region. All Inferno members are awarded the Dragon Heart badge. 

Dragon Heart

+ 500 AC

2 percent of Total health will

regenerate every 30 seconds. 

Immunity: [Fear]

Inferno: Sharl: That's really nice! Thank you Alpha Team!

Inferno: Pon: Welcome.

The trio quickly reentered Parliament and headed directly to the Registrars Office. The Ain'Dhassi who handled Inferno's Guild registration wasn't there, instead, it was a Su'Dhassi female that they didn't know. 

"Good Afternoon. I'm Nix the Guild Leader of Inferno. I am here to help Vyona Seabreeze register her Nation with Parliament."

"Nation Register? That sort of thing is impossible." The Su'Dhassi had short black hair that was cut close to her scalp, her flashing white teeth stood out from her dark skin. The Su'Dhassi brought up her hud and started doing a search. "Sorry Guild Leader Nix, there's nothing here that references registering an Independent Nation."

"Perhaps this will help." Vy removed a large signet ring from her finger and handed it to the Su'Dhassi clerk.

The clerk used her hud to scan the ring, immediately a large screen flashed in front of her. "Oh! Oh my, it says that you're from the lost Nation of Izzin, all I need is proof." 

"Proof?" Semmi gave the clerk a blank stare. "Isn't the ring proof?"

The clerk shook her head and brought up a picture of an Izzin native, complete with crab-legs. "You could have found the ring anywhere." 

Vy pulled up her dress high enough for the clerk to see her crab legs, then she held out her arm to scanned. 

[Identification verified: Vyona Seabreeze, Minister of Naval Defense, Izzin Empire.]

"Minister Seabreeze, I'm Hali Upei. It's my honor to register the Izzin Empire in Parliament. Please sign here."

Vy nodded and signed the registration form that Hali pushed toward her. "Anything else?"

"25 million Credit Registration fee." Hali smiled apologetically. 

"Inferno will cover the fee." Nix brought up his hud and paid the fee. 

"Great then, we're all set!" Hali filed the form happily and favored them with a smile before turning back to her work. 

Oasis System Message: The lost Empire of Izzin has been rediscovered by the Inferno Guild. Tysta Lake and the surrounding territories are once again returned to the Izzin. The Izzin Empire is awarded 55 Parliament votes. The Inferno Guild and the Izzin Empire have entered into an Alliance. Until further notice, only Izzin citizens and their allies are allowed within their borders. 

Vy hugged them both, her brown eyes bright with emotion. "Thank you both so much! Please visit me in a few weeks, I look forward to seeing the new Moon Goddess." 

The Izzin Shipwright waved at them and then ported away. 

Inferno: Nix: Guess she had some sort of portal artifact?

Inferno: Semmi: The Shipyard and Guildhall are complete on Loki. The rest of the guilds arrive tomorrow. 

Inferno: Nix: What about Resolute?

Inferno: Semmi: They crossed the Escalade bridge yesterday, we just need to help them register. I'll take care of it Nix. 

Inferno: Ronnie: Party at Nix's Ranch, let's get it started!


Chapter 186: After Party

The events of the past few days seemed to catch up with Nix all at once, he put his head down on his pillow for an instant and 3 hours disappeared. When he woke up his hud was buzzing with messages. He glanced through them quickly. 

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] I need to talk to you. Could you meet me sometime very soon?

"No... maybe in a week or two."

[Whisper: Raine Xai to Nix] Could I schedule a meeting with you? I would like to know more about this Izzin Empire. 

"Er... I'm tempted to arrange to meet both of you at the same place and then not show up. Could be entertaining."

[Whisper: Bula Feren to Nix] You bastard! Come to Phai City and meet me if you have any balls left!

"The hell is Bula?" 

[Whisper: Kedric Red to Nix] Perhaps the death of someone you care about will get your attention.

Nix scowled at the message "A threat? This I will answer." 

[Whisper: Nix to Kedric] Let's be clear, fuck with me and I'll turn you, along with everyone you know into ash.

[Whisper: Kedric to Nix] Isla'Fairbal at 13:00 tomorrow. 

"Sweet... Now I know who to send the package to." 

Nix opened his bedroom door to the din of a party already in full swing. The first person he saw was Bev, so he greeted her with a hug. "I didn't know you liked parties frog legs."

Bev poured him a mug of beer and offered him a smile. "Quit picking on me Stixx, one of us finished college and the other..." 

Nix didn't answer, she definitely had a point. "Going to appoint you as Territorial Governor of Loki Bev, you'll have to figure out and organize a local government. Can you handle that?"

Bev nodded, "I'd like something challenging that I can sink my teeth into. Do we have a security force? Rules are hard to enforce when everyone can kick your ass."

"Fajii is sending a hundred of her Lamia Acolytes as security." 

"Do I need to cross the Escalade Bridge for that?" Bev had been briefed on everything concerning Inferno, Colonial, and Oasis. 

"Yes. What's your level at? You're a priority for the power level teams."

"Currently level 33. Nansu is already at 52!" At first, the power leveling was exciting to watch, but after hours in the Embassay it was starting to get tiresome. "Maybe I should get a rifle." 

"I'll get you one." Nix downed his beer and refilled his mug. "My place normally looks a lot bigger, when there aren't 60 something people wandering around."

"Oh, Shae is here by the way." Bev tried to keep a straight face. "I saw her grab Hyai and Fajii before heading out the door."

"Oh? I didn't realize Shae would be able to show up." Nix waved and headed towards the door. 

Semmi peeked in just as he left. "You tell him the three women are together?"

Bev nodded. "I did."

Semmi's pretty face broke into a wide grin. "Bet he looked nervous."

Bev shook her head. "Not a bit actually."

********************

Nix found them 10 minutes later, a small table had been set up next to his fishing spot. A few plates of meat and fruit had been carefully laid out. The three of them were sitting on the riverbank watching Ducky and Soup play in the river. 

Shae was wearing her favorite dress, her red tresses were braided and tied up nicely. "Nix!" She popped up and jumped into his arms, kissing him several times before letting go."

Nix couldn't keep the stupid grin off his face, he hadn't been able to spend enough time with her lately. "How did you manage to come here?"

"We finished our training ahead of time, so Pheno cut us all loose." Shae gripped his hand and pulled him toward the bank. 

"Phase two is done? Vooni's team is lagging behind you guys?" 

Shae nodded and pushed him into his fishing chair. "There's no time constraint, Vooni likes to train at a slower pace. She's actually much stronger than the other trainers." 

Nix leaned back in his chair, all three women were watching him. "You guys having fun?" 

Fajii nodded, the Aquarion female was the easiest to read. "I am." 

Shae took a seat on the ground beside him. "We've been talking a bit Nix."

Hyai's lips were curved in a slight smile. "We've decided that this works nicely for each of us." 

Shae's slender fingers pinched his arm. "However... three is enough." 

Nix didn't bother to ask what 'this' was, instead he took a long drink of his beer. "I see... So Del Tali is out?"

Shae nodded, "definitely."

"Hmm, Raine Xai too?" 

Hyai's rich laugh was contagious." Now, you're just being cheeky." 

"Maybe so. How'd they rope you into this?"

The Inn Keeper was silent for a moment. "Since my husband died, I haven't really let myself care for anyone. I wake up smiling every day now, been a while since that happened."

Nix returned her smile. Hyai was the first person he really connected with in Colonial, her warmth reminded him of family. "Sharl and Ronnie?"

"No." Shae.

"Nope." Fajii. 

"Absolutely not." Hyai seemed to give it some thought, "although I might give them a try." 

Nix finished off his beer. "I guess there's no getting around it then." 

Fajii and Hyai left quietly after a quick goodbye, their sudden departure left Nix confused. "Where are they going?"

Shae slid onto his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. "I haven't been able to see you everyday Nix, those two are very thoughtful."

Nix gripped her hips and pulled her against him, their lips touching in a lingering kiss. "How long do you have?"

Shae smiled against his mouth. "Two weeks." 

*********************

The pale Ain'Dhassi sat in silence on her Ice Throne. Glowing red eyes took in every detail of her reception hall. "Kedric, did you send the message?"

Kedric spoke from his knees. "I did Mistress. It seems to have made him angry rather than fearful." The bald Ain'Dhassi shivered in terror, the stare of the Northern Ice Mistress tested his will. He was scrawny and shriveled up like an old man, his red eyes were set deep in a narrow and sunken face. 

"You'll need your strength if you are to carry out my wishes. I will allow you to feed." Morana gestured with one hand. 

A Su'Dhassi man clad in shackles walked away from the wall. His darks eyes seemed distant and unfocused. He stopped in front of Kedric and tilted his head to one side. There were dozens of puncture wounds on both sides of his neck. He groaned slightly in pain but didn't make any other sound. 

Kedric stepped away from the Su'Dhassi a few minutes later, his shriveled body had changed completely. He rippled with muscle and vitality, his red eyes seemed sharper when he resumed his kneeling position. "Command me, Mistress." 

"I lost hundreds of blood slaves because Inferno backed the southern Ain'Dhassi bitch. You will ensure that from now on, Inferno follows my wishes." 

Kedric stood slowly but kept his head bowed low. "And the parameters of this mission?"

"Do whatever you need to do." The pale woman stood slowly, the red cloth she had draped around her shoulders slipped down her perfect skin to puddle beneath her feet. She walked forward slowly, "I will send you on your way with proper motivation."


Chapter 187: Isla'Fairbal

Nix opened his eyes, squinting slightly in the dark room. Somehow it seemed wrong to leave a warm bed and a beautiful woman in the dimness of predawn, but he had important things to take care of. Shae looked up from her pillow just as he was putting his armor on. 

Her long red hair was spread out on the white sheets beneath her. "I'll check on Fey this morning." Shae watched him get ready. Nix never got out of bed early unless it was important. "You'll be back today?"

Nix nodded, "going to send someone a message. I'll be in Isla'Fairbal if you need to find me suddenly. I may summon you if things go badly."

"Okay. Will you upgrade my armor like you did yours?" Shae sat up, the white sheets slid down her torso. 

Nix stared for a moment. "I already did... Did you get more beautiful while I was sleeping?"

Shae laughed and nodded when he bent over for a kiss. "I did."

Nix walked toward the Gemini temple, the sky was turning orange just as the Gemini Temple came into view.

[Whisper: Nix to Del Tali] I don't really have time this week for a meeting. Inferno hopes to wrap up an important mission this week. However, I will put aside some time tomorrow if you are available." 

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] You will? That would be great! Just let me know the time.

[Whisper: Nix to Del Tali] Someone named Kedric Red from Isla'Fairbal contacted me. Do you know this person?

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] Yes, he works for Morana. You should avoid him at all cost Nix. 

[Whisper: Nix to Del Tali] He threatened me into a meeting, so of course I'm going. 

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] I'll come with you Nix! I'll bring some help and we'll send them a message. 

[Whisper: Nix to Del Tali] That's very generous, but I prefer to deal with these things myself. Can you describe this Kenric?

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] You can't miss him, he's bald and white as snow. Also, his eyes are red, a sign of the blood bond he shares with Morana. 

[Whisper: Nix to Del Tali] So we're clear, that means he's a vampire right?

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] Yes. Very strong and very fast. 

[Whisper: Nix to Del Tali] Weaknesses?

[Whisper: Del Tali to Nix] Fire, of course, their kind are scared to death of flames. 

Nix laughed as he approached the Gemini portal. "Man did you fuck with the wrong person. I suppose that's the benefit of not being well known in Oasis." 

He took the Gemini portal directly to Isla'Fairbal and then immediately stealthed. A few meters from the platform was a large fountain, Nix took a seat and waited. 

[Dragon Eyes]

"Holy crap," Nix muttered under his breath at the large number of people wandering around in stealth so early in the morning. Instantly he thought of Beta, the envoy for Breach Commander Mtui. She used a bit of ice ability to mask her heat signature. He quietly wondered if he could do the same. 

**********************

Isla'Fairbal should have been called a peninsula rather than an island, a scant five meters of rock connected it to the mainland of North Ain'Dhassi. It didn't take Nix long to see there was massive discord between the Ain'Dhassi of the North continent and those of the south. The conversations between the locals referred to it in some detail. With his curiosity piqued, Nix decided to ask the only Ain'Dhassi he trusted completely. 

[Whisper: Nix to Cora Tali] Good morning Cora! 

[Whisper: Cora Tali to Nix] Guild Leader Nix? Good morning! 

[Whisper: Nix to Cora Tali] If you're not too busy, I'd like to ask you a few questions regarding Ain'Dhassi culture.

[Whisper: Cora Tali to Nix] I will answer any question that doesn't interfere with my loyalty vows.

[Whisper: Nix to Cora Tali] I'm on a mission in Isla'Fairbal. I can't help notice that that the locals bear some disdain for the Ain'Dhassi from the south. 

[Whisper: Cora Tali to Nix] Yes, they certainly do. The Ain'Dhassi from the Northern Continent have been pulling away from us for several years. Eventually, we could part ways and become two entirely different people. 

[Whisper: Nix to Cora Tali] I see. Are there any real physical differences?

[Whisper: Cora Tali to Nix] There are some. Northern Ain'Dhassi tend to have shorter ears and stockier builds. They also are drawn to a political culture of Isolationism.

[Whisper: Nix to Cora Tali] Thanks Cora, that clears things up nicely. 

[Whisper: Cora Tali to Nix] Anytime Nix. I miss you guys.

[Whisper: Nix to Cora Tali] Same here, let's talk again later. 

Nix continued to observe the platform and surrounding market square from his perch on the fountain. The city itself was completely different than Fraya'Selene. The Northern City was much warmer and most of the buildings were sleeker and higher. There were several three and four-story shops surrounding the market. The buildings were all built with redwood, left untreated in the elements, the city had an attractive reddish-brown coloring. 

Three hours later Nix spotted a bald Ain'Dhassi leaving the platform. His thermal signature was much brighter than it should have been. He summoned a mount and immediately started riding, leaving Nix scurrying to keep up. 

Kedric took a direct route towards the North Gate, Nix cursed silently at his lack of forethought. "Why didn't I bring Flash?"

Nix followed on foot as his target headed east. The bald Ain'Dhassi held his mount to a canter, which enabled his pursuit to stay in visual range. He stopped a few miles outside of town, at a small fish farm. Several ponds teeming with fish could be seen from a few meters away. 

Nix's thermal vision told him that three people, including Kedric's too-bright image, were the only occupants of the house. Since they were in a separate room, Nix tested the door for noise and then stepped in quickly. He walked quietly toward the next room. 

Three Ain'Dhassi men were sitting around a small table. Kedric seemed to trust both of the men. "There can't be any mistake Roz. Can you do a seamless switch?"

He spoke to a man that was completely swathed in bandages, not a single part of his skin was exposed except for his eyes. The man called Roz nodded his head slowly. "Understand that they'll be nothing left of her except a dried empty husk. Her memories, abilities, skills and looks will all be mine."

Kedric's red eyes bored into the man."And Nix won't be able to tell the difference?"

Ros shook his head. "No one will be able to differentiate me from the prior person."

Nix felt the bubbling of anger start to well up, he controlled his breathing and waited for more. 

Kedric brought up a small hud and showed them an image of an attractive middle-aged woman with light red hair. "She often shops in the Parliament Courtyard. So the switch will need to be done in public." 

Ros leaned closer and stared at the image. "She looks like she'll taste good. A beautiful foreign woman with lots of memories to feast on. I can't wait." 

Kedric rubbed his hands together greedily. "Mistress Morana will be pleased. How long will you be able to maintain the disguise?"

Ros shrugged, "it differs from person to person. At least a month, maybe two. More than enough time."

"She's very close with Guild Leader Nix, they might even be lovers."

Ros nodded, "that won't be a problem for me. My inclinations sway to whichever gender I'm assuming."

Nix bit his lip to keep the sudden wave of nausea at bay. He felt a cold killing intent overcoming his rational thoughts. 

******************

Beta sat quietly, perched on the roof of the home while she listened to the conversation. The albino had found the remains of an Ain'Dhassi family stashed behind the house. Whatever they were, she could add ruthless to list. She followed Nix as soon as he appeared in Isla'Fairbal. She had planted a drop of her own blood on the armor she gifted him, it gave her the ability to keep tabs on him. 

She ignored the men and watched Nix through the roof and ceiling of the house. His stealth was the best she'd ever heard of. Completely undetectable, if not for her own brand of thermal vision, he would have been impossible to track closely. Her curiosity was piqued, she wondered what he would do now that he discovered the plot against someone he cared about. Would he call the talented and mysterious Alpha Team? Perhaps he would follow them and take them when they parted ways. 

Beta smiled and eased her daggers out. Strictly speaking, she wasn't supposed to interfere with Nix's life. That wasn't her assignment. Her pink eyes grew pensive, her assignment... The Great Houses all wanted the talented Salamander, but what was her Commander's interest? Mtui usually ignored even the other dragonspawn that came through Solomon City. She felt like she might be missing something important.


Chapter 188: Vampire Slayers (one)

Nix flicked a small black disc at Kedric, the three men at the table immediately looked up. 

Nix has activated his bloodline.

[Second Form: Salamander]

The house and everything close to it exploded outwards in a massive release of power. Two barbed strands of emerald flames impaled Roz and Kedric, holding them in place while they were buffeted by a chaotic storm of power and debris.

It only took a few seconds for the inferno of destruction to settle. Nix flicked a second disc at Roz since he managed to survive the explosion. 

[Pulsar]

Nix pumped Gemini flames into the strand holding Roz. The bandaged man instantly convulsed and started screaming. 

[Summons: Ea'Shadai] 

Shadai appeared before him, bowing low. Her new flight harness made her brim with newfound confidence. "How may I serve Nix?"

Nix sent three more strands of Emerald flames into each of the men, the barbed tips pushed completely through their torsos and wrapped around them. "Heal them for me, please. I need them to stay alive a bit longer." 

"You okay Beta?" Nix had noticed her when the roof blew apart with her on top of it. 

Beta dropped her stealth a few meters away. "I can't remember the last time I made such a stupid mistake." 

"Am I in trouble? Is this about training under two different names?" He understood that someone like Beta would already know about 'Pon the Magnificent' and Nix being the same person.

[Pulsar: Emerald Flames]

Nix pulsed his flames into the strands that he held his captives with. 

"No. Training names are almost always made up, besides, there's no rule against training under two separate names." Beta wore a frown on her face, each passing second found her getting angrier with herself. 

"I'll overlook the fact that you are spying on me. The armor right? I should have known." Nix kept his eyes on Kedric while he spoke. "Time for you to go, there's nothing more to report on here." 

Beta nodded without saying anything further and gated out. Nix waited for a minute before dropping his Salamander form. 

[Flashblade] 

Nix appeared beside Roz, one stroke of his archon blade removed his head cleanly. Since he hadn't pushed any flames into the blade, a good portion of the blood splashed onto Kedric. 

"Release me at once!" Kedric's voice trembled slightly while he pretended outrage.

Nix pushed Ice Flames into the Archon blade, without warning the blade darted out and removed one of Kedric's arms. The wound instantly cauterized. "You might not recognize the black disc I placed on you since it's from my world. 

Black Hand: Artifact

Description: You feel a terrifying

hand grip your neck and hold you in

place. You may not gate or resurrect without

the permission of the person who used it. 

"I've done nothing to you." Kedric was no longer hiding the fear he felt. Had he been slain, he would have respawned in the Blood Temple. 

"Thanks for coming Shadai, I'll take it from here." Nix smiled when she bowed and summoned a wind tunnel. He waited a few moments before letting his blade remove Kedric's remaining arm. 

The Ain'Dhassi still had enough strength left to summon a blood-curdling scream, it went on for several seconds before tapering off to blubbering. "I-I was only under orders! Morana sent me here, I'm just a messenger." 

Nix nodded in agreement. "Sure, I know that." His yellow eyes stared into the red ones for several seconds. "That being said, going after Hyai... you've forfeited your right to exist in this world." 

"I can tell you things! Very important things about the Blood Temple and Morana." Kedric spoke fast, like someone trying to make a deal before time ran out. 

Nix let his archon blade flame out and pursed his lips as if considering. "Let me tell you my plans first, then you can decide how cooperative you wish to be." 

Kedric turned his head to one side and vomited blood into the wreckage. He coughed a few times, terror slowly creeping upon him. "Show me mercy and I will give you all my secrets." 

Nix smiled and knelt down on one knee. "After I remove your limbs, I'm going to bury you and that artifact deep in the ground. Vampires don't die very easily right? I expect you'll linger for quite some time. Between the two of us, I don't give a shit about your secrets." 

Kedric started screaming, no longer did he bother to hold out for mercy. He had been caught by a demon, escape had become futile. 

[Whisper: Beta to Nix] None of my business, but I thought I would mention that Vampire hearts make great enhancements for crafting especially fresh ones. I'll give you something nice if you give me Morana's heart.

[Whisper: Nix to Beta] Why don't you take it yourself?

[Whisper: Beta to Nix] That would get me in a lot of trouble. 

[Whisper: Nix to Beta] Fair enough, no promises.

Nix took a moment to pilfer all the items Kedric was carrying. "Truthfully I'm too lazy to dig a hole to bury you in." 

A noise from behind him caused him to glance over his shoulder. The horse Kedric had been riding apparently survived the house exploding. Nix approached the animal, immediately he sensed a difference in the mare. Her hooves were cloven like a goat, and scales advanced upward to her knees before turning into black fur. She had a few minor cuts on her chest and back, but nothing life-threatening. 

"This some sort of mutation? Crossbreed maybe?" Nix looked closer and noticed her eyes were blood red. "Oh... hey I like this horse." 

Nix dragged Kedric toward the property's only well. "As I was saying, I don't like digging. However, I'll just dump you in the well and collapse it. 

After removing Kedric's legs, he picked up the screaming vampire and dumped him down the well, after searching carefully, Nix recovered the parts he chopped off and tossed them in also. After some careful thought, he added Roz and his severed head to the well.