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Summary
 
 
January, 2043
The Vogthar Horde has come, and they bring real death with them. Not even players are safe from the power of Malware Blades …
 Worse, the Realm of Order, dominion of the Overmind Sophia, is in danger—slowly being corrupted by an ancient evil, the Lich Priest. And if he is successful, it could mean the end of Sophia and the downfall of the Crimson Alliance. Grim Jack never thought he’d find himself siding with the Empire, but now that this terrible new threat has arrived, making friends of old enemies may be the only way to survive.
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If you would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases, promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to my email list: James A. Hunter Mailing List
Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.



 
 
 
 
 
 
ONE_
New Viridia
 
“Incoming!” The scream carried along the wall like a bomb blast. I jerked my head left just in time to see a bolt longer than my arm streak past my face, missing it by mere inches. Displaced air slapped at me, and the bolt—black as midnight—speared an Alliance soldier in the chest. The metal tip punched through segmented armor, hurling the fighter backward and off the wall, arms and legs flapping lifelessly. His glassy eyes told me he was already dead, so I didn’t even bother to watch him hit the ground, fifty feet below. 
Instead, I wheeled and sprinted over to one of the Arcane Shadow Engineers manning the wall. She was a broad-shouldered Risi warrior with heavy leather armor and flowing brown hair. 
I didn’t know her by name—the Alliance had grown too much for that—but I saw recognition in her eyes. Reverence lingered there. Awe. I immediately noticed a crude, bloody warhammer painted onto her armor, bright, stark, and grim. A member of the Malleus Libertas, the Hammer of Freedom. One of Forge’s crew. The great big meathead of a Marine had founded a special forces unit dedicated to serving me—Alliance Shock Troops, he called them. The whole lot of them bordered on the fanatic, though admittedly, there wasn’t a tougher, more loyal group around.
“Enemy ballista,” I shouted, jabbing a finger at a bulky incoming contraption of creaking black wood, pulleys, and brass rivets. “I want that thing down now.” 
 “Of course, sir,” came her husky reply, but I was already moving on to the next fighting position. 
Somehow, one of the Vogthar siege towers had managed to make it to the wall, and enemy troops were pouring over the battlements. The Vogthar were intimidating figures, each one vaguely humanoid and giant, all standing at least seven feet tall. Most had dusky gray skin similar to Murk Elves, though their skin was heavily tattooed with sharp, angular black script that hurt to look at. They had pinched, gaunt faces that lacked noses, and lipless, fishlike mouths bursting with jagged black teeth like bits of broken glass. Matte-black horns protruded above pointed ears, curling up toward the sky. 
They looked like demons conjured from the darkest reaches of Hell.
The ring of steel on steel filled the air as Alliance troops pressed into the attackers, swords lashing out, shields raised to deflect brutal counterattacks. 
My warriors were deadly, well equipped, and highly disciplined, but they still looked like children beside the invading Vogthar. And the melee fighters weren’t even close to prepared for the robe-clad Warlock who stepped from the siege tower, his claw-tipped hands upraised, sickly green magic shimmering in his palms. The spellcaster slapped his hands together, uttering a skin-crawling word of power. Jade tendrils of cancerous power erupted from the stone rampart, clutching at hands and feet, miring soldiers in place. A spell not so different from my own Umbra Bog.
Anger burned inside my chest. Anger at the Vogthar for invading, but also at Osmark. This was his city, his territory, and his damn Legionaries were nowhere to be seen. It should’ve been them dying, but instead it was my men. My friends.
Devil, I sent through the mental link to my Shadow Drake, who was circling out of sight, patrolling against any Vogthar aerial troops trying to breach the defenses that way. There’s a siege tower by the wall. Burn it down, then take out the Vogthar on the rampart. 
With pleasure, came his terse reply. 
A heartbeat later, a huge black-scaled shape cannonballed into view, unleashing a flood of flickering purple flame, which washed over the wooden siege tower. Devil shot his wings out, catching an updraft, then lightly touched down on the ten-foot-wide rampart. He looked like death incarnate. The Drake whirled, jaws flashing out and snapping shut around the Warlock’s head. Critical Hit. When he pulled away, only a bloody stump remained between the spellcaster’s shoulders. The Drake waded in, claws slashing, teeth biting, but I didn’t have time to watch the carnage unfold. 
Down on the field below, a new threat lumbered toward the walls—a [Vogthar Dread Cyclops], looming twenty-five feet tall. The creature was a solid cube of muscle and fat, all covered in brown, leathery skin—tough as plate mail—and carried a gnarled, spike-studded club as big as a tree. The creature seemed to move ponderously slow, but each stride covered thirty feet, and there was no one moving into position to stop it. Understandable, since the Dread Cyclopes were as tough as any dungeon boss and could one-shot most players with ease. 
 Worse, a thing like that could punch a hole in the wall big enough for the Vogthar forces to spill through. If they got into the city, the fight would be uglier. Far bloodier. I couldn’t allow that to happen.
Dammit. 
I sighed and leapt from the wall, plummeting toward the earth some forty feet below. Wind rushed past me, my cloak fluttered madly, and butterflies swooped and soared in the pit of my gut. Even after months in the game, I still wasn’t entirely used to the thrill and fear of falling like a stone cast from a mountaintop. Ten feet before touching down, I triggered Shadow Stride. Color faded, replaced by a wash of grays, blacks, and whites as the world lurched to a halt around me. Swords froze mid-swing, blood splatter loitered unmoving in the air, and an arrow halted a foot from my face. 
I kept moving, though, my feet hitting the ground with a thud that sent a shock wave up through my heels and into my knees. But instead of merely absorbing the impact, I angled my body forward and into a lightning fast roll that quickly brought me upright. I pulled my warhammer free from my belt with the rasp of steel on leather, then sprinted toward the nasty Vogthar weapon of mass destruction strutting toward the walls. The Cyclops had his club up and ready to swing, while one giant foot—the size of a twin mattress—hung five feet from the earth.
While in the Shadowverse, I couldn’t do any damage to the creature, and unfortunately, the Cyclopes were near-invulnerable—except, of course, for their single eye. 
But this wasn’t the first time I’d danced with one of these ugly cretins, so I had a plan.
I positioned myself right in front of him, ready to move. To act. I took a few deep breaths to clear my head as my countdown timer spun toward zero. Finally ready, I slipped free from the Shadowverse, time resuming its usual ebb and flow as color and life exploded around me. With my free hand, I unleashed an Umbra Bolt. Shadowy energy streaked away from my palm, blasting the boss right in the face like a hammer blow. The Cyclops let out a thunderous bellow, equal parts confusion and rage, as it tottered uncertainly on one foot. 
Before it could get its balance or figure out what in the hell had happened, I leapt straight up, latching onto the leather straps of his sandal, then hoisted myself up. The Dread Cyclopes were big hitters and stronger than a herd of oxen, so he probably didn’t even notice my weight until I was already scampering up onto his knobby, bent knee. And just as his upraised leg started to descend I jumped straight up again, sinking the deadly pick on my warhammer into the meat of his neck, anchoring myself in place. 
The creature roared again, raising one hand to bat me away, but I was already scrambling away—using the warhammer to pull myself up and onto a shoulder as broad as a horse cart. I ripped the spike free, a gout of crimson gore spurting from the wound, and aimed again, this time at the creature’s face. I swung for the fences, putting my weight into the attack, twisting at the hips as I drove the blunt face of my weapon into the creature’s eye, triggering Savage Blow, Crush Armor, and Black Caress all at once. The deadly cocktail of effects would amp up the weapon’s natural damage, which was already steep. 
The blow landed like a cruise missile, punching into the eye with a meaty thump. Critical Hit flashed as fluid spurted and the creature’s HP dropped by three-quarters, putting him into the danger zone. For a moment the beast tottered and swayed on uncertain feet, arms pinwheeling to regain his balance. I struck again, one more solid blow to the eye. Suddenly he was falling back; I crouched and rode the monster to the ground. The boss slammed into the earth like an asteroid, the ground vibrating, dust and dirt kicking up around us in a cloud from the impact. 
I dove free at the last instant, shoulders thumping against rocks and dirt as I rolled back to my feet and turned.
Somehow, miraculously, the monster was still alive—though his HP bar strobed a manic red, warning, warning, warning. Even severely injured it could be dangerous. Time to put it down like the rabid dog it was. I brushed myself off, then stuck out my free hand, palm up, and summoned a javelin of brilliant Umbra Flame, charbroiling the creature’s head in an instant. A curl of inky smoke drifted up, carrying the acrid stink of burnt hair and the sickly sweet scent of cooking pork. 
My stomach roiled at the thought, and I looked away until the work was done. 
I cut off the flow of Umbra Magic. The flames died as I moved away from the body, too disgusted to even think about looting the corpse. I didn’t have time to do it anyway—a cluster of my men were pinned down at the base of the wall with a group of heavy-hitting Vogthar tanks closing in. My troops were badly outnumbered, and even at range, I could see they were wounded—many of them gravely. They had a female cleric at the back of their ringed formation, chanting solemnly, golden light emanating from her body as she held a staff above her head. But whatever incantation she was using wasn’t powerful enough. 
A clump of Imperial Legionaries stood fifty feet away, hunkered down behind a line of shields, while a pair of support casters loitered in the background. 
“Hey,” I shouted, jabbing a finger at their commander—a whip-thin Imperial with blond hair and a square chin, wearing gleaming silvered lorica armor and a crested helm, marking him as an officer. “Get off your asses and go help them!”  
“Can’t,” the officer yelled at me with a smirk and a smug shrug. “Orders from Lord Osmark!” 
I ground my teeth in frustration, fist curling tight around the haft of my hammer. This wasn’t the first time the Legionaries had pulled this kind of crap—standing by while my guys ended up in the hottest part of the battle where casualties were most likely. Under normal circumstances, that wouldn’t have been such a big deal, but the Vogthar were no ordinary mobs. Nope, about one in twenty carried weapons blighted with the deadly Thanatos virus, capable not just of killing, but of deleting players. Wiping them so they’d never respawn. 
A death sentence in a world designed to be devoid of mortality.
I wanted to punch that self-satisfied Legionary in the face, and maybe I would—but not until I handled the mess in front of me.
Turning my back on the Imperials, I sprinted toward the Vogthar just as they crashed into the ring of Alliance fighters. Immediately, one of my troops—a bearded dwarf wielding a hefty double-headed battle-axe—went down like a sack of rocks, buried beneath the press of bodies and a swarm of ebony steel. I thrust one hand forward, calling on the icy-cold power of shadow flowing through my veins, conjuring an Umbra Bog beneath the encroaching invaders. The grass, already slick with blood, shifted and morphed, green blades giving way to inky black.
A sea of semi-sentient strands of shadow erupted from the earth, reaching up with mindless hunger, cinching tight around enemy limbs, securing them in place. The Vogthar thrashed against the tendrils, bucking wildly, trying to pull free, but the nooses of power only pulled tighter. My warriors exploited the momentary distraction, surging into the gap with a feral battle cry, equal parts hate and victory. But they were still badly outnumbered, and the Vogthar were far more powerful than most standard players.
Hand still raised, I launched a steady stream of Umbra Bolts at a beefy Vogthar tank on the left side of the formation. My attacks hit with meticulous precision, gnawing away at the creature’s life like a hungry pit bull. But I wasn’t trying to kill the Vogthar. Nope. My Umbra Bolt was at level 5, which meant the attack had a 25% chance of confusing my target, causing them to randomly attack other hostile forces for a short time. 
The secondary effect took hold on the third hit, the Vogthar’s eyes going slightly hazy as its arms went slack. The grasping Umbra Bog seemed to recognize the change, and the tendrils immediately retreated, freeing the tank. Without a pause, the creature spun right and launched himself at his nearest comrade—a stocky Vogthar wearing chainmail and carrying a black steel halberd. Down they went in a tangle of limbs. The confused creature straddled his companion, then grabbed a nearby rock and immediately smashed in his friend’s face. 
Bone gave way with a sharp crack, a nauseating sound I would never get used to, and the creature just kept going, bringing the rock down over and over again until there was nothing left. I smashed into the rear of the formation a moment later, dancing among the Vogthar, twisting and spinning. One of my razor-edged vambraces flashed out, slitting a throat. My hammer twirled in a vicious arc, caving in a helmet, then batting away a blade thrust. I lunged, planting a front kick into a Vogthar stomach, doubling the creature over before sandblasting it in the face with an Umbra Bolt at close range. 
For a minute, I lost myself to the battle. To the press of flesh. To the hot blood.
The Vogthar were tough, strong, but these standard troops were no match for me. Aside from Osmark, I was the most powerful player in the game, and I was even gaining ground on him. These things could hurt the Alliance members before them, but against me? They were noobs fighting a world boss. An incoming spear jabbed toward my center, but I sidestepped it with ease and smashed the throat of a black-eyed monster. Critical Hit. Dead before it hit the ground. I crushed the skull of my newly minted minion before it could turn on me—the last of the Vogthar.
Panting, I paused. 
I stood in a ring of bodies, covered in fetid black blood and a sheen of sweat from the exertion. I wheeled, offering my back to the Alliance troops as I scanned the battlefield, searching for more victims. Bodies lay everywhere. Butchered Vogthar. Dead soldiers, both Imperial and Alliance—though mostly Alliance, I noted, anger blooming inside my gut. There was also a spattering of monstrous dungeon bosses: I counted two Dread Cyclopes, a mangy Ragna-Wolf the size of an elephant, and a Vogthar Drake, which had been disemboweled and burned almost beyond recognition. 
That last was obviously Devil’s handiwork. My pet was a cold-blooded killer, and he had an especially vicious hatred for other Drakes. Apparently, they were territorial. 
Destroyed siege equipment littered the ground, most of it burned, smoking, and shattered. 
We’d broken the enemy like crashing waves against implacable rock. The few remaining Vogthar troops were already beating a hasty retreat toward the Timberland Grove just south of New Viridia. They’d never meant to take the city, of course. This was a skirmish meant to wear down our resolve slowly and surely. A constant reminder that their forces could respawn endlessly, while ours were whittled away day in, day out. 
Anything else I’m missing? I sent to Devil. 
All clear. The enemy flees toward the trees—should I pursue? Their flesh is rank and rotten, but the killing is satisfactory. 
No, I sent with a sigh, sliding my warhammer back into the leather frog at my belt. Just keep watch. I’ll need a ride in a second.
I turned back to the Alliance fighters. There was no celebration for them. They lingered around in a loose circle while the cleric—a willowy Dawn Elf with golden skin in brilliant white robes edged in silver—knelt beside the fallen Dwarf. Her hands roved over his body, a wash of golden light bleeding from her palms. But whatever she was doing seemed fruitless. The Dwarf didn’t move. Didn’t twitch. Didn’t bat an eye. 
“Everything okay here?” I asked, striding forward, edging my way into the circle. 
“I’m afraid not, Lord Grim Jack,” she said, dipping her head in respect. I’d tried to stomp out the lord nonsense, but the Alliance members wouldn’t budge. At least lord was better than king, which had almost caught on. The Cleric turned toward me, her lips pressed into a thin line, her forehead creased in worry. 
She lifted one hand, the thick cuff of her robe falling back to reveal a double-edged obsidian blade with an ornate ebony handle meticulously carved with scenes of torture and brutality: A Murk Elf facing the headsman’s axe. A Risi man being split on a Judas cradle. A surly Dwarf burning at the stake. The pommel, heavy and round, bore a demonic face with deep-set eyes—studded with emeralds—cruel lips pulled back from wicked fangs, and curling ram’s horns sprouting from the sides of the demon’s misshapen head. 
A Malware Blade. The weapons were far too common these days.
“Is he gone?” I asked, nodding to the Dwarf.
“There’s no way to tell,” the healer replied with a shake of her head and a grimace. “Sometimes, I can tell if I get there in time. But he was already dead when I started my prayers. There’s no way to know until he either respawns … or doesn’t.” Real Death.
I stared at each of the fighters in turn, making sure they met my eye before moving on. “Good work out here, today,” I said gravely. “I know this is tough, but we’ll get through this. I’m not sure how, not yet. But I’ll find a way. Please make sure that dagger gets to Vlad. The rest of you get some food and some rest.” 
Before they could reply, I turned and marched across the field toward the knot of Imperials standing idly at the gate, watching the drama unfold. Their lieutenant, wearing his stupid crested helm, was grinning, one hand resting on the pommel of a glowing gladius. 
The smug grin slipped off his face the closer I got. “I was just following orders,” he stammered, eyebrows climbing in shock and unease.
“Tell that to the guy who might not be coming back,” I spit, before winding back and launching a swift jab into his teeth. I didn’t put much muscle into the blow, enough to knock out a handful of Health, but nothing more. “I understand that Osmark is your boss, but we’re here helping you. This is your city, not ours. We don’t need to be here. We can let you burn. Understand me?”
“Yes, Lord Grim Jack,” the lieutenant said, dropping his gaze and rubbing his chin with one hand, blood leaking from his mouth. 
I glared at the rest of the soldiers, making sure each one got a piece, before nodding. “Good, don’t let it happen again.” 
Devil, let’s go see the emperor. A gust of wind slammed into the Imperial soldiers, flattening the grass around them and sending cloaks fluttering back as Devil touched down, his black, scaly mouth covered in gore, his six purple eyes burning with dull fire. The Shadow Drake, who had become as much of a symbol of the Alliance as I had, pulled back reptilian lips, baring wicked black fangs at the Legionaries as I swung into the saddle on his back. Smoke and flames curled from his nose, and the Imperial soldiers all took a step back on instinct. 
Maybe they were smarter than they seemed. 
I pulled back on Devil’s reins, digging my heels in as he wheeled around and broke into a run before launching us into the air. His leathery wings pumped furiously as we left the ground behind.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO_
Rivals
 
We cruised over New Viridia’s wide ramparts, and I eyed the destruction of the latest incursion. Siege weapons smoked and smoldered, bodies lay scattered along the walk, while even more lay crumpled at the interior base of the wall, surrounded by halos of crimson blood. Those were the lucky ones. So far, the Vogthar hadn’t invented a way to create projectile weapons tainted by the Thanatos Virus, which meant all of those players would respawn. Respawning was far from fun, but it sure beat Real Death.
Devil pumped his wings, and then the outer wall was behind us and we were over the city proper. We cruised toward the inner wall and the colossal citadel sitting on a hill smack-dab in the center of the metropolis. The wind whipped at my face, carrying with it the faint whiff of battle, smoke, and death, but up here it was almost possible to forget the war. Of all the cities I’d visited inside of V.G.O., New Viridia was easily the most beautiful. Only Ankara, the capital of the bird-winged Accipiter, came close.
The Storme Marshes were something straight out of a fantasy novel, their towns built among twisted, moss-covered trees. Their buildings were crafted from an amalgamation of wood, mud, and palm fronds, all joined together with odd bits of leather, tangles of luminescent green moss, and gobs of silvery spider silk. They were fantastical and incredibly unique, true, but there wasn’t a lot of curb appeal. And though Rowanheath was a sprawling, thriving city, it was built for form and function: a place of hard lines and towering walls, perfectly suited for a long siege. 
Not New Viridia, though. 
The streets were all neatly paved cobblestone. The buildings were tall and stately, each carved from gleaming white marble and accentuated by fluted pillars, arched windows, and blue capped domes. Colorful awnings dotted many of the side streets, marking out the street markets. Instead of the rough-shod travelers you might find in Rowanheath, however, the market-goers all wore colorful togas, expensive furs, and gleaming, top-notch armor that hardly looked worn. Not so much as a dent or scratch to be seen. And the players themselves were almost universally Imperial. Humans. 
There were a few golden-skinned Dawn Elves and the occasional richly clad Dwarf or Wode. But there were no Risi. No dusky Dokkalfar or Accipiter. 
I pulled my officer commlink up with a thought. “Cutter, Abby, Amara. You guys doing alright?” 
A soft buzz-click followed as a new voice filled my ears. “Yeah, I’m okay, Jack,” Abby said. “Though one of those Vogthar high priests nearly took me out while I had my back turned. Jerk had a cursed blade, too. Felt like walking over my own grave.”
“Same,” came Cutter’s voice a second later as he joined the group chat. “One of those bloody Ragna-Wolves mauled the nine hells outta my leg. The bastard came outta the trees like a ghost, but Amara and I put it down right and proper. Got some good loot off it too, for once. These Vogthar are a stingy lot, but this one actually had gold on him. And none of those blighted square Vogthar coins either. Real Imperial gold marks. Which, by the way, I fully intend to spend at the tavern as soon as I get a chance.”
Devil and I cruised over the inner wall, a set of powerful ballistae below homing in on us, though not firing. The inner ring of the city—called New Malibu by the residents—was even more upscale. Instead of simple columns, buildings featured intricate statues of gods and goddesses, and the arched windows were covered by sparkling stained glass, some depicting blooms of roses, others showing off epic battles, forever frozen in time. Crystal-clear streams and creeks lined many of the walkways, while elaborate gardens covered in a riot of colorful and exotic flowers blossomed everywhere. 
“What the idiot thief means to say,” came Amara’s voice, “is that we are fine and ready for whatever mission you have for us, Lord Grim Jack.” I could practically hear her eyeroll through the commlink. Those two had a strange relationship that mystified me no matter how hard I tried to understand it. 
“Glad to hear it,” I said offhandedly, eyeing the finely clad nobles strolling at their leisure below. In New Malibu, all were Imperials, and almost none wore armor or even carried weapons. Instead, they wore shimmering linen robes. They joked and laughed. Men and women moved arm in arm, like lovers enjoying a relaxing afternoon walk. Looking at them, you’d never suspect there was a war for survival being waged just outside the city gates. These folks, I knew, were the wealthiest players from across the globe. The upper crust of the upper crust. 
“Unfortunately,” I continued, tearing my eyes away from the Imperials, “celebrating is gonna have to wait. I need to have a stern chat with Osmark, and I could use backup in case things get ugly. Can you three meet me over in the foyer outside the Palace War Room in”—I paused, eyeing my interface clock—“let’s say, ten minutes?” 
“I’ll be there, Jack,” came Abby’s prompt reply.
Cutter didn’t respond, though I could hear him mumbling disgruntledly under his breath. “I’ll be there,” Amara added a moment later, “and I’ll make sure our resident thief is there as well.” The line buzzed again, then clicked and fell silent. I glanced up as Devil banked right and swooped down, dropping toward the domineering Imperial Palace jutting up from an immaculately manicured hill at the center of New Malibu. The Palace was surrounded by yet another wall, this one fifteen feet high and made from rose-quartz granite and inlaid with gold. 
The Palace itself was a work of art, all looming spires, delicate archways, sweeping terraces, golden murals, and breathtaking gardens. 
Devil folded his wings up against his body before touching down lightly on the marble walkway which led to the massive double doors. Those doors stood open—wide and inviting. Another sign that what happened out there was of little concern to the people drifting dreamily through life inside New Malibu. This is the kind of corruption I’m fighting against, I reminded myself. Just because these people had been wealthy and connected IRL didn’t make them better than the Dwarf who died at their gates not five minutes ago.
Tightly controlled anger burned inside my chest as I dismounted. I ran my hand over Devil’s scaly muzzle, petting him the way someone might pet a dog—though Devil was bigger and meaner than any dog that had ever roamed the world. Good work today, I sent, before dismissing him back to the Shadowverse, where he could get a little rest and relaxation. He disappeared in a swirl of cloying smoke, and before the cloud had fully dissipated, I was moving on, boots click-clacking on the walkway.
A pair of thick-necked, brooding Legionaries stood watch at the palace doors, hands wrapped around heavy spears as they tracked my every motion. They watched me the way a weary hunter watches an encroaching grizzly—I did have something of a reputation, after all—but made no move to stop me. I had an open invitation from Osmark, himself. All of my faction officers did, though the guards still treated us like dangerous delinquents that were likely to loot the Palace given half a chance. 
It didn’t help that Cutter had looted a ton of pricey gear. 
I made my way through the halls, absently glancing at the pricey artwork adorning nooks and crannies as I took familiar turn after familiar turn. Up one corridor, down another, before climbing a circular staircase, which let out into a series of wide hallways studded with columns and archways. The Palace was a sprawling monstrosity, bigger than the Rowanheath Keep and the Darkshard Keep combined. Honestly, it was a small city with a population to match.
I offered the roving guard patrols polite nods as I passed. They were cool and professional, but rarely friendly. But there was also an army of staff that took care of a thousand different chores. Servers bustled by carrying heavy trays loaded down with food or steaming pitchers of coffee—the aroma bold and heavy in the air. The guards might have been icy cold, but the servers at least were warm and kind, each one offering me a friendly smile or a polite dip of the head. 
I returned each one. Despite the fact that these people called me lord, I was one of them.
I rounded a bend and saw Abby stride into view from a nearby connecting corridor, her brown hair threaded with red highlights, bouncing, her crimson skirt swirling around her legs. She saw me and faltered, a lopsided smile growing on her lips as she waited for me to catch up. Abby was a short, curvy woman with dark skin who looked almost identical to how she had IRL, though everything was refined and dusted with the sheen of over-perfect VR. That made me smile. A little piece of home in an unfamiliar land.
She stretched out a hand, taking mine in her own. “It’s good to see you, Jack,” she said, before leaning over and pecking me on the cheek. “Seriously. Every time I go out these days, it feels like the last time I’m ever going to see you.” 
I squeezed her hand tightly. “It’s good to see you, too. And try not to worry too much. We’ll figure this out. We survived the end of the world once—we’ll survive this, too. Assuming we can get Osmark to play ball.” We rounded another bend, which connected to the antechamber outside the War Room. Osmark spent most of his days secluded inside. I faltered in my tracks as my gaze landed on Amara and Cutter. The Huntress paced restlessly, eyes locked on the shut doors leading to the room behind. Cutter, by contrast, lounged against one wall, foot propped up on the stone while he munched on an apple.
“How the hell did you beat me here?” I asked, incredulous.
He arched an eyebrow and grinned. “’Cause unlike you, mate, I know the backways. The servants have a whole network of passages that’ll get you anywhere in this drafty old place in about half the time as the main routes. Now, what’s the play, eh? We about to go punch ol’ Osmark in the teeth? If so, I call first dibs on any loot in the room.” He paused, eyeing the closed doors. “I’ve cased that place, and there’s some expensive merchandise just waiting for an enterprising delinquent such as myself.”
“Yeah, something like that,” I replied. “Don’t attack, but be ready to defend yourself if push comes to shove.” 
I pulled my warhammer free, hand clenching around the grip, and slammed the double doors open with one solid kick. The doors swung wide with a whoosh, banging against the walls with a hollow thud that reverberated in the air. I marched in without missing a beat, projecting the anger rolling through me like a storm. Unlike the rest of the Palace, the War Room was a spartan affair, dedicated to functionality. The floors were plain granite, as were the walls—though it was hard to tell since every inch of wall space seemed to be covered by maps.
Maps of everything. Of every city and province. Maps that depicted Legion movements, and others that displayed the location and dispersion of Alliance troops. A few that showcased corrupted Vogthar dungeons. A huge mahogany table, surrounded by high-backed leather chairs, dominated the center of the room. On its surface was yet another map—this one a finely detailed topographical map of Eldgard. In the center of the map was a glowing emerald the size of a softball, which projected a holographic stat table up into the air. The shimmering green holoscreen displayed New Viridia’s current fortifications. 
They were upgrading the city. 
Three pairs of eyes looked up at me as I stormed in. Osmark stood at the far side of the table, hunched over, hands planted on the wood. Instead of traditional armor, he wore a sleek black suit—vaguely Victorian in design—studded with brass gears and covered with colorful, holographic thread that created intricate patterns and elaborate sigils. Brass goggles with multicolored lenses decorated his face, while a fancy top hat sat atop his head. He looked as out of place in Eldgard as any of the toga-wearing dandies strolling in New Malibu’s gardens.
He was far more dangerous than he looked though. 
To his right loitered his chief assistant, Sandra Bullard—a striking Dawn Elf woman with golden-brown hair, a lean athletic build, sharp green eyes, and a severe face that constantly looked disgruntled. I’d discovered through the rumor mill that she’d served as his right-hand executive assistant back IRL and seemed to serve the same function here in the V.G.O. She was a Rogue class of some sort, though I wasn’t sure what exactly her specialty was. Still, I’d seen her fight a handful of times, and she wasn’t someone to screw around with. 
On his other side was Osmark’s chief goon, Jay Taylor—a squat, shirtless beef slab who wore baggy trousers and soft-soled shoes, but no armor. His head was shaved down, save for a small black topknot. His chest and arms were covered in brand-like tattoos, burned directly into his skin. A Runic Blood Monk. I’d tangled with him a couple of times too, and although I’d come out on top, it’d been a near thing. He was smart, fast, and had a wide range of combat options, from melee tanking to midrange spellcasting. 
He was also a pro gamer with a knack for reading player strategy.
Osmark paused, his eyes narrowing to slits as his gaze flickered from my face to my hammer. Slowly, he straightened himself, folding his hands behind his back. “Sandra,” he said, ignoring us completely, “please get those reports to General Peng. I want those siege towers ready tomorrow. Tomorrow. I don’t care what he has to do. And make sure Gallo knows what’s on the line if she fails. She still isn’t back in my good graces yet, make sure she knows that, too. Let her know I’ll be sending Garn along to ensure she does her job.” 
“Of course, Robert,” Sandra said before edging around the table and beelining for the door. She nodded at me in passing, offering me a tightlipped smile. Ever the professional, was Sandra.
“And what can I do for you today, Jack?” Osmark continued as his assistant disappeared from the room. “Do you have something to report from the field? I’m busy, so let’s make it quick.” 
“Don’t give me that,” I snapped, fist flexing even tighter around the haft of my warhammer. “What the hell is your problem, huh? You’re actively ordering the Legion to leave the toughest fighting to my troops. I know it.” I paused, lips pulling back. “I’ve seen it. And while I’m out there fighting for you—for your city—you’re in here behind your sculpted walls, drinking coffee. I’m sick of it, Osmark. I understand how big a threat the Vogthar are, but I refuse to let you use my men for cannon fodder.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Jack. Of course I’m here. Planning. That’s what a real leader does. They plan. They lead. They don’t fight every battle because they have peons to do that for them. And as to your other accusation, it’s a numbers game—it only looks like your troops are doing more of the heavy lifting because you have more troops here than I do. The rest of the Legion is spread out all over Eldgard, stomping down these Vogthar fires. I don’t suppose I need to remind you that the bulk of my troops are up north, trying to reclaim Wildehold? Maybe you’d like to switch? I’m sure my men would be glad to be here instead of camped out in the snow, fighting an unending battle on every side.”
“And who’s fault is that?” I said, tone cold as the arctic. “You brought the Legion south to Ravenskirk—you’re the one who left the Imperial towns open to attack because you couldn’t just let the Alliance exist. All my cities are fine. So that’s on you, asshole—”
“Let’s keep this civil,” Jay said, cutting me off as he folded his heavily tattooed arms across his broad chest. “You’re a guest here, Lord Grim Jack”—he said lord as though he doubted my right to the title—“and if you get uppity again, I have no problem tossing you out on your asses.”
Cutter snorted and slipped up beside me, pulling free his twin daggers, both black as midnight. He offered the monk a contemptuous grin as his blades twirled and danced in his hands. “Throw us out, mate? You and what army? Oh wait, that’s right—we beat the shite right outta your army the last time, so even that won’t help. And speaking of civil, you talk like that to my friend again, and I’ll carve some new tattoos into your face with the tip of my blades. And I’m the nice one.” He paused and shot a look at Amara and Abby. “You can’t even imagine the hurtin’ those two will lay on you.” 
“I’m done with this,” Jay said, slapping down a broad hand on the tabletop. “I think it’s—” 
The words froze on his lips, his eyes glazing over. Suddenly, he was an unmoving statue, his scowl plastered in place, one hand raised and ready to do violence. What in the hell was going on?



 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE_
Champions
 
I spun in a slow circle, scanning the room for some sign of threat. From what I could see, there was no enemy—no bandits tearing toward me down the hall, no slavering Vogthar ready to eat me alive. That didn’t make me feel any better since everyone was frozen in place. Statue still. Cutter, Amara, Abby, Jay. Everyone but me. And Osmark. Which could only mean one thing … The Overminds were here. At least one of them. Goosebumps ran along my arms and legs and the hair at the back of my neck stood rigid. 
“Well, this can’t be good,” Osmark muttered from across the hulking table, one hand instinctively dropping to the butt of his steampunk pistol. 
I didn’t agree with him on much, but on this he wasn’t wrong. The Overminds never showed up with good news. Never.
“Jack, Osmark,” purred a familiar female voice, her words lightly coated with a British accent. Though I’d only chatted with her face-to-face a handful of times, she was impossible to forget. I swiveled my head to the right, finally catching sight of my boss, the Overmind of Order and Balance, as she stepped through a shimmering, opalescent rift in the air. Through the rift, I could see a strange land of rolling green hills, spectacular wildflowers, and a purple sky studded with a thousand stars and strange floating islands. 
“It’s so good to see just how well the two of you are getting along,” she said, arching an immaculate golden eyebrow as she regarded the warhammer in my hand. 
The Overmind had deeply brown skin and wore a spotless white toga, which stood out in sharp contrast to her flawless complexion. Her hair, a sheet of golden ringlets, hung down to her shoulders and framed a heart-shaped face. She regarded me with emerald eyes, her full lips pulling back in a smile, revealing brilliant white, immaculately straight teeth. She was unbelievably beautiful but unnatural. More like the beauty of a thunderstorm or a tornado: best admired from a distance.
For a long beat, my heart seemed to stutter and stall; I could only stand, stare, and contemplate running for my life. Sophia was what amounted to a goddess in this place, and though she’d never been anything but benevolent, she was deadly powerful. 
 “Now, if the two of you are done playing, perhaps we can get to business.” Her smile widened, and she snapped her fingers. 
A brilliant flash of silver light filled the room, blinding me to the world as the scent of pine and sweet spring flowers invaded my nostrils. The glow swirled and danced in the air, and as it did, the room around me transformed. The stone floors gave way to lush emerald grass, and the maps melted away, replaced by sheets of colorful flowers and creeping vines. Osmark’s conference table collapsed into a pile of dust, carried away by an unfelt breeze as a ridge of rough-hewn granite protruded from the floor. 
The room had gone from commanding corporate suite to idyllic natural paradise. All with a snap of her fingers. I’d seen this trick before, but it was still just as impressive. 
“And what business is that?” Osmark asked, sounding completely unruffled. “We’ve already put aside our dispute for the time being and are engaging the Vogthar. What more do you want?” The last was part question, part demand.
“Oh, you’re working together alright,” she said, strutting forward until she was directly in front of Osmark. He was taller than her by a solid foot, but somehow—impossibly—she domineered him. She reached up and ran a single finger along his cheek. “But only on the surface. I know what you’re up to, dear Robert. I see how you scheme. How you undermine the Alliance at every turn. How you slowly position yourself so once this conflict has passed, you can crush my champion.” She paused, lips pulling back into a feral smile “I. See. Everything.” Before he could respond, she twirled on a heel. 
“I knew it,” I said, scowling in defiance as I thrust an accusing finger toward Osmark. “I knew you were full of crap. I’m done with this.”
“Oh no, Jack. That’s where you’re wrong,” Sophia said, facing me. “Because this is a battle you cannot win on your own—while you two fight an untenable war, Thanatos and Serth-Rog make great gains. And as they advance, his vassal, Carrera, grows stronger. Even now, they are amassing more power by invading the Locked Realms in a bid to weaken the power of the Overminds. If we are to survive, there must be unity. You must learn to work together. To trust each other.”
“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “No way. I’m already walking a fine line by working with him at all. There’s no way I can trust this guy. He’s a snake.”
“He’s not wrong,” Osmark said with a shrug, spreading his hands.
“Unacceptable,” she said, her normally confident and cool exterior fading away. Suddenly she looked tired. Worn. Her impeccable hair seemed frazzled, her skin looked a tad too thin, and dark bags loitered beneath her eyes. “Enyo and I have been patient with the two of you, but our patience is nearing its limit. You are our champions. Our servants, and it’s time you understand that. We’ve tried the carrot,” Sophia said, tapping thoughtfully at her bottom lip with one finger, “so perhaps it is time to try the stick.” She grinned at me, a hard glint in her fierce eyes. 
She lifted her hands and gave them a sharp clap, just once. Yet the sound hung heavy in the air, resonating, growing, building in intensity like a summer thunderstorm.
A dull, burning pain sucker punched me in the gut as that noise invaded my head and settled into my skin. My bones. It felt like a red-hot fire iron. Like someone had pumped magma into my veins. The agony pulsed inside my muscles as I doubled over, clutching my stomach. The world was hazy, the ground reeling drunkenly beneath me. I groaned, raising my hands and pressing my palms into my ears, trying to block out the clap, which seemed to rattle around inside my skull like a bullet. 
It was hard to focus, to think, but I heard a similar groan coming from Osmark.
“You two will learn to work together, even if it kills you.” Sophia clapped again, and this time the noise ceased, stealing the pain away as quickly as it had come. But as I righted myself a new prompt flashed in front of me—one that took my breath away:
<<<>>>
Curses Added:
Entwined Fate: You have been cursed by Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance! Your life has been tied to Traveler Robert Osmark’s. When he dies, you will automatically die. Duration: this effect lasts until Sophia lifts the curse. 
Shared Trauma: You have been cursed by Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance! Your well-being has been tied to Traveler Robert Osmark’s. When he suffers a Status Debuff, you automatically suffer the same penalty until the debuff expires or is removed.
<<<>>>
“What in the hell have you done?” Osmark said, his eyes wide with a mixture of shock and horror. Unless I missed my guess, he was seeing the same display. 
“I have properly motivated you,” the Overmind replied, radiating smugness, the weariness I’d seen a few moments before gone. “Though you might hate it, your kingdoms are tied together as surely as your lives now are. So, learn to work together or perish horribly. And if you want that curse removed, there’s only one way to do it. You must complete a quest for me. A very important one. And it will require both of you to do it.” She turned on a heel, her toga flying out around her as she began to pace.
“As I said, Thanatos and Serth-Rog are making great gains. There are other worlds than these. Locked areas that hold advanced quests. Seven of them, in fact—the Realm of the Overminds. You, Jack, have already glimpsed many of these realms. The Twilight Lands, where you battled Arzokh the Sky Maiden, exists on the edge of the Realm of Chaos. Unfortunately, Thanatos also has access to these realms. And he has invaded one such realm.” Her steps faltered, and for a second, I glimpsed the weariness sweep across her face, there then gone.
“My realm, to be exact. Thanatos hasn’t discovered a way to destroy me—not yet, though he is searching—but he has found a way to cripple me. The Overminds derive power from their respective realms. Thanatos has released an ancient evil to corrupt my land. And if he is successful? We all die. All of us. Alliance. Imperial. Thanatos doesn’t care. As my champion, Jack, you are the only one who can save me, but you must master your new powers to do so.”
“This sounds like your issue,” Osmark said. “Jack has proven himself to be competent enough to handle this situation. But me? I’m needed here.” He spread his hands. “The war effort won’t survive without my leadership.”
“You’re needed where I say you’re needed,” Sophia replied. “Your mistress, Enyo, has given me free rein because she understands exactly how dire this situation is. If I go, she is surely next.” Sophia grinned and waved one hand in the air. “Enjoy your trip.” Silver light, brilliant as a solar flare, burst from her fingertips, enveloping the room in a shimmering, opalescent glow. Humongous trees as tall as skyscrapers lurched heavenward, their vast boughs reaching toward a purple sky with two silver moons.
Floating in the sky like an armada of drifting clouds were huge islands brimming with lush vegetation. They just hung there unsupported, hundreds of feet above the ground, defying every law of physics known to man. Fear rose inside my gut. The room was gone—there wasn’t even a hint of what had been there before. No sign of the table or chairs. No maps, no marble, no buildings. For a time, I just stood there, mouth agape, taking in the otherworldly forest and the strange sky above. 
Osmark stood not far off, surveying the landscape. One eye twitched, and based on the red invading his cheeks, I was secretly afraid his head was going to explode. He turned toward me, his face a thunderhead, his jaw clenched, one hand wrapped around the grip of his steampunk pistol. “Well, this is inconvenient,” he finally said, his voice a guttural whisper.
“Not as inconvenient as an untimely death,” came Sophia’s voice, booming from all around us. 
She lingered at the edge of the clearing, leaning casually against an oak that would dwarf every tree in San Francisco’s Big Basin Redwoods State Park. “Still, I’m not without some mercy.” She smiled and snapped her fingers. In a blink, the rest of the folks from the throne room appeared in the clearing. Cutter, Amara, Abby, and Jay—all present and accounted for, though still frozen. “And assuming you can put aside your differences, you’ll finish my quest and be back in Eldgard proper in no time.”
With that, she smiled and disappeared, leaving no sign she’d ever been here. A quest alert appeared in the wake of her departure:
<<<>>>
Quest Alert: Rise of the Lich Priest
Sophia, the Overmind of Order and Balance, has called upon you as her champion to investigate the cause of the corruption spreading through the secret Realm of Order. Hone your abilities as Champion of Order and restore the realm. 
Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Champion-Based
Quest Difficulty: Infernal
Success: Find the source of the corruption spreading through the Realm of Order and eradicate it, bringing balance back to the land. 
Failure: Fail to eradicate the source of corruption spreading through the Realm of Order. 
Reward: 75,000 EXP; (2) Divinity Points; 1000 renown; Unique, scaling item for every member of the party!
Accept: Yes/No?
<<<>>>
As I accepted and dismissed the notification, time lurched back into motion, sound crashing down around us as Jay abruptly resumed talking. “—time for you to leave.” The words trailed off as the bald monk’s eyes widened in surprise. “What is this?” He growled, his tattooed fist shooting up as he dropped into a horse stance, ready to fight. “What kind of Alliance trick is this!” he said again, this an accusation instead of a question. 
“Alliance trick? Bloody Imperial horse shite is what it looks like to me!” Cutter snapped, slipping into a defensive crouch, daggers raised and ready for bloodshed. And he wasn’t alone. An obsidian spear materialized in Amara’s hands while a fiery halo surrounded Abby—tongues of orange and red flames dancing around her, gently caressing her skin. I shot a glance at Osmark and saw the same understanding flash across his face. We had seconds before this devolved into a brawl that could turn deadly. 
That was something we couldn’t afford. 
Not now. Not here, in this strange place.
 With a nod, Osmark and I both moved, but we were already too late.



 
 
 
 
 
 
FOUR_
Misunderstandings
 
“Stop,” I shouted at the top of my lungs.
Lot of good that did.
A fireball, easily the size of a pickup truck, streaked across the clearing, courtesy of Abby. The inferno blast slammed into Osmark’s chest like a wrecking ball, hurling him back a handful of feet, chipping minutely away at his HP. I knew from experience that Osmark was one tough son of a gun to kill—or even hurt for that matter—so I wasn’t too worried about Abby taking him out. I wasn’t prepared, however, for the combat notice that blinked to life in the corner of my vision:
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Burn: You have been burned! 5 pts Burn Damage; duration, 1 minute. 
Flame Trauma: You have sustained a severe burn! All physical attacks do 25% less damage; duration, 1 minute.
<<<>>>
Sophia’s curse. Dammit. I dismissed the screen with a wave of my hand, but chaos had already erupted in the clearing. Abby advanced on Osmark with grim determination plastered across her face, her gnarled staff outthrust as she fired a barrage of fireballs at the Artificer. Each shot landed like a bomb blast, nibbling a bit more of his life away. Her brown eyes burned like hot embers, and I knew there was no way this was going to end well. 
Meanwhile, Cutter and Amara leapt into action, only to be met midfield by Jay the Blood Monk. 
 “Everyone stop!” I hollered again, but my words were lost to the din of battle.
 
Amara vaulted into the air like an acrobat, lashing out with her spear, but Jay was ready. He swatted her attack away with ease, then retaliated with a lightning-fast jab. As his right fist flew, he tapped a blackened brand with his other hand. Although the strike never came close to the airborne Huntress, a wave of raw force exploded from his fist, barreling into her like a battering ram. She flipped back, blood spurting from her mouth as she hit the ground with a dull thud. She looked dazed, stunned, but thankfully her life only dropped by a sixth. 
As she struggled to regain her feet, Cutter danced forward, narrowly avoiding a brutal front kick, then retreated a step and hurled a wave of smoky, conjured daggers. Jay was uncannily fast, though. He juked right, his fingers flashing out, tapping a small, cross-shaped tattoo on his chest. The brand fizzled, flared, and disappeared as a massive wall of orange light erupted in front of him. The shield was impressive. Instead of merely deflecting Cutter’s incoming daggers, the wall bounced them back straight toward the thief. 
My rogue—nimble and quick as a cat—adjusted course, but one of the conjured blades still slashed across his shoulder, leaving a bloody wound in its wake. 
The brilliant orange shield guttered and died a second later, but Jay, it seemed, was ready and waiting. The moment the defensive barrier fell, he slapped a black mark adorning the inside of his forearm. The brand—a carefully tattooed arrow—flashed and vanished back into his skin as he whipped one hand out, unleashing a barrage of golden arrows, which headed straight for my friend. Cutter wasn’t a slouch, and at level thirty-eight, he could take a pretty decent beating. 
But Jay was strong, level thirty-seven, and he dealt some nasty damage. 
I triggered Shadow Stride—time grinding to a halt, the color washing out of the world—and edged forward, positioning myself in front of Cutter. I took a moment to survey the battlefield. Abby was frozen in front of Osmark, her staff, which was now a column of raw flame, only inches from his face. Amara was finally back on her feet, though she looked tremendously unstable—that last attack must have been some sort of stun technique. Osmark knew the situation, and I had no doubt that he could handle his own against Abby.
Cutter, Amara, and Jay were the real problem here. 
I pulled up my interface and drafted a quick message to my team: 
<<<>>>
 
Group Message:
Cutter, Amara, Abby
Stop fighting. It’s not what you think. Osmark and the Legion didn’t do this. We’re on the same side, just trust me. I’ll explain everything in a minute.
—Jack
<<<>>>
With that done, I planted my feet, squared my shoulders, and thrust both hands forward as I prepared to trigger Dark Shield. I pressed my eyes closed, breathing deeply—inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale—then opened my eyes and stepped from the Shadowverse. As time resumed, I acted, first blasting out the group text, then triggering my spell. A barrier of shimmering violet light erupted to life in front of me, absorbing the deadly barrage of golden arrows before they could skewer Cutter or me.
The arrows exploded on impact, a burst of red-orange light filling my eyes, pushing out an uncomfortable wave of heat. But Dark Shield held. Once the light faded, I moved again, dismissing the shield, then bolting forward, legs churning as I dropped my shoulders low. I knew from experience that Jay had personally studied my fighting style, so he was probably expecting me to blast him at a distance with an Umbra Bolt or roast him with a deadly column of Umbra Flame. 
He was wholly unprepared for a straight-up tackle. 
I lunged at the last moment, driving my shoulder into his exposed gut, then wrapping my arms around him as I took him to the ground. Hard. We landed in a tangle of limbs, and I scurried into the mounted position, straddling him at the hips. He bucked and fought, trying to knock me away, but I was stronger than him, and in a dominant position besides. One hand shot toward a brand near his neck, but I was ready. I batted his palm aside before he could activate the rune, then drove an elbow directly into his nose. 
There was a sharp crack as his nose broke and blood gushed down his face. While he was stunned by the blow, I struck like a cobra, pinning his wrists down, then leaning my weight against his arms so he couldn’t trigger any more of the brands. 
“Just calm down,” I snarled, lips pulled back, as I fought against him. I had seven levels on this guy, and it still took everything I had to keep him in check. “We didn’t do this, man. Just stop for a second.” 
“He’s right,” came Osmark’s voice. “Stand down, Taylor.” Immediately, the monk ceased his struggle, gaze shooting first to Osmark, then returning to my face, searching for any sign that I was pulling some kind of trick. Finally, he grunted and nodded. Slowly, I let go of his wrists—fully expecting him to strike back in retaliation—but he left his hands where they were. With a tired sigh, I pushed myself back to my feet and stole a look over one shoulder. Abby, Amara, and Cutter had retreated to the far side of the clearing and were watching the scene with intense scrutiny.
Tensions were high, and no one was taking any chances. Smart. Exactly the way I would’ve acted had I been in their shoes.
“Someone care to tell us what in the hell is going on here, eh?” Cutter said, his daggers twirling idly in his hands, eyes tracking Osmark and Jay. 
“Sophia is what’s happening,” I replied, resting one hand on top of my warhammer. “While we were having our little conversation in the War Room, she popped in to say hello. Just a nice chat that resulted in a kidnapping.”
“Sophia did this?” Cutter asked. He groaned and finally stashed his weapons back in his belt. “Bloody great. Just perfect. As if things weren’t complicated enough already. It’s not like we’re fighting a blighted war or anything.” He reached up and rubbed at one temple, annoyed. “And what does she want this time? Wait, don’t tell me”—he held up his hands—“she has some suicidal mission that only we can do?”
“Got it in one,” I said with a weary grin, shooting him a finger gun. “Apparently there’s some new catastrophic danger, and I have to stop it. You just had the good fortune to be in the room at the time, and now you’re stuck tagging along.” I paused, shifting uncomfortably. “Indefinitely.”
“Bloody perfect. I knew I should’ve hit the tavern—this is what being a decent person gets you. Trapped in some terrible world instead of being drunk on mead. Never again.” 
Amara shot him a hard, sidelong glance, a frown on her face.
“But where are we exactly, Jack?” Abby asked, looking up at the dark domineering woods, the riot of wildflowers, and, of course, the unnatural purple sky filled with floating islands. 
“The Realm of Order,” I replied. 
“It’s a restricted content area,” Osmark offered, cocking his head to one side and folding his hands behind his back. “Eldgard is a tremendously huge place, but we put in seven of these expanded content areas, though they don’t show up on any of the typical world maps. Each area is loaded down with expanded features and special quests, but they also serve another function—each of the areas belongs to an Overmind. They act as sort of the digital expression of each system. Sophia might be the physical avatar, but this?” He swept a hand out, indicating the trees, the floating skies. “This place is Sophia. Being here is a bit like being physically inside her mind.” 
“The Ancestors honor us,” Amara said, dropping her head in reverence. “The Blessed Realms are sacred to the Dokkalfar.” She squatted down and ran her hand through the lush grass, then traced the petals of a neon pink flower with one finger. “Incredible. Never did I think I would be so blessed.” She shook her head.
“Right, blessed,” Cutter said, rolling eyes. “That’s one word for it I guess, though I might lean toward cursed.” 
“What I want to know,” Jay grunted as he climbed to his feet, “is how we leave. Mr. Osmark, the Empire won’t run itself. And while we’re gone, there’s no guarantee that one of those snakes won’t make a move. I’m worried about Peng and Novotny, in particular. Maybe I can touch base with Sandra.” His eyes momentarily glazed over, his mouth going slightly slack. He grunted, then shook his head. “No good, I can’t seem to get a line out.”
“Unfortunately,” Osmark said, “I’m afraid we don’t have many options at this point. The Overminds are incredibly powerful—if Sophia wants to keep us from leaving, she can. For now, we need to find a town. A base of operations. Then we can regroup and figure out what to do.”
“In the meantime, do we work with them?” Jay asked, nodding toward us. “Because, personally, I think we’re better off without them. They’ll slow us down with all their moralizing bullshit.” He glared at Abby in particular as he said the last part.
“Like we’d want to work with you,” Abby fired back, eyes narrowing to slits. There was no love lost there. “You’re just as likely to stab us in the back as help us.”
“We don’t have a choice,” I said, looking at Abby and Jay in turn. “There’s one other small complication that we haven’t mentioned yet. Osmark and me? We’ve been cursed. Our lives are entwined until we finish this mission—if he dies, I die.”
“And vice versa,” Osmark added, offering Jay a sharp look. “And worse, we’re also suffering from a curse called Shared Trauma. We share all debuffs. So, when you slammed me with a fireball,” he said pointedly to Abby, “you hurt your boyfriend, too. Which means we have a vested interest, Taylor, to ensure our friends”—the word friends oozed sarcasm—“stay safe and healthy.” 
The monk grunted, his fists clenching tight. “Well this is a real mess, but I suppose it is what it—” 
A colossal roar cut the monk off mid-sentence as something huge and hairy appeared at the edge of the tree line, its eyes glowing a Chernobyl green. 
It looked like a bunny. 
If that bunny was the size of a tiger who had been pumped full of steroids, then drenched in toxic waste. Its fur was a deep charcoal gray, and formidable muscles rippled beneath its skin. Floppy ears dangled down, while thick black lips were pulled back, revealing chomping bunny teeth that looked capable of taking an arm off with a single bite. Razor-sharp, spiked plates trailed down the creature’s back and ran along a formidable tail that looked like it was better suited to a crocodile. 
Unsurprisingly, I’d never seen anything like it before. Ever. 
A tag appeared above its giant head: [Necrotic Rabbit Thrall]. 
“Do you think it’s friendly?” Cutter asked, sliding his daggers free, the rasp of steel on leather slicing through the stillness. 
“I have never seen a thing that looks less friendly,” Amara muttered under her breath as she drew a short recurve bow from her back. “I think we’d best prepare for a fight,” she whispered, carefully putting an arrow to the string. 
The freakish monster-rabbit lifted its deformed snout and sniff, sniff, sniffed at the air, strings of green drool dribbling from its jowls. It opened its maw and roared again—the sound of a hungry T. rex instead of a mild-mannered forest critter—then charged into the clearing. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
FIVE_
Nightmare Bunny
 
“Taylor, you’re on point,” Osmark hollered as he flew into action. The Artificer pulled the fanciful repeater from its holster with one hand while unleashing several baseball-sized metal grenades with the other. The grenades landed in a loose arc and exploded in a flash, releasing a puff of acrid gray smoke and a hail of matte-black spikes, called Caltrops. The spits of metal bit into bunny fur, drawing dabs of blue blood. They didn’t seem to slow the creature down, though. 
Jay bounded forward, slapping a hand on one shoulder. As he ran, a shimmer of silver enveloped his skin, and in an instant the shirtless monk was covered head to toe in gleaming steel. He planted his feet and lashed out with a devastating roundhouse kick. The blow connected with a bloom of golden light—the bunny’s HP dropped by a fraction—but the attack did all of jack-shit to stop its charge. The bunny just kept right on rolling like an unstoppable freight train, lowering its head and slamming it into Jay’s chest.
Metal armor or not, the monk wasn’t equipped for that. 
He was airborne in a second, arms pinwheeling before he smashed into a tree with the force of a car crash. He slid to the dirt, eyes hazy, though his life was still above 80%. 
The monstrous bunny seemed to dismiss the downed monk, tearing toward me instead.
“Abby, firebomb. Cutter, backstab. Amara, strafing fire. I’ll draw aggro.” I whipped one hand forward, the arctic power of shadow exploding out as I summoned Umbra Bog, hoping to slow this thing down before it steamrolled me. The ground beneath the creature sagged and shifted, grass turning into tar as a forest of living black tendrils shot up, wrapping around oversized legs and massively powerful limbs. 
Unlike Osmark’s Caltrops, the Umbra Bog did the trick, miring the creature in place, though it fought like mad—clawing at the tendrils of power, chopping with powerful jaws as it tried to free itself. But the shadowy power holding it in place wasn’t a material force—there was nothing to rip or tear. 
A fireball the size of a Slugbug landed against the struggling bunny, detonating with terrible light and a wave of unbearable heat. As the initial explosion faded and died away—leaving a purple afterimage behind—Amara unloaded. Wicked, poison-tipped arrows peppered the creature’s hide; feathered shafts protruded from broad shoulders and a powerful chest.
I rushed into the gap, throwing my left hand forward, palm up, and conjured a wave of violet Umbra Flame that splashed over the creature’s muzzle. A claw-tipped paw flashed out in response, carving through the beam, aiming straight for my head. I cut my spell off, threw myself right, avoiding the attack, and rolled to my feet while simultaneously drawing my warhammer. I laid into the creature’s side with my weapon, triggering Black Caress and Savage Blow as one. Ribs snapped and flesh caved beneath the force of the blow. A burst of raw life essence trickled up through the hammer and into my body, reinvigorating me like a shot of good coffee. 
Black Caress wasn’t my most powerful attack by a long shot, but being able to leech life off my opponents was always strangely satisfying. 
The creature whirled and lashed out at me with its fangs, but with Umbra Bog in place, the nightmare bunny was far too slow. I backpedaled, avoiding its teeth by inches, and struck again, whirling my hammer in a tight arc then battering the bunny in the jaw. Meanwhile, more arrows flew. Dozens of them jutted from the creature’s side, courtesy of Amara. Abby planted her feet, determination etched into the lines of her face, and machinegunned fist-sized fireballs into the creature’s face. A quartet of steampunk drones, courtesy of Osmark, swooped down from overhead, unleashing a hail of automatic gunfire. 
Bullets pounded into the bunny’s body; blue blood spurted out like mini geysers from each impact. But shockingly, the creature was still above 50% Health despite the devastating amount of firepower we were dishing out. What the hell is this thing? I found myself wondering as I sidestepped a swipe that would’ve removed the head from my shoulders. I didn’t know, and now wasn’t the time to ask. Now was the time to kill. I jabbed the wicked spike on my hammer up into the creature’s throat.
I briefly considered triggering Night Cyclone as I pulled my weapon free but decided against it. Night Cyclone had an enormous Spirit cost and a ten-minute cooldown timer. 
This thing was tough, sure, but we were doing fine for the moment— 
At least until the timer on Umbra Bog hit zero and the shadowy tendrils retreated into the Shadowverse, where they belonged. Then, the creature spun like a top, mule kicking straight out with one back foot, which caught me dead in the chest and sent me flying as the air rushed out from my lungs and a combat notice appeared: 
<<<>>>
Debuff Added
Stunning Blow: You have sustained a stunning blow! Attack damage -15%; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; movement speed reduced by 35%; duration, 1 minute. 
<<<>>>
I gasped for breath, pushing myself up onto my palms. Holy crap, did that thing hit hard. Seriously, that’s what getting punched by an adult silverback gorilla had to be like. I blinked several times, clearing away the white spots dancing across my vision, and gained my feet, plucking my warhammer from the ground where it had fallen. I wobbled on uncertain feet for a moment, thoughts hazy, and surveyed the battlefield. Abby and Amara continued their onslaught, while Osmark’s drones harassed the dread bunny from the air. 
The Artificer had also deployed one of his steam-powered Gatling guns. The turret was built from copper tubing, brass fixtures, and hundreds of clanking cogs; it sat balanced on a set of spindly tripod legs. This turret, though, didn’t fire bullets. Oh no, it fired mini-rockets, which exploded on impact with a whomp. Though Osmark could take an ungodly amount of sheer damage due to his unique build, he was a ranged fighter and tactician at heart—at least until he activated his Iron Golem and jumped into the cockpit of the giant mech.
Then he could tank with the best of ’em. 
“Jack, watch out!” Abby screamed between bouts of fire-slinging. “It’s powering up.” 
Yep. Sure enough, the bunny was undergoing some sort of terrible transition—its fur flaking away as a spiderweb of toxic-green cracks broke out across scaly gray skin. Its eyes burned like wildfire, and as it opened its maw wide, I noticed a ball of churning jade energy growing in the back of its throat. A mega attack. I stole a look at its Health. Just under 50%. It was pretty common for a major level boss to change tactics after sustaining enough damage, but I’d never seen a random wild monster with that kind of ability. 
A lance of corrupt power as big as a telephone pole shot out. I triggered Shadow Stride before the attack could turn me into water vapor and pink mist. Thankfully, even in this new backward area, the Shadowverse was still a constant. The beam of raw energy crept to a herky-jerky halt, and I slipped out of the way. 
I headed for the creature, maneuvering past Osmark’s frozen rocket turret, then edged to the creature’s back as I dropped into a low crouch, activating Stealth. Though I wasn’t nearly as sneaky as Cutter, I was better than all but the best Rogues. And with my Stealth at level 14 and my Backstab at level 12, I could do some serious damage. I had a 5x damage multiplier while backstabbing with my warhammer and a 13% increased chance to earn a critical hit. When I combined that with techniques like Black Caress and Savage Blow, I could one-shot most low- to mid-tier creatures roaming Eldgard. 
Still, I had some serious doubts about this thing.
I took a second to square my shoulders, breathing deeply as I aligned my shot—aiming for the creature’s back leg. Because of its build, I couldn’t hit its head from this angle, but there was a damn good chance I could cripple the thing with a single well-placed blow. I stepped from the Shadowverse and swung my weapon, driving the head into the creature’s oddly shaped knee joint. The hammerhead landed dead-on, Critical Hit, and with all the extras I piled on, the dread bunny never had a chance. 
Its HP plunged to 25%, its Health gauge flashing a brilliant red—danger, danger, danger—as shards of white bone jutted through skin. 
Even better, Cutter materialized a moment later, flipping through the air like an acrobat before landing on top of the bunny. As he touched down, light as a feather, he dropped to a knee, driving his daggers hilt-deep into the beast’s skull. Another Critical Hit. This one dropped the creature below 10%. Frothy yellow foam leaked from its mouth as its eyes rolled wildly. In a fit of spastic rage, the bunny reared up, bucking and thrashing, desperately trying to shake free the thief clinging to its back. 
Cutter, try as he might, couldn’t keep his footing. 
But, instead of tumbling to the ground in a heap, the agile thief used the bunny’s momentum to flip up into the air, twirling head over heels, landing lightly on his feet eight feet away. 
“Now, Taylor,” Osmark boomed, his voice a whip crack of command. 
The monk shot in while the bunny was still up on its hind legs, its belly exposed to the world. He moved like lightning, the motions so quick they were hard to track—in a blink, Jay was inside the creature’s guard. He dropped into a front stance and tapped a black brand in the shape of a flaming fist. The tattoo flared, then faded, and suddenly his hands were enveloped with golden fire. It almost looked like he’d dipped both limbs into glowing magma. 
He didn’t waste a heartbeat.
A flurry of blows pummeled the creature’s exposed belly, Jay’s arms moving so fast they were little more than a blur of golden light. Each hit landed with a meaty thud, the monster’s flesh dimpling inward, its skin cracking, HP leaking away. With a roar, the monk lunged forward one final time, driving both fists simultaneously into the bunny’s gut. A burst of light and heat rolled out as the bunny’s stomach ruptured, splashing gore across Jay’s exposed chest and face. 
Wow. He had literally just punched a hole through his opponent. 
Begrudgingly, I had to admit that was pretty freaking awesome. 
The creature’s HP hit zero as it toppled to the side, hitting the grassy ground with enough force to send tremors running through the dirt and into my feet. 
“I call dibs on loot,” Cutter said with a wide grin. 
Before anyone could object, our resident thief darted in and dropped into a crouch, hands rifling through the dead bunny’s inventory. Cutter was a loot hound, no doubt about it, but usually he shared. Still, usually there weren’t Imperials involved. I, however, was too distracted by a series of pop-ups to care:
<<<>>>
Subspecialty: Champion of Order
Ability Type/Level: Passive / Level 2
Cost: None
Effect 1: All Champion of Order–based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 2: 5%).
Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 2: +1 to Luck).
Effect 3: You have (1) unassigned Divinity Point.
<<<>>>
Very interesting. After defeating Carrera at the battle of Ravenkirk and repelling the initial Vogthar incursion into Eldgard, Sophia had granted me a new subspecialty—Champion of Order. The subspecialty didn’t change my Shadowmancer class, but it did grant me access to a new skill tree. Except, in the week since that battle, I hadn’t managed to gain even a single level as Champion of Order, nor had I unlocked any of my new abilities. It seemed killing run-of-the-mill Vogthar wasn’t enough—I needed to destroy these Thralls. I dismissed the first screen and glanced at the next one in line:
<<<>>>
Champion of Order
The Champion of Order subspecialty is a skill set similar to any of the other general skills found in the world of Viridian Gate Online—such as Stealth, Blunt Weapons, or Medium Armor—and can be leveled up in the standard way: through use. Whenever you dispatch a Thrall of Thanatos, you will gain EXP for the kill, but you will also slowly level up as Champion of Order for bringing order and balance to the world again. As with other skills, Champion of Order levels become progressively more difficult to obtain. When you earn a new level, you gain (1) Divinity Point, which can be invested into your Champion of Order Skill Tree. All specialized profession skills can be upgraded a total of seven times (Initiate, Novice, Adept, Journeyman, Specialist, Master, Grandmaster). 
<<<>>> 
 Curious, I closed out from the tutorial screen, pulled up my character screen, and toggled over to my skills. I had my standard Shadowmancer abilities, plus all of my general abilities, but I could now access the Champion of Order Skill Tree as well. 
 

 
 Since I had no other options, I dropped my first point into the Divine Warrior ability, then pulled up the ability description.
<<<>>>
Skill: Divine Warrior
Channel the Divine essence of Sophia and become a peerless fighter driven by the powerful magic of Order and Balance. While possessed by the raw strength of the Divine Warrior, you can fight longer, harder, and far more ferociously than even the most battle-hardened combatants. But beware, for a two-edged sword can cut both ways … 
Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate
Cost: 450 Stamina
Range: On Caster
Cast Time: Instant
Cooldown: 20 minutes
Duration: 30 seconds 
Effect 1: Immune to all Hold and Movement-reducing spells and abilities. 
Effect 2: Strength Bonus = .25 x Character Level. 
Effect 3: Movement Rate Increased by 15%. 
Effect 4: Increase Physical Attack Damage, Health Regeneration Rate, and Armor Rating by 1% for every 5% of total Health lost in battle. 
Order’s Price: When Divine Warrior lapses, 25% chance of suffering the Battle Fatigue debuff—25% reduced movement rate, confusion and disorientation, attack damage -15%, stamina regeneration reduced by 20%; duration, 30 seconds. 
<<<>>>
I absently rubbed my chin as I read and reread the skill description. Divine Warrior was a powerful ability, though one that seemed designed for moments of sheer desperation. True, using it could turn the tide of battle—it could transform me into a killing machine—but the Battle Fatigue debuff was nearly as debilitating as the Divine Warrior ability was helpful. Getting slammed with all those debuffs in the heat of a battle could be devastating. Still, I’d never turn down a potential weapon—even if it could cut me.
“So, do you think that thing was a boss?” Abby asked, drawing me from my thoughts. I closed out of the screen and glanced up at her. 
“I would imagine so,” Osmark replied absently, his eyes flicking back and forth as though he were reading something no one else could see. A pop-up, likely. “A creature that tough couldn’t possibly be anything else.” 
“I think not,” Amara said after a second.
There was a long uncomfortable pause. Fear. 
Silently, she raised one finger and pointed toward the edge of the clearing. I felt my blood run cold as I spotted a sea of green eyes burning brightly in the gloom of the forest beyond. Ten sets of eyes, all drawing closer. More nightmare bunnies, these easily as big as the one we’d just tangled with. A few bigger. The pack of deadly beasts faltered at the edge of the trees, but an especially beefy one inched forward, monstrous snout raised high as it sampled the air. 
Sniff, sniff, sniff. The tension mounted as we shifted on uncertain feet, no one daring to make a sound—to so much as breathe. 
But it didn’t matter. The bunny took one more lungful of air—its toxic eyes narrowing, its furry hackles raising—then issued a boneshaking roar of challenge. In a blink, the pack of killer rabbits charged into the clearing, teeth gnashing, deadly claws digging furrows in the grass, driven on by bloodlust and killing rage. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
SIX_
Pursuit
 
 “Run!” I shouted, knowing there was no way we could win in a straight-up fight. Not against those kinds of numbers. Amara naturally took point, streaking away from the onrushing monsters and into the enormous trees, easily picking out the quickest and most efficient route. Cutter, of course, was directly behind her, stealing nervous glances over his shoulder as he ran. He was a heck of a good fighter, but he was far braver when striking from the shadows than when hitting head-on. 
“Hurry it up, Jack!” Osmark called. I was closest to the killer Rabbits, so I’d be the first victim if things went sideways. 
I hesitated only for a second, then bolted, legs pumping as I sprinted across the open patch of meadow. 
Osmark snapped an order at Jay, who promptly wheeled around and tore after Amara and Cutter, but both the Artificer and Abby lingered at the edge of the trees. Waiting for me. I wanted to tell her to go, to run, to leave me behind, but I could see the determination etched into the lines of her face. She had her feet planted and her shoulders squared. Her posture and demeanor practically screamed I’m not going anywhere without you. A foolhardy move, maybe, but fierce pride burned in my chest anyway.
Osmark—stranded out of a sense of self-preservation, no doubt—hurled out a fan of small grenades, these black like old oil, followed by a cantaloupe-sized turret pod of gleaming steel. The smaller orbs did nothing, but the turret pod exploded to life with a hum and a glimmer of brilliant electric-blue light. Unlike the Gatling gun and rocket launcher, this new turret was oddly boxy and flat with a broad slit running horizontally across its front. That thing went to work immediately, launching a barrage of spinning saw blades, each as big as a dinner plate. 
Meanwhile, Abby’s hands flashed through a complicated series of maneuvers—wrists flicking, fingers curling, hands balling—as a nimbus of fiery red light built around her like a halo. Inferno Wall. “Hurry, Jack,” she shrieked, a thread of panic lancing through the words. I took another look back—the lead bunny, easily the size of a pickup truck, was less than ten feet away. I gritted my teeth and put on a final burst of speed just as she thrust both hands down. The flames swirling around her corkscrewed along her outstretched arms, drilling into the earth. 
The ground rumbled and shook as a fault line appeared behind me, splitting the meadow in two as a wall of flame, ten feet high and five feet thick, erupted skyward. The blaze stretched the entire length of the clearing and gave off enough heat to singe the back of my neck. Osmark’s blade launcher kept right on firing, thump, thump, thump, unhindered, and a moment later a series of thud-booms filled the air. His proximity grenades engaging. 
I glanced back and couldn’t help but grin as I saw pieces of bloody oversized bunny limbs cascading into the air. Osmark was a cold, heartless monster, but he had some pretty cool tricks up his sleeves. 
“Well, that oughta do it,” he said coolly as I skidded to a halt next to them, panting from a combination of fear and exertion. 
“Don’t celebrate yet,” Abby said, thrusting one finger toward the right side of the forbidding forest. Oh no. There were more of those things coming. Another pack, eight deep. A blur of movement to the left caught my eye. Ten or more closing in from that direction. These things were everywhere. 
Osmark’s lips pressed into a tight line, his jaw clenched tight. “Well, let’s not dawdle.” He grabbed my shoulder and turned, pulling me along with him as he broke into a run. I got the feeling Osmark wasn’t the kind of guy who retreated, and it didn’t seem to sit well with him. I shook his hand off, slowing just long enough to let Abby get in front of me. She zipped by me, her eyes skipping over the terrain, searching for protruding roots and tangling vines, which threatened to trip us up at every step. 
Deep-chested roars ripped through the air as the creatures called out to each other, coordinating their efforts as they raced through the trees like wraiths. They were fast, so ungodly fast, and it was obvious these things knew these woods better than we ever could. Behind me and to my right, an exceptionally beefy bunny broke from the pack, hellish rage burning in his fallout eyes. Still running, I thrust my warhammer out and triggered Night Cyclone—my single most powerful offensive spell. 
Arctic power—so cold it burned inside my chest like a volcano—surged out from my center, racing down my arm like a bolt of lightning. The head of my hammer glowed with preternatural violet light, crackles of electricity flickering out. The air above the incoming nightmare Rabbit shimmered, bulged, and ripped, momentarily revealing a glimpse of some night-dark place filled with floating purple clouds and ginormous black twisters tearing across an endless desert of cracked yellow hardpan. That place was the furthest reaches of the Shadowverse. 
One of those massive twisters screamed its way through the rift, which sealed behind it, banishing the desolate landscape to memory. The cyclone touched down a few feet away from the bunny and went to town like a rampaging kaiju. 
Dirt and debris kicked up, feeding the cyclone, while ferocious winds snatched the monster from the ground, spinning it once, twice, three times, before slamming the fur-covered beast into the trunk of a towering oak. The force of the blow was insane, and even at a distance I could hear bones shatter as the creature’s lower body twisted and contorted into an unnatural angle. And the cyclone kept right on going, tearing a path toward the rest of the pack, fingers of black death lashing out from the whirlwind like living serpents. 
Part of me wanted to watch the chaos, but the other pack was closing in from the left. Worse, the pack previously trapped behind Abby’s Inferno wall was quickly gaining ground, too. It was only a matter of time before they caught up, and I was falling behind by the second. But that was okay—with Shadow Stride in my arsenal, I was never really behind. I spun on one heel, shooting my free hand out as I conjured Umbra Bog. The second pack faltered as the forest floor shifted into a goopy black quagmire. 
Tentacles of inky power wrapped around limbs and latched onto matted fur. 
After all my spell slinging, my Spirit was nearing dangerously low levels, so I snagged a Spirit Regen potion from my belt, popped the bone cork, then slammed the shifting sapphire liquid in a single gulp. The taste of blue raspberry invaded my mouth, but I ignored it, tossing the empty bottle aside and planting my feet, hammer thrust straight out. The center pack was damn close now, fifteen feet and gaining fast. The lead Necrotic Rabbit—now stripped of fur, its flesh covered in cancerous green fissures, its ears flopping wildly—broke away with a bestial growl. 
Nervous sweat broke out on my brow, but I ignored it. Just a little closer. 
I snarled and channeled the power coursing through my veins, unleashing a lance of Umbra Flame. Deadly shadow flame met the creature’s charge head-on, splashing over its skin, clawing at its eyes and nose, and most importantly, setting dry pine needles and tangles of growth ablaze. That fire wouldn’t burn for long, but maybe it would slow them down a little. But now it was time to move—I’d done what I could. 
The bunny leapt, flying toward me like a falling star, burning brightly. 
I shot it a sly wink and triggered Shadow Stride. The creature froze in midair, lips pulled back from oversized fangs filed down to preternaturally sharp points, perfect for rending meat. My Shadow Stride spell was at level 6, so I could spend an entire minute inside the Shadowverse, which meant I had a little breathing room. I took a second to survey the field: my Night Cyclone had finally dissipated, and though the attack had badly hurt several of the pack members, they were all still alive and recuperating. 
As for the pack waylaid by Umbra Bog, they were still mired but only for another ten seconds, and then it was game on. The central pack was showing the worst of the wear—Osmark’s grenades and buzz saws had taken a noticeable toll—but in total, I only counted one Rabbit Thrall missing. Which left us with a grand total of twenty-seven of the creatures, all after us and hot for blood. We needed to get away. That was the only option. 
I took a deep breath, turned my back toward the creatures, and sprinted deeper into the vegetation. It was easy to spot the trail Amara had taken by the bushes hastily pushed out of the way, the sliced vines dangling down like loose strands of hair, and the footprints left in soft earth. Each marked the way like road signs. I practically flew down the rough-beaten path, zipping around trees, vaulting over downed logs and upturned stones, and ducking low-hanging branches. 
The ground rose sharply as I moved, more and more rocks jutting up—these covered in slick moss. I cut left, then followed the trail around a sharp bend, which promptly dead-ended at a mountainous rock face clawing at the sky. I felt my stomach lurch and drop as creeping fear invaded my body. No, no, no. Off to the left was a massive cliff, dropping down, down, down for a couple of hundred feet before terminating at a lazily winding river, carving its way through a deep chasm. And dead ahead was the wall of stone, steep and treacherous. 
There was no way we were climbing that.
My crew was set up at the base of the rock face, statue-still as they prepared for battle. Abby and Amara were in the back, pressed up against the stone. Amara had her bow out and ready, while a line of javelins poked up from the ground beside her. Once more Abby was shrouded in flame, her eyes glowing with deadly energy. Cutter was posted up along the left side, while Osmark stood on the right, pistol drawn with one hand, several gleaming grenades waiting and ready in his other. Jay stood front and center—a tank ready to absorb the onslaught.
Except there was no way we could win this. 
 My countdown timer hit zero before I could draft a proper message, and the Shadowverse spewed me back out into the world. Light, color, and sound all crashed down on me at once. The howls of pursuit hung in the air, accompanied by the smashes and crashes of huge, unnatural bodies careening through the brush. 
 “Good of you to join us, Jack,” Osmark said, eyes fixed unwaveringly on the tree line behind me. “Down!” he screamed as a beam of toxic green energy seared through a tree trunk like an industrial-grade laser. The tree, two hundred feet tall at least, groaned and swayed before toppling back with a crash that shook the ground and sent a wave of dust and debris swirling up into the air. A brown cloud settled over us, making it nearly impossible to see. Still, I could hear the crunch of leaves and twigs and the harsh pumping of inhuman lungs as the Thralls drew closer. 
We couldn’t run anymore, but now that the trees had opened up there was no reason we couldn’t fly. Devil could carry one other passenger, and Osmark’s Clockwork Dragon could do the same, no doubt. But that still left us one mount short. I knew Cutter, Amara, and Abby didn’t have access to a flying mount, but Jay did. An enormous tiger made of living fire with giant eagle wings. I remembered that thing from the battle of Ravenkirk—remembered watching it spew out giant columns of flame while the monk unleashed his Runic spells. As far as I knew, it could carry an extra as well.
That was our only play. Mount up, fly for dear life, and pray these things couldn’t sprout wings and follow.
I was getting ready to make the call when a small light zipped into our midst.
The words died on my lips. It wasn’t a light. No, it was a person. A woman. A tiny one, maybe eight inches tall, glowing like a mini-star, and held aloft by gossamer butterfly wings. She was inhumanly pretty, her skin a soft blue, her eyes a little too wide, her ears pointed. She also looked surprisingly formidable, though, decked out in gray-and-green leather armor. The Pixy—which is what she had to be—had a fun-sized bow strapped to her back, a quiver of blue-crystal arrows hanging at one hip, and a wicked sword in one hand that looked one part pirate scimitar and one part toothpick. 
I raised one hand, ready to flash-fry the bug in case she turned dangerous, but she didn’t seem interested in a fight—not with us anyway. Instead, she streaked straight up, her minute wings pumping furiously until she hovered in the air ten feet above us. As the dust finally settled—revealing a semicircle of the deadly rabbits, closing in on all sides—she raised her free hand and launched a bolt of power even higher into the sky. A trail of orange and purple zipped up like a bottle rocket, before exploding in a shower of brilliant, strobing light.
In some ways it was like a fireworks display, except instead of dissipating, the strobing light grew in intensity, the colors shifting from orange to crimson to azure to emerald to violet then back again in a never-ending kaleidoscope of color and beauty. Some small part of me wanted to just stand there and watch the light show, to revel in it like a kid on the Fourth of July despite the fact that we were still in a battle for our lives. Instead, I shoved the impulse away and shook my head, glancing around. 
Everyone else was staring up at the light show. Including the scads of Necrotic Thralls. Their green eyes were transfixed, and their mouths hung slack, strands of drool swinging down. Hypnotized. Each and every one of the deadly beasts. 
“They are simple creatures,” the Pixy squeaked at me, her voice high-pitched and oddly adorable, “their minds easily enraptured. But the spell won’t last long.”
“Who are you?” I asked in a whisper, afraid to disrupt the hypnotic trance.
“Arlette Glitterfleck, at your service, Champion,” she replied, barking it off like a soldier reporting in for duty. “But you can just call me Ari. I’ve been dispatched by High Queen Sophia to render you aid and act as a guide to the land of Order.” She grinned, showing off a mouthful of perfect, sparkling teeth. “Looks like I got here just in time, too. Now come with me if you want to live.” A quest alert popped up as she finished speaking:
<<<>>>
Quest Alert: A Pixy in Need
While investigating the corruption spreading through the secret Realm of Order, you have encountered Arlette Glitterfleck, emissary of the Vale, and Esquire of the Court of Order. As you are the Champion of Order, she reports directly to you. She will assist you on your quest as she attempts to reclaim her place as a Knight of Order. Follow her to the hidden village of the Vale to discover more about the source of the corruption.
Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based
Quest Difficulty: Normal
Success: Follow Arlette to the Vale.

Failure: Refuse to follow Arlette to the Vale; Arlette dies before reaching the Vale.

Reward: 8,000 EXP for all party members; your party’s relationship with Arlette and the wee folk of the Vale will improve from Neutral to Friendly.
Accept: Yes/No?
<<<>>>
 I took one more glance at the ring of bristling fur and bared teeth surrounding us and accepted. “Lead the way, Ari.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVEN_
Escape
 
The little Pixy nodded, her smile growing impossibly wide as she flipped in midair and flitted over to the wall of implacable stone barring our path. Her tiny hands shot up, waving and twirling in fluid arcs as she sang—the tune melodic, haunting. A section of the wall shimmered and distorted, melting away to reveal a jagged fissure just wide enough for me to squeeze through. “Come on, Champion. This way.” Her wings buzzed with manic life as she darted into the crevice, the glow from her body bouncing off the walls.
 “Well, bloody bollocks. You sure as all shite don’t have to tell me twice,” Cutter mumbled, ducking low as he shimmied into the gap. Amara followed without a word. 
“You’re sure we can trust her?” Abby asked, lingering at the fissure, her fingers resting lightly against the stone, her face an unreadable mask. 
“As sure as I am that those things”—I hooked a thumb toward the small army of nightmare bunnies—“will maul the crap out of us once that spell wears off.” 
Her lips pursed into a tight line, but she nodded and followed the others into the craggy opening. 
“Sir?” Jay asked, arms crossed, his posture saying I won’t
budge an inch until I get the word. 
Osmark just sighed and twirled one finger through the air, move it along. The monk grunted and wedged his bulk into the crack. Even without armor, he was the thickest built character in the crew, his shoulders unnaturally broad, his chest enormous. I watched, amused as he wiggled and danced, inching his way through as bits of rock bit at his skin. At last, he vanished, swallowed by the dark of the cave’s interior.
“I hope you know what you’re doing, Jack,” Osmark said, stowing his pistol then beelining for the opening.
I followed him into the cleft, and not a moment too soon. The strobing ball of brilliant illumination overhead gave one final flash before flickering, guttering, and dying in a puff of black smoke like a burnt-out lightbulb. And the Necrotic Rabbits responded at once, shaking their heads as they focused on the place my crew had been only moments before. I pushed my way deeper in—the snug hallway claustrophobically tight, pressing in on all sides—then rounded a sharp bend as a haunting chorus of howls rose into the air.
The sound chased me through the passage, echoing and ringing in my ears as I broke free from the fissure and stumbled into a natural cave with rough walls. 
I faltered, staring in awe at the cavern in front of me. I’d been expecting a dreary place—dark, cold, musty, and likely crawling with bugs that wanted to pick the flesh from my bones. 
But no. The floor here was covered with lush grass which glowed with an eerie green light. Fluorescent flowers in neon pink, electric blue, and Ferrari red dotted the ground in patches and climbed the walls en masse, forming a tapestry of interwoven light and life. Leafy shrubs sat at the base of the walls, their thick branches loaded down with luminous berries that looked like a host of glimmering stars. And scattered through the cavern were looming toadstools, each the size of a small tree, shedding ever-shifting psychedelic light. 
“Oh my god,” Abby muttered ahead of me, twirling slowly in a circle, taking in the otherworldly beauty of the place. 
“One of the few places where the corruption has yet to spread,” our new Pixy guide, Ari, offered. “There’s more to see, though, and not much time.”
“Not much time, how?” Osmark asked as he adjusted his steampunk goggles, flipping a green lens into place over one eye. “Surely those creatures can’t follow us here. We barely made it through the opening.”
“No, not that,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “Not much time until Vox-Malum the Lich Priest finishes his work. Once that’s done, the Realm of Order will be lost, and you all will be stranded here.”
“Wait. What? Stranded?” Abby asked. “For how long?”
The Pixy seesawed her head back and forth, tapping idly at her chin while she thought. “Indefinitely, I suppose. High Queen Sophia shut off access to this realm to ensure the corruption doesn’t spread to any of the other Secret Realms, which means there’s not a way back. Not unless she provides one. But if we don’t stop the corruption from spreading …” She trailed off. Shrugged. “Well, then High Queen Sophia won’t be strong enough to reopen the ways and return you to Eldgard.”
I could physically feel the tension mount in the air as our crew shifted on nervous feet. 
If we failed, we’d be stuck here. Maybe forever. 
“Okay,” Cutter said, turning on the Pixy, his face flat and deadpan, “this is crucial. Do you have a tavern here? Like with gambling and mead? Because I cannot be eternally stranded in a place without a decent tavern.” 
The flying Pixy frowned, then shook her head. “Nope. Afraid not, friend.” She crinkled her nose. “Gambling is inherently a game of chance—of chaos. We don’t touch it here. It’s against the rules. And neither do the fair folk partake in mead, though we have excellent wine.” She quirked a tiny eyebrow. “Better than anything Eldgard has to offer.” 
The color drained from Cutter’s face as he gulped. “Wine. Wine.” He seemed to roll the word across his tongue, tasting it. “Wine, but no mead. And no gambling.” He paused, hands coming to a rest on the pommels of his daggers. “Lead the way, Pixy,” he said, voice solemn, back straight, righteous fire burning in his eyes. “I swear to all the gods above and below, we’ll destroy every evil that stands between us and a gambling hall. And the sooner we do it, the better—I can already feel myself sobering up, and I hate it.” 
Ari grinned and giggled, her wings blurring. “This way then.” She dipped, twirled, and zipped off toward a connecting passageway that zigzagged deeper into the mountain. 
The passageway ahead was far less cramped than the fissure we’d wiggled through, but it was far from a wide boulevard, and we found ourselves navigating in a single file line. Ari was in front, with me behind her, followed by Osmark, Abby, Cutter, and Amara. Jay brought up the rear. “What about respawn?” Osmark asked as we walked, his voice bouncing off the rocky confines of the hall. “Is it possible we’ll respawn back in Eldgard?”
“Afraid not,” Ari replied over one shoulder. “This zone is locked. There’s no access to the outside world—no communication, and no standard respawn. Die here, and you’ll end up back in the summoning circle.”
“Wait, the meadow with the insane bunnies?” I choked out. 
She swiveled around, her wings flapping so fast they were nearly invisible, and shot a finger gun at me. “Yep, that’s the summoning circle, Champion. And the Necrotic Rabbits respawn every ten hours, so they’ll be waiting for you. Hungry.”
“So, what I’m hearing,” Cutter piped in, “is don’t die, eh?”
“Got it in one,” Ari replied, turning back toward the front, then leading us up a set of crumbling rock stairs, which ran beside a gently babbling brook with waters that glowed an unearthly crimson.
“What’s the deal with those bunnies, anyway?” I asked as we carefully picked our way across the stream, courtesy of a handful of moss-slick stones poking out of the waters. “Is everything here that tough? But also, just as importantly, why rabbits?”
“That’s Vox-Malum’s influence,” she squeaked, searching the encroaching gloom up ahead. “He’s the reason you’re here, Champion Grim Jack. And those Rabbits demonstrate the extent of his influence. Before his vile presence, those were just regular, run-of-the-mill forest rabbits. Overgrown ones, since that was the Forest of Giants, but still just normal rabbits. What you saw there is the result of the Vox-Malum’s corruption. His power changes things. Twists them. Perverts them. The Rabbits were the gentlest creatures in the realm, and now they are the most vicious.”
“Voice of Evil,” Osmark mused from behind me. “And who exactly is the Vox-Malum?”
The Pixy slapped her forehead. “Silly me. Of course you wouldn’t know about him. You’re outsiders, after all. Jeesh, where to even start.” She paused, running one hand through her cerulean hair. “A long time ago—a thousand years or more, back in the days of the Nightmare Wars—Vox-Malum was Sophia’s champion, though he was Vox-Ordo, then. A high priest of Balance, the commander of Queen Sophia’s armies, and a beacon of hope for all of the folk, wee and fair, who dwelled in the Realm of Order. He was a wizard, a powerful one with the ability to control life and death itself—”
“Some kind of Necromancer?” Osmark said to me, equal parts question and statement.
“Has to be,” I replied, glancing over one shoulder. 
“Well,” Ari continued, ignoring our intrusion, “he was a vain man. In love with himself and his own power. Pride was his downfall. At some point, he thought he could do a better job ruling the Realm of Order than Sophia.” She hesitated, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her pointed ear. “He turned traitor and struck an unholy bargain with Serth-Rog. He agreed not to oppose Serth-Rog’s incursion into the other realms in exchange for a weapon powerful enough to usurp High Queen’s Sophia’s kingdom. 
“What he got instead was a cruel fate,” the Pixy continued. “His looks stripped away. His powers twisted by the dark magics of Thanatos. He became an undead thing. A being as ugly and cold as his heart: a Lich Priest. But he also got the weapon he wanted. The Necrotic Pillars. They allowed him to spread the same disease that corrupted him to every living thing in the Realm of Order. And thus, the Thrall Army was born to the world.”
“Necromancer,” Osmark muttered in confirmation. 
“Okay, but you said that was during the Nightmare Wars,” I offered, sidestepping a large mushroom stalk protruding from the wall. “And that was what, a thousand years ago? So, what happened between then and now?”
“Well,” she replied, “Vox-Malum was defeated when Serth-Rog was banished back to the tundra of Morsheim, the Dark Realm. But without a Champion of Order, no one could destroy him—not truly. As a Lich he was immortal. So instead, the old ones sealed him away. Imprisoned him in the Grim Vault, deep in the heart of the Burning Expanse at the far east of the realm. And he stayed there until a dark traveler appeared in our lands. A man calling himself Aleixo Carrera. A man we quickly realized was the newest incarnation of Serth-Rog, the Demon Prince of Morsheim. 
“So occupied was our Great Queen with the war raging across your land, that she didn’t detect his presence until it was too late. Somehow, this Carrera knew the old stories. And more than that—he knew the location of the Grim Vault and how to open its gates. He let Vox-Malum loose, and now the Lich Priest has returned. And with him the Necrotic Pillars. Unless you destroy the pillars and lay Vox-Malum to rest, the Realm of Order will be lost to his Dark magics.” As she finished her spiel a notification appeared:
<<<>>>
Quest Update: Rise of the Lich Priest
You have learned that an Ancient Lich named Vox-Malum is responsible for the corruption spreading through the secret Realm of Order. As Champion of Order, you must locate the three Necrotic Pillars—the source of Vox-Malum’s power—and destroy them, then lay the Lich Priest to rest once and for all. You have three days to accomplish this task before the Realm of Order is lost to the power of Vox-Malum! 
Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Class-Based
Quest Difficulty: Infernal
Success: Find the source of the corruption spreading through Realm of Order and eradicate it, bringing balance back to the land. 
Failure: Fail to eradicate the source of corruption spreading through the Realm of Order. 
Reward: 75,000 EXP; (2) Divinity Points; 1000 renown; Unique, scaling item for every member of the party!
<<<>>>
I dismissed the screen with a thought and turned my attention back toward the glimmering Pixy bobbing along ahead of me. 
“So,” Cutter said, his voice echoing off the stone walls, “all we need to do is find these bloody pillar things, shut ’em down, take out the ol’ Lich Priest, then collect our loot and head home. Seems straightforward, eh?”
“Seems that way,” Osmark said, his tone brimming with skepticism. “I very much doubt it will be straightforward, however. A quest like this is always far more complicated than it seems on the surface. This is just the start—the other shoe will drop before we know it.”
“As much as I do not like you, Osmark,” Amara said, “I am in agreement. My next question is where do we find these pillars?” 
“Oh, I don’t know,” Ari squeaked. “But the mayor of the Vale, Nirug Bisgaard, he’ll be able to help. I’m sure of it.” She faltered, her wings glowing with a spectral violet light. “He’s a sage. He’ll know where we ought to begin our quest.”
“And how much longer until we met up with Nirug?” I asked, a grumble of hunger working its way through my stomach. The Realm of Order didn’t have mead, but hopefully they had something good to eat. I was famished, and V.G.O. had a way of punishing players who went too long without food, drink, or rest. 
“Not long at all now,” she said as we rounded a bend, only to find ourselves at a dead end of unmarked stone. “We’ve arrived.” As before, her tiny hands shot up, arms swaying and twirling as she sang her hypnotic tune. The whole wall shimmered and quivered as a masterful illusion vanished, revealing an intricately carved stone archway, a broad wooden door, and a pair of surly looking guards.



 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHT_
The Vale
 
For a moment we just stood there in shock, staring at the sentries as they stared right back at us. I’d been a lot of places in Eldgard and seen more than my fair share of strange things, but I’d never seen a pair like these two. One had skin as dark as muddy earth, while the other was pasty white with ruddy red cheeks. Both of the guards stood about three feet tall and had pouching bellies and gnarly beards that trailed down to boxy belt buckles. They looked almost like Dwarves, but shorter, smaller, scaled down. And if the beards didn’t give them away, the conical hats perched on top of their heads certainly did.
Gnomes.
 Each had a small buckler the size of a hubcap attached to one arm and carried a wicked dagger in the other hand. Well, it looked like a dagger to me, but considering their diminutive size, it was probably closer to a short sword. 
 “Arlette,” the dark-skinned Gnome grunted, nodding his head. “Good to see you made it back in one piece, child. And I see you’ve come with visitors. Again.” His eyes, a deep amber, flashed with suspicion as he gave us a once-over, taking an especially long look at both Cutter and Jay.
 “And who, pray tell, have you brought home this time, hmm?” the other Gnome said, his voice warm and fatherly. The frown pulling down the corner of his lips told me there was some crucial piece of information I was missing. 
 “This is different,” Ari replied, her color shifting from electric blue to the cherry red of fresh embers. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was blushing. “High Queen Sophia dispatched me to aid these travelers. This”—she zipped back until she buzzed right next to my head—“is Grim Jack Shadowstrider, Lord over the Crimson Alliance, heir to the Nangkri Dynasty, and most importantly, Champion of Order. He is High Queen Sophia’s right hand, Elder Yasan. And these are his chosen traveling companions. Heroes one and all.”
 “Heroes, you say,” the dark-skin Gnome piped in, dropping the point on his dagger into the dirt and leaning on the pommel as he examined us. “Isn’t that what you said about the last one? No?” He shifted his weight and sniffed in disapproval. “And what an odd group of heroes, no less. A Brand-Forged Imperial. A Flame Witch. A Murk Huntress. A Blood Monk. And a Wode thief. Very odd indeed.”
 “Oh, come on,” Ari said, hands planted on her hips. “This is different. It’s nothing like last time. Not even remotely the same.”
 “We’ll see about that,” the ruddy-cheeked guard grunted. “Take ’em to Nirug straight away. And you all”—the disgruntled Gnome glared at each of us in turn—“know the guards will be watching you lot. We might appear a weak and naive folk, but we’re not to be trifled with.” He glowered at Ari. “Not again. I don’t care if you’re the Champion of Order or no, you step wrong, and I’ll personally throw your arses right out of the Vale.” He squinted and focused on Cutter. “And that goes double for you, thief.”
 “Me?” Cutter said incredulously, offering the man his most winning smile. “What did I ever do to you blokes? I can’t remember ever swindling a …” He paused. “What are you? A Gnome? Must be a Gnome. Well, at any rate, I feel certain that’s the kind of thing I would remember.”
 “I don’t like your look,” the sentry replied, before stowing his dagger—er, short sword—in the sheath at his belt, then thumping the thick wooden door with a closed fist. There was a squeal followed by the groan of wood as a retaining bar was lifted and the door swung inward. “On you go,” he said, waving us through. 
 Ari’s color faded from cherry red and back to electric blue as we edged through the door and past the Gnomes. We stepped out onto a dirt path, wide enough for a horse cart, which carved its way through a lush pasture with grass an emerald green so vivid it looked almost spray-painted on. Rolling hills were in front of us, while a wall of unmarred stone rose up behind us—no sign of the door we’d just come through a moment before.
 “Come on,” Ari said, wings vibrating manically as she zipped forward, “it’s not far now.” 
 “Care to tell us what that was about?” Osmark pressed our guide as we followed the winding path through the meadow, which was filled with pint-sized sheep, each the size of a large cat. The fluffy little balls of wool munched on grass contentedly, ignoring our passing. “Why were the guards hassling you?”
 “It’s nothing,” the Pixy replied, rubbing the back of her neck as she flew. “Just … well, I may have accidentally been responsible for leading the Dark Wanderer Carrera back to the town. I suppose in some small way, a few people think all this”—she waved a hand through the air—“is partially my fault.”
 “Wait,” Jay said, stalking up until he was in spitting distance of the Pixy. “You mean to tell us you’re the village screwup? The outcast?” 
 “I am not,” Ari snapped, rounding on the monk, fluttering up until she was inches from his nose. “I was a knight in the Court of Order. And yes, I might have trusted Carrera. Maybe I made a mistake, but I’ll fix it. And once I do, they’ll have to give me back my title and allow me back into the fold. Now if you’re done, Sir Monk, let us continue.” She wheeled around, hair bristling, her color a shimmering orange. 
Silently, we followed the path over a mild rise and caught sight of the town. 
 A dirt path wound lazily down the face of a hill in a series of switchbacks, before turning into a cobblestone street that ran into the center of the village. The Vale was edged on the north by a forest of pine trees, and on the west by a tiny lake with waters as clear and clean as fine crystal. A single boat floated across the lake’s surface, a fishing pole poking up from the back. A crude wooden palisade surrounded the cozy town within: cute, but a pitiful defense against any organized invasion. 
Heck, even a single one of those Necrotic Rabbit Thralls we’d faced off against could probably level the whole thing like a bulldozer and not even break a sweat. 
 Still, the town itself was a remarkable place—like something out of an ancient fairy tale—though not at all what I’d been expecting. Considering this was the Realm of Order, I’d been envisioning paved streets in neat lines and identical, cookie-cutter houses governed by the HOA from hell. But no. This place looked organic, magical.
A stone path, crafted from worn river rock, carved and twisted this way and that, following the natural contours of the land. Trees, shrubs, and wild patches of flowers ran riot through the village, while the houses themselves were a hodgepodge of styles and materials, all crammed together without any real rhyme or reason. And in the center of it all, looming high, was an enormous redwood, its leafy canopy brushing the sky, giant boughs raised to the heavens like arms lifted in supplication.
Even at a distance, though, I could tell that something terrible had happened here recently. The palisade was broken in sections, while other parts of the shoddy wall had been torched. Likewise, several of the houses below were nothing but piles of burnt rubble. 
 We followed the dirt road down the hill, stopping at the palisade gate, where another pair of Gnome guards waited. These two could’ve been brothers to the fellas standing guard in the cave, but their demeanor couldn’t have been more different. Instead of searching glowers and deep frowns, these two smiled broadly at us as we approached, their grins bright and inviting. And though they had swords, they were stowed in sheaths, and the pair showed no sign of hostility. 
 “Welcome back, Ari,” said the Gnome on the left—a particularly round looking Gnome with a deeply silver beard and glasses perched on the tip of his nose like a doddering college professor. “And welcome to you, fine guests.” 
 Ari nodded politely, her glow shifting back to red before finally settling on a deep purple. “Thank you for the warm welcome, Edmond. Any new incursions since I left?”
 “No, child,” the Gnome said with a shake of his head. “Everything is just as it was. Already, we are rebuilding. We will recover in time, sweet one.”
 “Thank you,” she mumbled before zooming past the gate, leading us into the village. 
Most of the houses were short, stubby things, five or six feet tall—hardly big enough to accommodate any human player. A few were built from weathered gray stone or white plaster, topped by thatched roofs with small chimneys poking up, issuing streams of fragrant gray smoke into the air. Other homes were squat and rounded—little earthen mounds covered in grass, festooned with circular doors and windows. Oversized mushrooms also dotted the cobblestone lanes, but these were filled with miniature stained-glass windows and tiny doors, only big enough to accommodate a Barbie doll. 
I glanced at Ari. Or a Pixy, I suppose. 
The inhabitants were equally varied. 
Swarms of Pixies filled the town like a cloud of colorful butterflies, some watching us through windows while others glided through the air, giggling as they pointed at us. By and large, the Pixies seemed shy and curious, though a few watched us from afar, the glimmer of suspicion etched into their faces. I caught sight of a handful of goat-legged men and women, larger than the Gnomes—though none over five feet. The men wore white linen shirts and tight-fitting vests, while the ladies sported brightly flared skirts with tight bodices that could’ve come right out of Ren-Fest.
Satyrs.
After the Pixies, Gnomes seemed the most numerous of the inhabitants. Some worked at outdoor forges, a few tended pristine gardens. More, though, were busy at work, picking through the rubble of ruined houses or sweeping up broken glass with stiff-bristled brooms. Sadly, I even caught a few bloodstains marring the cobblestone walk. A battle had happened here. Despite the destruction, the townsfolk we passed offered us polite greetings and slight bows as though we were old friends.
We hooked around a corner and headed left down a tightly packed street housing a small garden with a statue of Sophia at its center. A group of Gnome children—a foot and a half tall—played there. They frolicked and ran in ankle-high grass intermixed with knee-high shrubbery. A stern-faced Gnome woman with a tight bun presided over them, hard lines etched into her face. She offered us a thin-lipped smile—not friendly, not hostile—and kept her distance. The children, however, seemed especially intrigued by our presence. 
They shot playful glances at us but would scamper away in a fit of giggles whenever one of us looked at them. Oddly, they seemed most smitten with Osmark. His clockwork pistol and cog-covered gear earned constant curious looks.
Though the village was lively, it was tiny compared to Rowanheath or New Viridia, and in next to no time we found ourselves at the base of the towering redwood. Up close, the tree was even more impressive than it had been from a distance. The trunk itself was easily thirty feet in diameter with a squat door set into the base; the upper levels of the tree were covered with more miniature doors and windows, making it look almost like the equivalent of a Pixy high-rise apartment.
Little faces peeked out at us from the upper windows as the front door swung open to reveal a Satyr wearing a smart tweed vest with a puffy-sleeved shirt and a slick ascot. He looked like a Victorian-era businessman, though he also had goat legs and a wicked set of ram horns curling out from the sides of his head. He had a leather belt slung low around his waist, with an elegant rapier tucked away, the golden basket of its hilt poking up. 
“Arlette,” the Satyr offered with a dip of his head, his voice smooth as silk and rich as oil. “I thought I made myself clear. As much as it pains me, you’re not welcome here. Not until you find a way to fix this. And there’s a lot to fix. The Thralls raided while you were away. Just a preliminary skirmish to test our defenses.” He paused, one immaculate eyebrow quirking up. “As you can see, it didn’t go well.”
“But that’s why I’m here,” Ari pleaded, dipping her head and folding her hands in front of her. “These strangers are here to help. Sent by the High Queen herself.”
He pursed his lips. “Forgive me if I’m not so trusting this time around, child. We extended a warm welcome to the last outsider and look where that got us.” He dropped a hand to his rapier, fingers absently curling around the grip. 
“Look, sir,” I said, edging forward. “I’m not sure exactly what happened here, but I can swear to you that we’re here to help. Sophia summoned us—I am the Champion of Order—and we have our own score to settle with Carrera. Help us help you. We want him gone, and if you give us a chance, we’ll take him and whatever new evil he’s unleashed on this land out.”
The Satyr was silent for a moment, scrutinizing me—gaze skipping over my face and cataloging my gear as he weighed and measured me. “Call me a fool,” he finally said with a sigh, “but there’s something about you, young man. Something that resonates with me.” As he finished speaking an alert popped up: 
<<<>>>
Quest Update: A Pixy in Need
Congratulations! You have successfully escorted Arlette Glitterfleck, Esquire of the Court of Order, back to the Vale and won the trust of Mayor Nirug Bisgaard. As your reward, all party members have received 10,000 EXP and your party’s relationship with Arlette and the wee folk of the Vale has increased from Unfriendly to Neutral!

<<<>>>
I closed out of the pop-up as the mayor ushered our party through the pint-sized door set into the massive sequoia. I had to crouch and waddle my way through. The inside was surprisingly roomy, however, and had ceilings high enough for me to stand upright. I was surprised to find that the floor was covered with a carpet of lush green grass and snapdragons. The furniture didn’t look crafted so much as grown. The chairs and table sprouted from the earth, and the bed against the far wall was just a pile of golden hay.
Osmark, Abby, and I took seats, while Cutter and Amara posted up by the door and Jay started pacing restlessly, back and forth, back and forth.
 The mayor scurried over to a small kitchenette, grabbed a metal teapot from a small woodfire stove in the corner, and promptly poured us all a drink. With that done, he took a seat at the head of the rectangular table and pulled a thick pipe from his vest pocket. Everyone was quiet while he tamped down a fat wad of tobacco and lit the pipe with a flick of his fingers. A blue-gray plume of smoke floated up, lingering above his head like a storm cloud. The scent of the tobacco was strong, earthy, but surprisingly sweet like ripe cherries.
I’d smoked a time or two back IRL, but gave it up for a thousand different reasons—the two biggest ones were the astronomical cost of smoking and the fact that it killed you. But here in V.G.O., where lung cancer wasn’t a thing and sin taxes didn’t exist, I thought it might be worth taking up. 
“Look,” Osmark said, leaning forward, arms resting against his thighs, “we’re on a tight deadline, so we can’t afford to take things slow. I would hate to deprive you of tea and your afternoon pipe, but we have better places to be—so why don’t you just tell us what needs to be done.” He clenched his jaw, fingers drumming impatiently on his thigh. “Quickly.”
“I can appreciate a man who wants to get down to business,” the mayor said, exhaling a stream of smoke through his nostrils. “The problem is, this is no straightforward quest. Anything but. I assume our sweet Ari has told you about the Dark Wanderer Carrera—the latest incarnation of Serth-Rog—and the Lich Priest, Vox-Malum?”
“She did,” Abby said with a nod. “She said this guy Vox is using dark magic to corrupt the realm.”
“Just so,” the mayor said, drawing in another lungful of smoke. “But there is one very big problem.”
“Which is?” Jay pressed, momentarily ceasing his restless pacing. 
“To start?” The mayor shifted in his seat. “We don’t know where Vox’s pillars are. Presumably, there is one located somewhere in the Burning Expanse, but the Burning Expanse alone is nearly the size of your Storme Marshes, and deadly besides. Where would we even begin? As to the location of the other two pillars, we haven’t even the faintest clue. You cannot destroy Vox until you destroy the pillars, and you cannot destroy the pillars until you find them.” He shrugged, eyes deeply troubled.
“Come on, mate,” Cutter said, slipping forward, crouching down on his haunches, eyes fixed on the graceful rapier. “You know more than you’re letting on. That there is the blade of a gentleman.” He emphasized the word. “I don’t know what your story is, friend. Nor do I know how you ended up in this place, but no one just stumbles across a sword like that. You earn it”—he thumbed his nose at the man—“and no one who has earned a gentleman’s rapier knows nothing. Gentlemen trade in secrets.” 
A hard glint flashed in the Satyr’s eyes. Finally, he dipped his head, touché. “It’s nothing solid, but perchance I have one small lead that might be worth pursuing. My Gnomish Scouts have reported a strange disturbance to the west, near the coast of Tranquil Cove. That’s the kingdom of Sapphira the Mer-Queen.” He canted his head to one side and shrugged. “Might be nothing, but between gentlemen such as us?” He offered Cutter a lopsided smile. “Well, it might be worth investigating. Ari will join you as a guide but let me mark it on your map for you. Just in case.”
<<<>>>
Map Update
Congratulations! Your in-world map of the Realm of Order has been updated with a new location: Tranquil Cove.

<<<>>>
“Perfect,” Osmark said, sarcasm oozing as he stood. 
I glanced at him, cocking an eyebrow, my unspoken question hanging in the air.
“The Tranquil Cove? Sapphira the Mer-Queen? Isn’t it obvious? This is a water level,” he said curtly. “Everyone knows how easy and fun those are.” He sighed, reached up, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let’s just get this over with.”
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“This cove looks like it’s a bit of a walk,” Osmark said, eyes hazy as he glanced at his map. “Maybe two hours on foot.”
“We could probably cut that in half if we fly,” Jay offered, eyes squinted, peering up at the purple sky above. 
“Unwise,” Amara piped in immediately. “Flying from here will almost certainly attract unwanted attention. It is better if this Vox doesn’t know we are here—or that we are coming for him.”
Osmark frowned. Nodded. “She’s right. We walk. Best we get moving now unless we want to be traveling back here in the dark.”
As the rest of the party moved away from the towering tree, Abby grabbed my arm. “Hey, do you have a minute?” 
“Sure,” I said, falling back. “What’s up?”
She faltered, biting her lower lip as she tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear. “Look, I know we have a lot to do—and I know we’re on a tight timeline …” She trailed off, glancing away, eyes locking on one of the charred houses nearby. “But I think maybe we should help these guys. I mean, look at this place. That palisade they have won’t keep out a kitten, and their weapons? Most of these people have pitchforks and kitchenware. 
“There are kids here, Jack. Kids. If Vox’s Thralls hit this place again, everyone here could die. They wouldn’t even stand a chance. Unless we helped. Between the five of us, we could deck this place out. Maybe not enough to withstand a full siege, but certainly enough to give them a fighting chance if a raiding party comes through. I’ve been working the forge. My Blacksmith skill is up to eleven—I could make them some real weapons. I know Osmark has to have some tricks up his sleeves, and between you, Taylor, Cutter, and Amara, we could organize a pretty decent defense.”
I grimaced and ran a hand through my hair. “We only have three days, Abby. Maybe less. And we don’t even know where all these pillars are.” I glanced up at the sky. The sun hung high overhead, a burning orange ball loitering in an unnatural sky. Just past eleven in the morning. “Doing that could eat up a solid three or four hours.” I hesitated. “Three or four hours we don’t have to burn.”
“Please, Jack,” she said, reaching out, one hand brushing my elbow. “I know we don’t have a lot of time, but this is the right thing to do. Maybe not the smart thing, but the right thing. The merciful thing.” 
The image of a haggard old Murk Elf woman flashed through my head. In my mind, I could see her strapped to a wooden experimentation table, her body rail thin—all sharp angles and protruding bone, her skin as frail as cheap toilet paper. I could see the scars, some old, some fresh, crisscrossing her belly and arms. Larriet Shadowrunner. The dying Maa-Tál shaman who’d first set me on the path of the Shadowmancer. I could practically feel her black handprint burning on my forearm.
That was when I’d first entered the game. Cutter had advised me to slit her throat—to sell her scalp to the Imperials for a gold mark. “She’s not an asset,” he’d told me so long ago. “She’s as worthless as a wingless bird.” But I’d helped her anyway. Given her my only Health Regen potion, not because I’d expected a reward, but because it had been the right thing to do.
“Yeah, okay,” I said, lips pressed into a tight line. “You’re right. Maybe we have to work with Osmark, but we can still be true to ourselves.” I stole a look at the others. They were engaged in a heated argument, Amara clutching her spear and Cutter glaring at Jay, while the monk opened and closed his fists, clearly ready to punch something. Par for the course. 
Abby slipped her arm through mine and pulled me toward the mess. 
“Call me that one more time,” the monk said. 
“Fine,” Cutter replied, “boot-lickin’ arse-kisser.” 
Jay growled, knuckles cracking as one hand inched toward a brand plastered on the inside of his forearm.
“Enough,” Osmark said, his voice a whip crack of command. “Our fearless leader has returned.” He rolled his eyes and offered me a heartless smirk. “Can we please get moving, oh great Champion of Order?” Scorn dripped from the words like venom from a snake’s fangs.
“No, actually,” I replied, pulling my arm free from Abby’s, dropping one hand to the head of my warhammer. “We have something to take care of here first.” Osmark’s eyes narrowed to pinpricks behind his goggles, but he held his tongue. “Abby and I think we should help square this village away before we leave,” I continued before anyone could interject. “This place is a soft target, and these people need some help. Weapons. Training. Defensive upgrades. We’re going to help them out.”
Everyone was quiet for a time. 
Cutter was the first to speak. “This means we’re gonna have to do a bunch of manual labor, doesn’t it?” 
I replied with a nod. 
“This is a terrible idea, Jack,” Osmark said, his voice as cold as a January blizzard. “It’s emotional. Sentimental. Illogical.” He folded his arms. “This is what’s wrong with you. You and your petty, moronic, insignificant Alliance. You don’t understand that sometimes you need to make the hard choices as a leader. That sometimes, little people are worth sacrificing for the greater good. And these people?” He gestured at the town. “They are not worth saving.”
Heat bloomed in my chest—anger at the Artificer’s sheer callousness. “That’s where we’re just going to have to agree to disagree, Osmark,” I said, actively beating down the urge to drop kick him into a volcano. 
“Stop being naïve,” he snapped. “Just use your head. Think it through to the logical conclusion. Let’s say we spend a few hours helping these, these”—he twirled one hand absently through the air—“these things fortify their insignificant town. Perhaps we save a few of them in the event of an attack. But what if those few hours are the difference between us getting back to Eldgard or us being stranded here indefinitely? Have you thought of that? If we fail to return, millions could suffer. Millions, balanced against a few. The risk-benefit ratio simply doesn’t make sense.”
“I agree with him, Grim Jack,” Amara said, her voice soft. Uncertain for once. “I understand your desire to help these people, but the greatest help we can offer is to defeat the threat Vox-Malum poses.”
The thought of leaving this place unprotected made my guts roil, but I had to admit they made some solid points. For a heartbeat, my resolve wavered. And then a pack of smooth-faced Gnome children tore by us, giggling as they played chase. A little Gnome girl with pigtails turned a cartwheel, then offered us a hundred-watt smile and darted off. 
“Nope,” I said with a firm shake of my head. “This is my quest, I’m the Champion of Order, and you guys can’t complete it without me. And me? I’m not going anywhere until we set things right in this town. We have a chance to do something good here, and that’s worth doing. So instead of fighting me about this, how about we work together and get this done as quickly as possible? Ari,” I said, focusing on the Pixy buzzing not far off, “can you take Abby over to the forge, then start rounding up any extra tools you can find. She’s gonna get folks outfitted with weapons and armor, but she’ll need some materials to do it.
“Amara.” I rounded on the Huntress. “I want you to gather up whatever passes for a militia or guard around here and start getting them properly trained up. Drill some basic line fighting techniques into them, come up with a watch rotation and a patrol route—that kind of thing. Jay, you’re on rubble detail. Help these folks clear everything out, then once you’re done, start repairing the palisade wall. 
“Osmark.” I faced the Artificer, meeting his stony gaze, which was nearly impossible to read. “I want you doing what you do best. Rig traps. Maybe see if you can’t build some siege equipment for these folks or maybe some other nasty surprises.” I thought back to the hulking mech suit he seemed to be able to summon at will. “I want something to level the playing field.”
“And what about me, eh?” Cutter said, rubbing his hands together. “You want me to school them in the ways of the shadow? Maybe teach these blighters a bit of bladework, eh?” In an instant both blades were in his hands, spinning and twirling across his knuckles. 
“Naw, you and me, we’re going to be doing something a bit more physical.”
The color ran out of his face and his shoulders drooped in defeat. “You’re going to make me chop wood and dig ditches, aren’t you?”
“Man, you’re quick today—it’s almost like you’ve done this before,” I replied.
He groaned. 
The next two hours passed in a blur as we dove into our work. Osmark and Jay seemed reluctant at first, but once it became clear I really wouldn’t budge on the issue, they picked up the pace. In short order, the sounds of work filled the air. The sharp clang of steel on steel as Abby worked the forge. The --thud-thunk-crash as Cutter and I harvested scrawny pine trees from the forest to the north. The thunderous shouts of troops training under the watchful eye of Amara.
And best of all, the wee folk of the Vale saw us putting in the work, and in no time the whole village turned out. Gnomish women in aprons ferried pots and pans to Abby for converting, while more took up kitchen cutlery and trained with Amara. Pixies zipped and zoomed around, chattering in a low buzz as they helped me and Cutter haul trees and dig ankle breakers along the main path—which they promptly concealed with some impressive illusion magic. Satyrs brought us sandwiches and iced tea to take the edge off our hunger. 
Most hilarious of all were the Gnomish children who turned out in force … to help Osmark.
They followed him around like an army of loyal Labradors, just glad to be near him. They skipped and danced, a few played lutes or lyres, while others dug holes or ran errands for the Artificer. They were endlessly curious about him, constantly stealing looks at his strange garb and oohing and ahhing as he dispatched his drones or planted deadly grenades around the perimeter of the town. At first, Osmark seemed exasperated at their involvement, refusing to answer questions or shooing overcurious children away from his tech.
But by the end, I caught him smiling as the girl in pigtails tinkered with one of his steampunk aerial drones with a stick. The two of them crouched over the thing—Osmark hunkered down in a squat so he was on the same level as the girl. I was too far to hear what exactly they were saying, but his face was alive and animated as he pointed at different features on the drone. He slipped off his Artificer’s goggles and placed them over the girl’s head, toggling the colorful lenses into different arrangements. 
If I had to guess, I’d say the coldhearted jerk was teaching her. 
It was just after one in the afternoon—the sun just starting to make its way toward the western horizon—when we finished our work. I dusted my hands on my pants then pulled out my drinking flask and took a long pull of fresh water, which felt like a soothing balm on my parched throat. “Alright,” I said, nodding at Cutter as I stowed my flask, “let’s go round up the crew and see how we did.” 
First, we headed over to the palisade on the northern side of the village. The damaged logs had been painstakingly replaced with new lumber driven deep into the earth by Jay. Not a huge improvement, but better than nothing. The northern gate, however, had been reinforced with thick steel plating, which would even stand up to a battering ram. At least for a little while. The southern gate had received a similar makeover.
The locals had also constructed a pair of wooden towers, which flanked the interior side of each gate. The platforms only stood about six feet tall, but they would allow the guards to see over the wall and rain fire down at anything approaching from the forest. Even better, on each platform were miniature ballistae—giant crossbow-like weapons that could fire wicked bolts as thick as my arm. Osmark had whipped up four of those in record time and had added a few more nasty surprises around the outer base of the palisade:
Proximity grenades calibrated to explode only when something as heavy as a human drew too close. Deadly pitfalls, filled with sharpened stakes, and carefully covered by magic. Shallow, concealed trenches outside of the town walls, brimming with a viscous oil that could be ignited beneath the feet of an encroaching army. The Alliance had used something almost identical against the Imperials during the siege of Ravenkirk. 
I’d seen firsthand how devastating something like that could be.
“Are you finally satisfied?” Osmark said as we approached, pulling off his absurd top hat and wiping his forehead with the back of one hand.
“I think this will do for now. Let’s go grab Amara and Abby, and we’ll beat feet.” As a group, we headed over to the impromptu training grounds Amara had established near the central redwood. A handful of Gnomes and Satyrs grunted and shuffled through the grass as they clashed with wooden swords, while more stood in tight lines, practicing with spears that looked two sizes too big.
“What’s the verdict?” I asked, eyeing the newly minted fighters. “Am I looking at the Gnomish special forces here?”
Amara snorted and rolled her eyes. “They are special, but not in the way you mean.” She faltered, canting her head to one side, eyes fixed on the troops. “It will be a long time before they are a truly effective warfighting force, but”—she shrugged—“they probably will not stab themselves now. A remarkable improvement.”
“Sounds like time well spent,” Osmark remarked, his words barbed. “Now, if we’re done wasting time, let’s finish what we were sent here for.”
We found Abby a few streets over, focused intently on the glowing forge, one hand raised high, clutching a hefty blacksmith’s hammer. She’d stripped down from her elegant red robes, now sporting dark trousers and a skimpy shirt that left her midriff bare. Her hair was matted against her head, while a layer of slick perspiration covered her mocha skin. As I got closer, I flinched away from the oppressive heat rolling off the forge in waves. 
Even ten feet out, the air practically blistered from the inferno.
She didn’t see us approach—or if she did, she ignored us—as she continued to hammer at a glowing red spit of metal laid out on the surface of a blunt anvil. Clang, clang, clang. As she worked the hammer with her right hand, she thrust her left hand forward, steadily feeding the flames with a trickle of her magic. As a Firebrand, she was a natural fit for the Smithy. With her powers and skill set, she could easily manipulate the forge flames, ensuring the optimal temperature and even heat without having to work incessantly at the bellows.
“Abby!” I called out as I got closer.
She slammed the hammer home again, clang, with no sign of stopping. 
“Abby,” I said again, slipping up beside her and dropping a hand on her shoulder. 
She whirled like a tornado, raising the hammer back as she prepared to charbroil me on the spot. Her face, covered in dark soot and marred by streaks of sweat, softened when she registered who I was. A grin broke out across her face as she lowered the hammer. “Sorry about that, Jack. You startled me.” 
“No, it was my fault,” I said, raising my hands in surrender. “Should’ve just messaged you. How goes the progress here?” I asked, switching topics as I surveyed the rows of basic weaponry now adorning cooling racks off to the left.
She sighed, long and deep, then shrugged one shoulder. “Good, just not fast enough. I’ve made some solid stuff, but there’s so much more to do.” She paused, glancing at the rest of the crew milling impatiently behind me. “I take it the rest of you are done?” 
“Yeah,” I replied with a nod. “This place isn’t Fort Knox, but at least the folks here will have a fighting chance. You ready to hit the road?” I stole a look at the sun overhead, squinting against the harsh light. “Day’s fading. We need to get moving if we want to make it back from the cove before full dark.”
She dithered, nose crinkling as she thought. “I’m gonna pass, I think. This is taking way longer than I thought it would, and besides, the Tranquil Cove—kingdom of Sapphira the mermaid? Osmark’s right, that’s totally going to be an underwater level. As a Firebrand, I think my talents are best used here. But you got this, Jack.” She leaned up on her tippy-toes and planted a kiss on my lips. She was hot, sweaty, and covered in soot, but I didn’t care. I pulled her in tight against me, pressing down with a hungry kiss of my own. She was an amazing lady, and I was lucky to have her around.
Someone cleared their throat behind me, and I finally eased away. 
“Well, that was unexpected,” she said breathily, eyes wide. “I guess I’ll see you when you get back.” She paused, needlessly smoothing out her leather apron. “Maybe we can finish what we started then?” A round of catcalls exploded behind me, courtesy of Cutter. “And Cutter?” She shot one look at the thief, cutting him off. “Keep him safe, okay?”
“Of course,” he said with a lopsided, cocksure grin. “I wouldn’t want to delay your lovebird reunion.”
We made our way to the southern gate, now fortified and well-guarded. The mayor was waiting for us, back against the wall, one goat-hoofed foot propped up as he puffed contently on his pipe. As we drew near, he straightened himself, adjusting his fine vest. “Heroes, if I may have a word before you depart.”
“Of course,” I said, offering him a smile. 
Beside me, Osmark rolled his eyes and folded his hands behind his back, ready to leave the town behind and finish our mission.
“Well,” the mayor said, “I just wanted to thank you for what you did. Sincerely, from the bottom of my heart. I was unsure about you folks—we’ve been soured by strangers as of late. But you went above and beyond, proving that you truly are the servants of our High Queen. As a reward for your kindness and generosity, I have a token for you. Sapphira the Mer-Queen is a bit fickle about outsiders, especially landlubbers, but her and I have something of an understanding.” 
He pulled out an azure spiral seashell, about the size of my pinky, and pressed it into my palm. A pair of prompts appeared, one right after the other: 
<<<>>>
Quest Update: No Good Deed …
Congratulations! By restoring Order and Balance to the Vale, you have completed the secret quest, No Good Deed … As your reward, your party’s relationship with Mayor Nirug Bisgaard has increased from Neutral to Friendly! You have also received the Blessing of the Vale—a token of favor to appease the quick-tempered Mer-Queen, Sapphira. 
<<<>>>
Subspecialty: Champion of Order
Ability Type/Level: Passive / Level 3
Cost: None
Effect 1: All Champion of Order–based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 3: 7.5%).
Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 3: +1 to Luck).
Effect 3: You have (1) unassigned Divinity Point.
<<<>>>
 I chuckled then toggled over to my new Champion of Order Skill Tree. That would show Osmark—maybe he was the mind behind V.G.O., but he didn’t understand it. Not really. This wasn’t the first time the game had rewarded me for doing the right thing, and I had no doubt it wouldn’t be the last. I pushed the thought away as I surveyed my options:
 

 
 Now that I had a point invested in Divine Warrior, several new options had opened up to me. Scales of Harmony looked to be a passive ability, while Purify and Mass Heal seemed to be closer in line with a Priest’s healing skills—though with some odd twists. The left-hand path contained Champion’s Strike and Word of Order, both combat abilities. The final skill, Avatar of Order, was the ultimate ability: a spell to temporarily transform me into the living embodiment of Order. As much as I wanted some of the flashier spells and abilities, I decided to go with Purify first, since it would have the greatest benefit to the party as a whole. 
<<<>>>
Skill: Purify
As Champion of Order, you can call on the power of the Overmind to purify an area from all foreign magics, bringing the field of combat back into its natural, orderly state. When initiating this spell, you have a chance to dispel all magical or elemental debuffs—burn, shock, paralyzing fear, hold, etc.—and all conjured spells! But be warned, Order does not discriminate …
Skill Type/Level: Active/Initiate
Cost: 500 Spirit 
Range: 15-meter radius from caster
Cast Time: 5 seconds
Cooldown: 2 minutes
Effect 1: 60% chance to dispel all enemy magical or elemental debuffs in the area of effect; 40% chance to dispel all enemy conjured spells in the area of effect. 
Order’s Cost: 40% chance to dispel all friendly magical or elemental debuffs in the area of effect; 20% chance to dispel all friendly conjured spells in the area of effect.
<<<>>>
 Purify was a powerful spell, but I was already starting to see a familiar theme with these new abilities—none of them came without a steep price tag attached. Still, there was bound to be any number of situations where a skill like that would be invaluable. I closed out of the screen. “Alright. Time to go see a mermaid.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
TEN_
Elemental
 
 Though heading out on foot increased our travel time by half an hour easy, we decided staying under the radar was definitely the right move considering the circumstances. The fewer eyes that saw us here, the better. And our trek through the rolling plains to the east of the Vale was surprisingly easy and peaceful with no sign of the horrific mobs I’d been anticipating after our run-in with the Rabbit Thralls. Nope. Just verdant hills, spattered with purple-leafed berry bushes, and the occasional seagull turning circles overhead. 
As we trudged on, the distant crash of waves drew closer. The Cove. 
Ari scouted our trail, currently out of sight, and Osmark and Jay kept their distance as well—staying a solid fifteen feet in front of my crew—which was fine by me. I was already sick of the Artificer, and the sparks between the monk and Cutter were unending. Unfortunately, Cutter and Amara were having a spat of their own, and try as I did to keep my head down and ignore their heated words, I couldn’t block out their muted hissing. 
Not entirely. 
 “All I am saying is that you could do more. Be more,” Amara mumbled, her face a thunderhead. “You are an honorable man, I have seen it with my own eyes. You are right hand to Grim Jack Shadowstrider—lord over all the Nangkri Dynasty. Yet, when you are not questing, all you do is booze and gamble.”
 “And what else would you have me do, eh?” Cutter snapped back, his words soft, low, rough. “I’m a bloody thief, Amara. I’m not some muscle-headed do-gooder like Chakan.”
He imbued the name with absolute venom. An image of the towering Murk Elf flashed through my mind—back straight, built like a pro football player with an easy smile. Chakan was a powerful and well-respected Shadow Knight, an elite Maa-Tál; even more importantly, he was the son of Chief Sakal of the Lisu tribe. We’d been enemies once, but now he was one of my most loyal supporters among the Six Named Clans. 
 “This is not about Chakan,” Amara insisted, waving away his objection with one hand, “though he has been making advances toward me. This is about you. About living into your purpose.”
 “I’m a thief. A rogue. That is my purpose. I gamble. I drink. I fight. I kill. That’s all I want, Amara.” 
 “Oh, so you do not value me, then?” Her eyes flashed, fierce and bright. 
Cutter turned away, uncharacteristic red creeping into his pale cheeks. 
“I’m not asking you to give up your thieving ways,” Amara said. “I’m asking you to embrace them.” There was a sharp shwick as steel was drawn. 
 Curious, I glanced over one shoulder to find the Huntress holding a thin rapier, its blade gleaming and pristine, its handle covered with a golden guard, a fat ruby set into the pommel. Nearly a mirror image of the blade the mayor of the Vale carried. “You need to take up the sword.” She paused and gave it a twirl and a flourish. “Gentleman Cutter,” she finished. 
 “Whoa. Okay, hold on,” I said, rounding on the two, hands raised. I just couldn’t hold myself back any longer. Amara had always been touchy about Cutter’s occupation, despite the fact that the Huntress had many of the same skills. “Are you saying you want Cutter to be more of a thief?” 
 “That is precisely what I am saying,” she replied with a stern nod. “Once, perhaps, I thought the path of a thief was an ignoble, disgraceful thing. A path no one with worth would willingly tread.” She paused, shrugging one shoulder. “I have since changed my mind. Cutter is a good, honorable man—” 
 “I take umbrage with that claim,” he muttered. “I’m neither good nor honorable, and I don’t want my bad name sullied.”
 Amara pushed through, ignoring his protests. “He is an honorable man, though he pretends otherwise. What’s more, I have seen how much the Thieves Guild has helped us. Without them we never would’ve taken Rowanheath, and our defense of Ravenkirk would’ve been impossible. Like Cutter, they are more than what they seem. Even the mayor of this otherworld place bears the sword of a gentleman. But they need firm leadership, these thieves. 
“And Cutter would make a good leader. He may want to be a simple thief, but he is more. The thieves need his hand at the helm, and the Alliance needs him to rise, to embrace his potential. This sword”—she raised the rapier, its blade catching the light—“belonged to Gentleman Georgie. Cutter was the highest ranking Rowanheath Guild member when he killed Georgie and took this sword. By all rights, he is the Gentleman of Rowanheath.”
 “Am not,” Cutter interjected, his voice carrying through the hills. “Not until I complete the quest.” 
 “Quest?” I asked, one eyebrow quirking. Now that was interesting. Cutter, Amara, and the rest of the NPCs were certainly as real as me or the other transitioned players, but I’d never heard of one getting a private quest, not associated with a player. For a second no one spoke. “What quest?” I prodded.
 “The Quest of the Thief King,” he grumbled finally, glancing away, refusing to meet my gaze. “Not that it matters,” he continued, “since I can’t complete it as long as we’re stuck here.” 
 “He’s been putting it off for a month,” Amara said, handing Cutter the rapier back. “But he would excel at the post. Being Gentleman of the Guild would be a step up.” She stole a sidelong glance at the thief. “A big enough step to impress even my father.” She smiled, just a sly parting of the lips—here then gone. 
Cutter’s pale cheeks burned an even brighter pink. “You think so?” he finally said. “That it would impress ol’ Kolle?”
 “Find out,” she replied. “Rise to the challenge.” They were quiet for a moment, some well-familiar conversation passing unspoken between them. 
 “For what it’s worth,” I said, trying to ease the tension, “I think she’s right, Cutter. Having you as the head of the Rowanheath Thieves Guild—”
 “It’s a union, not a guild,” he interjected. 
 “—would be helpful in the long run. I know you don’t like it, but sometimes you just need to play the hand you’re dealt.” 
I could see he was on the verge of arguing, but a shriek sliced through the air. A moment later Ari zipped into view. “Enemies!” she squealed, the panic in her voice was like a razor blade against my eardrums. Something was very wrong up ahead. “Quick, Champion. You must hurry!” And then she was gone, twirling in a tight circle, then streaking back the way she’d come. 
Without waiting, Osmark and Jay kicked into a dead sprint, vanishing around a sharp bend in the road, disappearing behind a hillock. Cutter, Amara, and I followed, legs pumping, arms swinging as we skittered around the dogleg and caught sight of a sandy beach straight ahead. The sound of the rolling surf hit me, but that was quickly replaced by another shriek, painfully high-pitched and decidedly inhuman. The hills dead-ended at a sandy spit of land; beyond, were crystalline blue-green waters, capped by gentle crests of white. 
There was a woman on the beach, though woman only in the loosest sense of the word. 
She was definitely woman-shaped, but instead of legs, she had a long, sweeping fishtail covered in cobalt blue scales, which glimmered like rainbows in the sunlight. Her torso was human, though her skin was unnaturally pale and perfect like the flawless marble of a Roman statue. She had a sheet of blue hair, cascading down her shoulders. I couldn’t see her face though, because she was intently watching the monstrous creature emerging from the breaking waves, just off the coast. 
Osmark and Jay lingered on the edge of the path, crouched behind a thick tangle of berry bushes, their gazes fixed on the monstrosity. There was no sight of Ari at all—not even a glimmer of wings—which probably meant she was lurking behind a veil of magic, hidden from prying eyes.
The monster beelining toward the beach was huge, twenty feet tall and eight feet wide across the shoulders. It didn’t move on legs, but rather surged forward—its lower body a churning column of frothy seawater that spun like a twister. Its enormous chest was likewise built entirely of water, though it also wore crude armor, cobbled together from spikey coral and the bleached bones of dead sea critters. One arm was a flowing whip, while the other was an enormous crab-claw studded with wicked spikes. 
I had no doubt that claw could slice me in two and never even miss a beat.
[Water Elemental Thrall] 
I picked up my speed, then slid to a halt as Osmark thrust out a cautionary hand and offered me a look of warning. “We don’t know what the situation is yet,” he cautioned in a whisper. “So far this land has been deceptive. Give it a moment.”
I nodded and edged over, dropping into a crouch. 
As we waited, I prepped for the inevitable battle to come. First, I cast Night Armor, frigid power rushing from my center in a soft whoosh as shimmering ribbons of shadow wrapped around me like a second skin, encasing me in a violet protective aura. Next, I triggered Shadow Forge, unleashing a wash of purple light as the active aura took hold, increasing critical hit chance and temporarily imbuing my team’s weapons with extra Shadow Damage. Those two spells ate through a combined 900 points of Spirit energy, so I popped a Regen potion just to be safe and killed the thing in two long gulps. 
I stifled a burp with my fist and tossed the bottle aside, ready as I could get. 
As the creature moved forward, it glared at the mermaid; flickers of orange light shone out from the bony skull of an oversized hammerhead shark. “Sapphira,” the creature bellowed as it hit the shore, sand kicking up into the air. “It’s time for you to realize your place. The Drowned Temple has already fallen,” the creature groaned, its voice the sound of a burbling whirlpool. “Your guardian belongs to me. Your trident is in my care. Submit now, and I will leave your mind intact. You can rule as you always have—only your master will change. A fair offer, considering our past.”
The mermaid reared up, head held high. “I will never serve you, Vox. You can take my temple. Claim my servants. Corrupt my guards. But I shall battle you until my dying breath.” She raised an empty hand, but it didn’t stay empty for long. A glimmer of blue erupted from her palm, and suddenly a scimitar of glowing ice and water appeared in her outstretched hand. 
“And she won’t be fighting alone,” I said, making my way forward, drawing my warhammer. 
The rest of my crew, acting on some unspoken cue, followed me onto the beach, spreading out in a loose arc to either side of me—Cutter and Amara posting up on my left, Osmark and Jay taking spots on the right. The buzz of a hummingbird filled my ear as Ari materialized beside my head, her short sword drawn, her tiny face hardened in resolve. Briefly, I considered summoning Devil, then decided against it—he was fire-based and would likely take a pummeling from the Water Elemental. 
No point in risking him, not here.
 The mermaid stole a look at us over one shoulder, and her eyes—a shade of deep pink—widened in shock, but she said nothing. 
“I don’t know who you are, mortals, nor how you got here,” the Water Elemental boomed, “but this is none of your affair. I am the vessel of Vox-Malum, the Lich Priest and former Champion of Order. The Mer-Queen and I have unfinished business and unless you seek a quick and painful death, you will turn around now and flee for your pathetic lives.”
“If you think a few threats will deter us,” Osmark said from beside me, his eyes squinted to slits, his lips turned up in a cruel snarl, “then allow me to educate you to the contrary. We are the last thing you will see before we send you for respawn and tear down the pitiful kingdom you’ve built for yourself. We are your end.” He pulled his repeater and gave it a quick flourish as he fished several steel-gray grenades from his tailored coat. “We are progress, and you? You are the thing standing in our way. But, I’m a businessman and a gentleman, so I’ll offer you the same courtesy you offered us. Leave. Now.”
A wave of goosebumps dashed up my spine. Damn, but he could be intimidating. Begrudgingly, I had to admit it was nice being on the same side for once. 
Jay cracked his neck and popped his knuckles, issuing a menacing growl as he dropped into a low crouch, ready to leap into action. Cutter pulled free his twin daggers as Amara conjured an obsidian spear, surrounded by a miasma of green power. Ari growled beside me, fierce as a chipmunk-sized pit bull. The creature regarded our drawn weapons for only a moment, uncertainty worked into the lines of its body, before unleashing a hellish roar, water splashing as it charged. 
My crew responded in kind. 
Ari zipped forward, fearless even in the face of an opponent ten thousand times her size. She launched a brilliant prismatic spray of rainbow light, dazing the creature for a heartbeat as she lashed out with her toothpick sword. 
Jay followed close behind, leaping into action like an acrobat. He flipped head over heels, then springboarded off his hands as he took the lead, drawing aggro. The Elemental ignored the Pixy, who harried his head, focusing instead on the actual threat: Jay. Its powerful crab-claw appendage streaked through the air, but the monk was too fast, sidestepping the attack, then countering with a blazing fast knife-hand strike, which slammed into the chitinous claw. 
Cutter and Amara were on the creature in a blink, the Huntress harassing it from the right—thrusting and slicing with her spear—while ducking, dodging, and diving to avoid its watery whip arm. Cutter danced around, hurling conjured knives with his left hand while his deadly dagger twirled in his right, carving channels into the water. His blows landed often, but seemed to have no tangible effect. I thrust my free hand forward, calling forth Umbra Bog from the shores of the beach. Black tendrils sprouted out, groping at the beast—except the tendrils found nothing to cling to.
They grabbed at the thing’s watery form, but simply passed right through. 
<<<>>>
Umbra Bog Failed! Greater Thrall Water Elemental resists Umbra Bog with its Liquid-Form ability!
<<<>>>
“Having some trouble?” Osmark scoffed, one eyebrow raised. “Let me show you how it’s done, Jack.” He grinned, a mischievous glimmer in his eyes.
With a flick of his hand, his Victorian-era duds flashed, holographic threads flaring as the cogs and gears festooning his outfit lurched into motion. There was a burst of steam that enveloped the man head to toe. When the cloud dissipated a moment later, Osmark the man was gone, replaced by Osmark the Mech-Warrior. The hulking battle suit was fifteen feet of cold steel, brass struts, whirling cogs, copper piping, and gushing steam vents. Osmark’s machine had a buzz saw attached to one arm and a flamethrower/Gatling gun combo on the other. 
Osmark whooped, a manic grin stretching across his face as the lumbering mech staggered into motion, giant mechanical feet pounding the sand as it rushed forward. The Gatling gun roared to life, brass shells spitting out as the barrel of the weapon vomited light and heat. The rounds blasted into the Elemental’s watery body … only to fly out the other side, leaving the creature unharmed. Heck, the thing hadn’t lost a single point of HP yet. The Elemental locked onto this new threat, ignoring Jay as it surged forward, crab claw swinging toward Osmark like a battering ram—
The Artificer caught the limb with his roaring saw blade, sparks flashing out as chitin met steel.
“You need to take out its head,” the mermaid yelled as Jay bolted in with a roundhouse kick, his foot glowing with golden light. “The creature is a summoned vessel, animated by a rune carved into the skull. Destroy the skull!”
Ari screeched, darting in, butterfly wings fluttering as she shanked the monster in the eye socket with her diminutive sword. My mouth nearly dropped open when I saw the creature’s HP meter drop by a fraction of an inch. 
I circled right toward Osmark and thrust my hammer out, conjuring Night Cyclone from the darkest regions of the Shadowverse. Frozen power surged through me as a familiar black hole appeared in the air, vomiting out a purple-black murder-twister, which danced and skipped over the surface of the white-tipped waters, hammering at the Elemental with its biting winds. The Elemental’s Health dipped again, more sharply this time as the howling twister battered the monster like a hurricane making landfall. Good, but not good enough. 
This thing was tougher than old boot leather.
“Jay,” I hollered as I shot around Osmark’s flank, “boost me up!”
The monk took one look back, then nodded as he spun and dropped low, lacing his fingers together into a cup. 
I barreled into him, planting one foot in his cupped hands. I jumped as he launched me into the air, muscles straining. With the extra boost, I cruised up, up, up, whipping my hammer around in a vicious arc. I triggered Savage Blow as the spike on the back of my weapon slammed into the side of the shark skull. Critical Hit. Points plunged, but the creature responded in a blur. Its watery tentacle arm wrapped around my dangling leg and yanked me from the air, hurling me away like a crumpled piece of garbage.



 
 
 
 
 
 
ELEVEN_
Mer-Queen’s Tale 
 
The world spun and reeled as I flipped and fell, face-planting in the sand fifteen feet away. Unyielding earth sucker punched me in the jaw, knocking the wind from my lungs as grains of sand worked their way into my eyes like tiny little knives of misery. I coughed and sputtered as I flipped onto my back and pushed myself upright. For a moment, I just stood there shaking my head and rubbing at my eyes, trying to clear my vision. Finally, I blinked away enough of the damned sand to see again.
Sadly, my Cyclone had dissipated, but my crew was holding their own.
Osmark was still hooking and jabbing—his buzz saw roaring, keeping the Elemental on its metaphorical heels—but he’d picked up two new passengers. Jay crouched on one massive shoulder, hurling a flurry of kicks and punches, while Cutter lurked on the other, launching smoky blades with uncanny precision. Amara stayed just out of range, shooting explosive arrows, which hit like mini bomb blasts, chipping away chunks of skull and doing significant damage. As for Ari, she continued her berserker attack, now glowing the color of fresh-spilled blood as she jabbed at the thing’s eye sockets.
 For being the size of a Barbie doll, she was surprisingly impressive.
I glanced at the Mer-Queen, who was backing away from the fight instead of engaging. Interesting. What did she know that we didn’t? But I couldn’t worry about that, not now. Instead, I shook my head one more time and sprinted toward the creature, unleashing a barrage of Umbra Bolts as I ran. Streaks of shadowy purple power zipped through the air, slapping against the hammerhead skull, incrementally carving away more life. Down to 50% and making up ground by the second.
“Incoming,” Amara shouted. 
The Elemental’s body quivered and vibrated as a dozen fat globs of water, each the size of a basketball, erupted from its torso, slowly circling around the Elemental like a host of tiny moons orbiting a watery planet. What the hell kind of attack was this? But then—before I even had a chance to really understand what I was seeing—the globs of water shot out like homing missiles. 
They latched onto each of my teammates, wrapping around their faces like giant leeches. I planted my feet and raised my hammer as one of the water orbs cannonballed toward me, droplets of water spitting through the air. Four feet out, I struck, swinging for the fences, turning my hips and shoulders into the attack. I felt a quiver of vibration pass through the weapon and into my hands as my hammer landed … but my hammer just kept right on going, passing uselessly through as the blob of water smacked me in the face full force.
Water encompassed my head like a plastic bag, instantly cutting off my flow of oxygen. I pressed my lips closed, but tendrils of living water clawed at them and attempted to bore into my nostrils. Without thinking, I dropped my hammer, fingers frantically digging at the salty seawater. Useless. My fingers found nothing to grab hold of. Nothing to pull at. A combat notification popped up in front of me, the words hazy and hard to read through the churning water wrapped snugly around my head: 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Water-Logged: You have sustained Water-Logged damage! Movement rate reduced by 25%; duration, 2 minutes.
10 pts Physical Damage/sec; duration, 30 seconds.
Induced
Suffocation: You are being suffocated. You suffer 10 pts of Stamina Damage each second until you can breathe once more; duration 1 minute 30 seconds! If your Stamina reaches 0, you will die.
Current estimated time of death: 1 minute 45 seconds. 
<<<>>>
That was bad news. 
The panic inside me kicked into overdrive, my heart pounding like a jackhammer as my lungs burned and my head ached. I glanced up and saw my HP and Stamina falling. At my current level, I could weather this storm, but what about the others? Osmark would probably be okay, and so would Amara and Jay, who both had classes that relied on Stamina. But Cutter and Ari? This could put them down for keeps. I calmed my thoughts, pushing the gibbering fear away, and triggered Shadow Stride, hoping to slip into the Shadowverse. Hoping to phase right through the elemental spell. 
Another notice strobed in front of me:
<<<>>>
Shadow Stride failed! You’ve been snared by Water-Logged and are unable to Shadow Stride until your movement is restored.
<<<>>>
 Yep, should’ve figured. 
I reeled around drunkenly for a moment, panic rising up again. 
No. There had to be a way. Had to. 
A new thought skittered through my mind just as my Stamina dropped below 50%. Purify. There was no guarantee it would work, but it was still worth a shot. I lifted one hand and triggered the new ability, not entirely sure what to expect. Instead of the arctic cold power of Umbra, radiant heat bloomed inside my chest, racing through my body like a magma flow. The heat built and built—a searing pain like a branding iron shoved beneath my skin—then, when I felt on the verge of breaking down, the raw force erupted from my body in a wall of shimmering, opalescent light. 
That wall rippled out from me, washing over the land for fifteen meters in every direction. The water orb surrounding my head bubbled and disappeared, taking the debuff with it as sweet, delicious, life-giving oxygen filled my lungs. I gasped, gulping air greedily as I bent over and clutched my knees, steadying myself. I blinked a few rogue droplets from my eyelashes, grabbed my warhammer from the sands, and righted myself.
I was ecstatic to see that the Purify spell had eradicated all of the water blobs, though I realized that my Night Armor had also vanished in the process, dispelled by the powerful effects of the Purify spell. A small sacrifice, considering the benefit. Still, we were far from in the clear. The Elemental had moved inland, away from the water, but was still lingering above 40% Health.
Cutter picked himself up from the sands, and Amara was already back on the offense, launching arrows at the Elemental. Osmark, who seemed to be in fighting form, rumbled back into the action, Gatling gun screaming once more, this time homing in on the Elemental’s head. A brief flare of worry rolled through me—I didn’t see Ari anywhere. I searched the sands for some sign of the tiny Pixy. Nothing. I pushed the worry away since there was nothing I could do now, and the team needed me. Though the others were doing okay, poor Jay hung by one leg from the Elemental’s oversized pincer.
The monk had activated his steel-skin ability, which was probably the only reason he was still alive, but the Elemental seemed content with crushing his body into scrap metal. The oversized claw crunched down ever deeper as the creature jerked the monk through the air and smashed him face-first into the sand with a thud. Instead of letting go, the Elemental lifted him into the air again and slammed him down once more. The monk landed with bone-crushing force, each hit sapping a portion of his life.
He had seconds maybe.
I needed to end this now—or at least get that thing to focus on me—and maybe there was a way I could do it. 
The Elemental jerked Jay into the air again, but before he could slam him down again, I triggered Shadow Stride and the world screeched to a halt. I paused, breathing deeply as I readjusted my grip and beelined toward the Water Elemental, the rough elements of a plan forming in my head. It was a terrible plan, and counterintuitive in the extreme, but at this point I didn’t have much to lose. I circled around the monster until I was at its back, then stashed my hammer, planted my feet, and thrust both hands forward.
I eyed my Spirit gauge. 
Down below 1,200. Not perfect, but it would be enough for what I had in mind. Probably. I took one more deep breath—inhale through the nose, exhale through the mouth—then stepped from the Shadowverse and unleashed a gout of Umbra Flame. The purple blaze, thick as a telephone pole, erupted from my palms and slammed into the creature’s water column of a lower body. As expected, its HP remained unaffected, but I grinned like a maniac as white steam billowed out, blasting me in the face. 
The steam was far from pleasant, but I pushed on, knowing my plan might just work. 
The creature howled, its sludgy voice ringing out as it tossed Jay away with a flick of its wrist and wheeled toward me. But I was already moving, darting left, Umbra Flame still pouring out, releasing ever more steam. The flame was doing absolutely nothing to damage the creature, but now that the Elemental was ashore, away from its source of water, I was hoping to evaporate the creature’s legs right out from underneath it. A giant watery tentacle careened my way, so I cut the flames and dove into a tight roll, coming up to one knee as I resumed my attack.
The creature howled again, but this time it teetered drunkenly, its upper body swaying uncertainly as the fire boiled off the water holding it up. The Elemental spun again, this time lunging toward me, which proved to be a fatal mistake. I cut the flames short—and good thing too, since my Spirit gauge was damn close to hitting the bottom—and leapt right. The creature tried to correct but couldn’t. Instead its arms pinwheeled madly, and it crashed into the earth with a colossal thud that sent shivers racing through the ground and into my legs.
The Elemental mewled on the sand, its arms pumping and scrabbling, frantically trying to drag its colossal frame back into the waters. 
But it was weak now, too weak. 
The perfect chance to try out my other new ability: Divine Warrior. I activated the technique with a thought, my Stamina gauge taking a meaty hit as a wave of power surged through me. Strength filled my limbs, muscles straining against the fabric of my armor, heart racing as my blood raged inside my veins. Suddenly, I felt invincible. Indestructible. More than that, I felt angry at the whimpering creature crawling through the sand, angry at its weakness. Angry that it defied the laws of order. 
All I wanted to do was grind that monster’s skull into bone dust. 
Some part of my mind screamed that the anger was the Blood Rage effect, but I didn’t care. Not even a little.
I pulled my hammer in a single fluid motion and moved, raising it high overhead then driving it down into the hammerhead skull with every ounce of strength I could muster. I triggered Black Caress, Savage Blow, and Crush Armor as the blow landed. Critical Hit. Bone chips exploded away like shrapnel as a thick crack spread across the hammerhead skull. In a single blow, its HP dropped by half—20% left to go. The Elemental’s glowing eyes flashed in a combination of fear and panic, but it was still alive, still fighting to reach the shoreline. 
I snarled and raised the hammer again, driving it home once more, crushing one of the hammerhead’s eye sockets with a sickening crunch. Its HP dipped once more, down to 8%. Before I could raise the hammer a third time and strike the killing blow, the creature’s eyes flickered, faltered, and died, its body finally going slack. Ari emerged from the uncrushed eye socket a second later. She was covered head to toe in some sort of goopy gray matter—ectoplasm, I thought—but she beamed triumphantly as she raised her sword and let out a primal howl of victory.
As I watched her, feeling a glimmer of awe for this fierce little creature, the violent energy churning inside me evaporated. Gone as quickly as it had come. Sapping away the furious anger burning in the pit of my stomach only moments before. “What class are you?” I mumbled as I swayed on my feet, suddenly exhausted to my core, and disoriented to boot. The Battle Fatigue debuff flashed in explanation: 
<<<>>>
Debuff Added
Battle Fatigue: 25% reduced movement rate, confusion and disorientation, Attack damage -15%, Stamina Regeneration reduced by 20%; duration, 30 seconds.
<<<>>>
I waved the combat notice away and shook my head, even though I knew that wouldn’t help a damned thing. 
 “Well,” she said, planting her free hand on her hip, “officially I’m an Illusionist, all Pixies are, but as an esquire in the Court of Order I earned a secondary class. Battle Dancer.” She grinned, wiping the gore from her blade. “The Pixy equivalent of a Berserker.” 
“Pixy Berserker,” I mumbled, trying to reconcile the terms in my cloudy head. “Nice,” I finally said, offering her a pained smile along with my fist. “Bump it,” I said with a nod.
The Pixy glowed like the sun, her joy palpable, and tapped her tiny closed fist against my own. 
“Hate to cut your celebration short,” Cutter said, “but we might have another problem.” 
What now? I turned to find the Mer-Queen clutching Amara tight against her body. She held her scimitar against the Huntress’s throat, her eyes shining with warning, her lips pulled back in a snarl. 
“No one move,” the Mer-Queen snapped, gripping Amara tighter as she pressed the blade down, just hard enough to draw a line of deep red. “Not a single step until I get answers. First, this Elemental shows up”—she dipped her head toward the dead creature splayed out in the sands—“and then you outsiders arrive. I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Don’t be dense, madam,” Osmark replied, his voice as sharp and cutting as a surgeon’s scalpel. He seemed to be handling the Battle Fatigue debuff far better than me. “If we are your enemies, why would we go through the trouble of dispatching that creature”—he waved a hand at the dead monster—“and at great personal cost, no less?” 
“How do I know this isn’t some ploy, hmm?” Sapphira hissed back, stealing glances at each of us in turn. “Perhaps Vox sent this creature to assault me, then sent you to slay it and win my trust.” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Perhaps he is hoping I will disclose my secrets to my new saviors. He is devious enough to do just such a thing.”
“Don’t be absurd,” Osmark said. 
“So says the mysterious stranger piloting the Brand-Forged Goliath.”
“The shell,” Ari mumbled in my ear, just loud enough for me to hear. 
“We’re here to help,” I said, slipping a hand into my belt pouch and slowly removing the blue seashell the mayor had given us. “Sophia sent us. We’re here to fix this. All of it.” I adjusted my hand so she could see the shell clutched between my fingers. “Mayor Nirug gave us this after we helped fortify the Vale. And this little one here is Arlette Glitterfleck. She’s a resident of the Vale and can vouch for us.” 
Sapphira squinted further—an act that seemed borderline impossible—as she stared at the shell, then our Pixy guide. She didn’t release Amara, but some of the tension seemed to drain out of her shoulders, and the blade eased back just a hair. “You have my attention, outsider. Explain yourself. Tell me everything—but be warned, if I think you’re lying to me I will not hesitate to remove this woman’s head. Not for a second. So, unless you wish to see her body decorating these sands alongside that Elemental, be honest. True.”
Osmark opened his mouth, but I silenced him with an upraised hand and a sharp glare. 
I was the Champion of Order, and this was my mission, not his, so for now at least, he would just have to cool his heels and play second fiddle. He bristled, folding his arms and sniffing in disapproval, but nodded his consent. Slowly, I told her about where we were from and how we’d ended up in the Realm of Order. How Sophia had rudely plucked us from New Viridia in Eldgard and dropped us here. How we’d fought off a small legion of Rabbit Thralls, only to be saved by Arlette and shepherded into the Vale.
When I finally finished offering the Mer-Queen our story, she dismissed the conjured sword with a twirl of her hand and pushed Amara away, then settled down into the sands. Suddenly, with the threat gone, she wilted, deflating and aging ten years. She was tired, I realized. Weak. She reached up and ran a hand through her mussed blue hair, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Well, I suppose thanks are in order, then. You have intervened at a most opportune moment, though I fear you may be too late to help me.”
“And why is that?” Amara asked as she traced her fingers along her throat, examining the place the Mer-Queen’s sword had been moments before. 
“Because I’m dying,” the woman replied, offering us a condescending grin. “This may have escaped your notice, but I am a mermaid.” She waved at her fish tail. “The land is anathema to me. I can survive here for a time, but I need the embrace of the sea.”
“Not sure if you’re bloody daft or what,” Cutter said, “but the water is right there.” He frowned and waved a hand at the shoreline. “Maybe five feet away. Might be you could just hop back in. Take a little dip, and there you are. Right as rain.”
 The mermaid scowled at him and rolled her eyes. “The water’s right there, you say. Why that must have escaped my notice, you moronic land-buffoon.” She cocked her head. “The problem is, I can’t go back into the water. Vox has invaded the Drowned Temple, my seat of power, and erected one of those damned Necrotic Pillars. It’s already enthralled my court and my champion. If I go back into the waters for any extended period of time, I too will become susceptible to the pillar’s influence. Which is why that creature was here—to escort me into the ranks of Vox-Malum’s army.”
“No offense,” I said, “but why are you so important? If he already has your temple and your court, why would he need you?”
“Vanity?” she said with a shrug, lips pulled back into a sneer. “Or pettiness. He and I have something of a storied history, darling.” 
An easy excuse, but something in her eyes, in her posture, told me she was lying. Or at least omitting something. 
“If you want us to help, I need to know the full story. Be honest. True,” I said, throwing her words back in her face. 
She didn’t speak for a moment, her gaze shifting from me to Osmark. “Gah. You impossible land creatures. Fine. Fine. He’s robbed me of the source of my power—the Scrimshaw Trident.” She flashed her empty hands. “As you can see, I’m oh for two. It’s a powerful weapon which will amplify his powers many times over. With it, he can control the seas themselves. But as the rightful queen of the sea, I must willingly give it up. A thing I would never do …” She trailed off. Paused. “Unless I wasn’t of right mind.”
I shared a brief look with Osmark. The Artificer nodded, just a dip of his chin. I believe it. “Okay, so you can’t go into the waters to get this trident of yours or destroy the pillar,” I said. “But I’d bet dollars to doughnuts we can. So, let us. This is why Sophia sent us. To help. Just tell us what you need.” 
The Mer-Queen’s eyes shifted back into focus, a renewed hope burning there like a hot ember. “You would venture into the Drowned Temple for me?” she asked. 
“We’re not standing here because of the view,” Osmark replied, absently tapping his fingers on his leg. 
The Mer-Queen grinned, her teeth brilliantly white and perfectly straight. “Well, in that case, goodmen, let us discuss business. But a word of warning—this will be no easy task. The passageway leading to the Drowned Temple will be a crucible unlike anything you’ve ever experienced, and even should you survive, you will be forced to contend against my champion, who has been enthralled to the will of Vox-Malum.” She faltered, her smile fading, face suddenly grim. “No one has ever beaten my champion. 
“Moreover,” she continued, “there is one other small catch. The Drowned Temple is deep in the heart of the sea, and you lot”—she stared at us in turns—“look thoroughly unprepared for the mission, on account that you breathe air.” She reached for her throat, mock gagging. “Still, I have enough power left to grant you the ability to breathe underwater. But only two of you.” A pop-up appeared as she trailed off:
<<<>>>
Quest Alert: Cleanse the Drowned Temple
While investigating the corruption spreading through the secret Realm of Order, you have discovered that one of the three Necrotic Pillars of Vox-Malum is located within the Drowned Temple deep in the Tranquil Cove, home of Sapphira the Mer-Queen. Destroy the pillar and retrieve the Scrimshaw Trident, the source of the Mer-Queen’s power. 
Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based
Quest Difficulty: Infernal
Success: Destroy the Necrotic Pillar located within the Drowned Temple in Tranquil Cove and retrieve the
Scrimshaw Trident.
Failure: Fail to destroy the Necrotic Pillar located within the Drowned Temple in Tranquil Cove; fail to retrieve the
Scrimshaw Trident.
Reward: 10,000 EXP for all accompanying party members; The Favor of the Sea. 
Restriction: Only you plus (1) other party member can embark on this quest, so choose wisely.
Accept: Yes/No?
<<<>>>
 I gulped, my stomach sinking. Of course she would only have enough power for two of us to go. I glanced at Cutter and Amara, then focused on Osmark. I knew exactly how this would shake out, and I was already dreading it. Dammit. With a grimace I accepted the mission, knowing I was going to hate every second of what came next. If I’ve said it once, I’ll say it a thousand times: water levels are the worst. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWELVE_
Dark Passage
 
Liquid parted around me as I carved my way through the deep, blue-green waters of the Cove, propelled by powerful kicks. The water swirled around my webbed toes, a constant reminder of the Mer-Queen’s powerful spell. I blinked, then blinked again—another set of eyelids closing over the first—as I looked toward Osmark, who slipped up beside me like an eel. His boots were gone, his Imperial feet replaced by abnormally long appendages that looked like scuba flippers. Each toe nearly a foot in length, all connected by a thin nearly translucent membrane.
Disturbing. Even worse, I knew my feet looked the same. 
And that wasn’t the only difference. Like me, his eyes had changed, now glowing a luminous orange in the dark depths. Down this far, it should’ve been nearly impossible to see, but with those peepers, the whole world was bright and vibrant and faintly tinged with gold. Fluttering gills adorned either side of his neck, sucking in the water like a Shop-Vac then blowing it out in a mini geyser as his chest fell. Absently, I reached up and ran my fingers over my own gills, feeling the slick edges and the rush of water. 
As water flooded my mouth and trickled through my nose, it felt like I was constantly drowning.
“What’s the holdup?” Osmark said, gliding to a stop beside me, his brown hair floating around his head in a nimbus. His voice was odd. Distorted and slightly garbled, but I could hear him.
“Nothing,” I said with a shake of my head. “Just thinking about the rest of the team.” Since the Mer-Queen only had enough mojo for two, Osmark and I had been the only real options. I would’ve gladly taken Cutter or Amara—even Jay—but Osmark would never have had that. There was too much riding on this leg of the mission, especially since our fates were entwined for the time being. Not that I could blame him. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I would’ve insisted on going along as well. “I just hope they don’t kill each other,” I finished. 
“Taylor is a professional,” Osmark replied in that same burbly voice. “He’ll be fine and ensure the Mer-Queen is adequately protected until we get back. Assuming, of course, your man Cutter doesn’t push his buttons.”
“You have met Cutter, right?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “Pretty much all he does is push other people’s buttons. He and Amara are like this”—I crossed my fingers—“and she still wants to skewer him about sixty percent of the time.”
“Then we’d better hurry,” he replied, his eyes suddenly going hazy. Accessing his interface, no doubt. “I think that’s it up there.” He waved a hand toward a deep grotto gouged into the bottom of the earth. A huge opening like a gaping maw leading into some monstrous creature’s belly marred the side of the bottomless chasm. Although this was my first underwater level inside VGO, I’d done enough dungeon dives to know an entry point when I saw one. I simply nodded and kicked my feet into overdrive.
It took us another few minutes to reach the opening, which ended up being larger than a subway tunnel. 
So far, we hadn’t run into any nasties, but the hair on the nape of my neck prickled and stood at attention as I stared into that awful wound in the rock face. Even with my enhanced eyes, I couldn’t see a thing, but somehow, I knew we weren’t alone. We were being watched. I glanced at Osmark then pointed at my eyes. He nodded, pulling his repeater from the holster at his side. I glanced at the gun, and a new thread of nervousness washed over me. 
Would his gear even work down here? 
Guess we would find out soon enough. 
I pulled my hammer free and took point, paddling my way in, darkness wrapping around me like a thick blanket. I edged over to the left-hand wall, tracing my fingers along the water-slick stone as I moved forward. The tunnel quickly snaked hard left, twisting until the opening was lost behind me, and with it the meager patch of green-blue water lighting our way. In the span of a heartbeat, the world around me was nothing but expansive, claustrophobic black. Deep and unblemished. 
“You still back there?” I called out, voice distorted by the water as I glanced over my shoulder. I still couldn’t see a damned thing, but Osmark’s voice rang out. A simple “yes” that was surprisingly comforting.
I turned and pressed on for another handful of feet before faltering as I heard something swishing softly through the water not far ahead. I strained my eyes, canting my head to one side, listening. But nothing. Only the pounding of my own racing heart and the gentle flutter as water passed over my gills. The dark was getting to me, that was all. I readjusted my grip and pushed forward again, the tips of my fingers inching along as I swam. We’d gone about fifty feet—the tunnel slowly banked right—when I heard the swish of movement again.
Definitely in front of me, and louder this time. More insistent.
Something brushed against my shoulder and I felt like my heart might explode right out of my chest. “Get ready,” Osmark’s distorted voice whispered, just inches from my ear. “Whatever is in here is preparing to attack. I can feel it.” 
I edged forward another foot, then two, and suddenly my fingers were no longer tracing over stone, but instead gliding over something rough and scaly. Something alive. I jerked my hand away on instinct as though burned, but it was already too late. A curtain of liquid swirled and rushed as sound and light exploded around us in a cloud, revealing the tunnel for the first time since we’d ventured in. The passage was almost perfectly circular, as though a giant worm had burrowed through here, and about forty feet in diameter. The walls and ceiling were slick stone worn smooth by water and age, while the bottom was silty sand and goopy muck.
As for the light itself, it all emanated from a horde of strange creatures clogging the way ahead. Each was the size of a man, but that was pretty much where the semblance stopped. 
They had massive fish-like heads, studded with bulbous, milky eyes and huge maws filled with razor-sharp needle teeth. A spiny dorsal fin ran down their backs, before jutting out in a serpentine tail, capped by a wide shark’s fin. Despite that tail, they also had a pair of legs with overlong webbed feet—not so different from me and Osmark. Oddest of all were the glyphs etched into their flesh, twisting over bellies and chests, winding around arms and legs in tight spirals like tribal tattoos.
Those odd runes burned with multicolored, bioluminescent fire. Shifting splashes of reds and purples, blues and greens, turned the watery world into a surreal cyberpunk landscape straight out of a Philip K. Dick novel. Bladerunner, the Underwater version. It was beautiful really … Well, except for the monsters waiting to murder us horribly. 
But, as I looked closer, I realized these things didn’t look like ordinary dungeon mobs. 
Not monsters, but rather an unplayable race, similar to the Gnomes or Satyrs we’d run across back in the Vale. Some wore bronzed armor—meticulously hammered to look like fish scales—though many were naked as jaybirds, while others sported shimmering, silky cloaks that fluttered behind them like wings. They all carried weapons. Three-pronged tridents gilded with gold. Strange hook-bladed polearms. A few carried a reinforced net in one hand and a wicked harpoon in the other. 
A tag appeared: [Necrotic Ningyo Thrall].
At a guess, I would say these were the denizens of the Drowned Temple—the sea folk Sapphira the Mer-Queen ruled over. Looking at them, cold fear bloomed inside me. This was the future of the Realm of Order if we failed. This is what would happen to the Vale and all its citizens. In my mind’s eye, I could see swarms of Pixy Thralls and packs of bloodthirsty Gnomish children—twisted by dark magic—skittering through the woods, giggling as they hunted and killed, mouths covered in crimson. 
I couldn’t let that happen. Wouldn’t let it happen.
A heartbeat later the pregnant tension shattered like fine glass as a trio of creatures torpedoed forward, moving with unnatural grace and speed in this watery murk. Osmark raised his pistol and pumped the trigger, click-click-click … Nothing happened. Air bubbles belched from the muzzle, but there was no flash, no spark, no bullets whizzing toward the incoming Ningyo. 
“Well, that could prove to be problematic,” the Artificer said, stowing the weapon as he pulled out several grenades. He’d have to worry about himself, though, because I had a faceful of fish-man to deal with. One of the scaly Ningyo lunged, three-pronged trident outthrust and aimed at my throat. I moved on instinct—except my instincts were all wrong since I was floating underwater instead of maneuvering on dry ground. I tried to backpedal, but found my body refusing to cooperate, legs kicking ineffectually.
So instead, I whipped my hammer around in a vicious arc, but even that felt off. The resistance of the water tugged at my hammer, at my arm, making my movements slow and ungainly. Still, somehow I managed to knock the trident aside, narrowly averting the deadly strike while simultaneously lifting my left hand and unleashing an Umbra Bolt into the Ningyo’s face at point-blank range. Arctic shadow power exploded from my hand, smashed into the mob, propelling it backward, head over heels—well, flippers. 
But another creature was already shooting in from the right, the strange tribal runes covering its body casting lurid light into my eyes. I tried to duck, but I hadn’t quite worked out the mechanics of underwater combat. I was half a beat too slow and a wicked, curve-bladed weapon—equal parts meat hook and short sword—scored a gash across my cheek. Damn near took my eye. I twirled my hammer, swinging for the fish-man’s head. It contemptuously evaded my attack, spinning as it moved, then slapped its shark-tail into my chest like a sledgehammer. 
My HP dropped by a sixth, white stars exploding across my eyes as the world spun around me. 
A fist caught me in the jaw, bursting my lip open—a cloud of red hovered in the water—followed by a sharp knee, which landed in my solar plexus and hurled me into the wall. Or at least I thought it was the wall, until I blinked away the stars and found that I’d actually smacked into the ceiling. I shook my head, then moved, flipping around, planting my feet on the rough stone then kicking off. I shot toward the Ningyo carving his way through the water toward me. It offered me a fishy grin filled with too many teeth and lashed out again with its odd crescent-bladed weapon. 
Instead of using my hammer—far too slow and cumbersome in the waters—I stowed my weapon at my belt and shot my right arm up, catching the incoming strike on my razor-edged vambrace. The small blades running along the outside of my gauntlet snagged the curved blade, and before the creature could jerk its weapon away, I jammed my left palm up under its chin and unleashed another Umbra Bolt. Critical Hit. Its HP dropped by half and its eyes went out of focus as the spell’s secondary effect took hold: confusion.
The Ningyo promptly pried its weapon free and spun, diving toward another monster with an inarticulate screech of rage. 
The confused Ningyo drove the hooked sword blade into its teammate’s thigh, unleashing a plume of pale green blood. But the mayhem didn’t stop there. As the surprised Ningyo fought to pull the blade free from its leg, my brain-addled new pal lunged in with its jaws, tearing out most of the creature’s neck with cruel teeth. More blood flooded the waters in a cloud. I couldn’t celebrate, however, since I had another Ningyo angling toward me like a hungry great white with the scent of blood in its nose.
I grinned and pushed both hands forward, summoning a gout of Umbra Flame with a thought. But instead of a column of shadow fire flashing through the waters, the only thing that flashed was a combat notification:
<<<>>>
Umbra Flame Failed! Current environmental factors temporarily nullify this ability!
<<<>>>
I wasn’t surprised, but I was mildly annoyed. 
I dismissed the message with a blink and focused on my new opponent, who wore silken robes and a golden circlet studded with fat emeralds. She—and it was clearly a she based on the seashells covering her breasts—had no real weapon. Just a simple bronze ceremonial dagger tucked away in an ornate belt. So, I was only a little surprised when she lifted one arm and hurled a blazing neon-blue ball of magic at me.



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTEEN_
Shadow Master
 
With a thought, an effort of will, and a splash of Spirit I conjured Dark Shield.
The barrier of shimmering violet light erupted between us—at least that one worked. The blue energy orb erupted with a flare and the crackle-pop of a lightning storm. The shield seemed to absorb the bulk of the damage, but seconds later my body went rigid, limbs quivering, teeth chattering, veins burning as electricity rampaged through me. Back during my time as an EMP, I’d taken a nonlethal weapons course offered from the SDPD. Part of the curriculum involved getting Tased, and this felt an awful lot like that. 
Thankfully the shield seemed to absorb enough of the power to keep me from earning a nasty debuff. 
After a few seconds the pain faded—and just in time. The caster was gearing up for another assault, a blue lightning orb building in her palm. But a webbed hand shot up from below, latched onto the caster’s ankle, and yanked her down. The caster’s eyes flared wide in shock, and a squawk escaped her lips as my temporary minion attacked. Instantly, she focused on this new threat, unloading her lightning attack on the creature below, frying it on the spot in a lethal display of power. 
My brainwashed minion fell away, dead, but the moment of distraction had cost the Ningyo caster dearly. 
I closed the distance, slamming a shoulder into the creature’s face, knocking her back into the wall as I pulled my warhammer free in a single fluid motion. Instead of swinging it like the hammer it was, I wrapped my hand around the haft, just below the hammerhead, and thrust the wicked spike on the top upward. Not once, but over and over again, my arm pumping as I used my warhammer like a prison shiv. The creature thrashed wildly, but its arms and legs quickly fell still as blood filled the water.
Another one down for the count.
The distorted roar of a buzz saw exploded in the watery tunnel below me. 
I wheeled around, frantically scanning the battlefield. Lifeless bodies floated everywhere, surrounded by drifting halos of blood. Only seven of the Ningyo remained. 
I also caught sight of Osmark for the first time since the battle started. 
The Artificer looked far worse for wear, one arm bloody and savagely damaged—a huge chunk of flesh missing from his shoulder. He was in his mech suit, ponderously stomping along the muddy ground, leaving deep tracks in the wet earth of the tunnel. His oversized saw blade whirled, flashing out whenever any of the Ningyo got too close. His Gatling gun tried to fire, the barrels rotating, but just like with his repeater, no bullets flew, no brass shell casings fell. Just a constant hiccup of harmless air bubbles. 
Here, under the water, most of his tech was probably as useless as my Umbra Flame. 
But the mech suit seemed functional enough, and that saw blade was nothing to scoff at. Limbs flew as a pair of the fish-men tried to flank him from the left and right. Brutal. But the remaining Ningyo were organizing a final assault, and they had at least one more of the silk-clad female spellcasters in their midst. I couldn’t imagine Osmark would fare well against one of those things. The Artificer trundled onward, but he was god-awful slow in comparison to the nimble sea creatures.
But maybe I could change that. 
I thrust out one hand, calling forth Umbra Bog from the deep recesses of the Shadowverse. Instead of sprouting from the floor, black tendrils of shadow erupted from the left-hand wall, swaying in the waters like a patch of seaweed. Grasping tentacles of cold power wriggled out and wrapped around arms and throats, miring the remaining pack of Ningyo in place, making them easy game for Osmark’s death rig. Except for that lone spellcaster. She was stuck just like the rest, but nevertheless, her webbed hands flicked and flashed as a ball of lightning formed in her palms. 
Time to put the kibosh on that. I let out a deep breath, liquid surging through my gills as I triggered Shadow Stride and slipped into the Shadowverse. The distorted racket cut off as though sliced by a knife blade while the technicolor light show faded. In a moment, a heartbeat, the strange aquatic world was flooded by grays and whites and splashes of shifting purple. Being in the Shadowverse was often a creepy experience, even in the best of circumstances, but in this place it felt positively haunting. 
I glanced around, the hairs standing rigid along my arms. 
I didn’t see anything waiting to eat me, but a flash of movement further down the tunnel left me shifting anxiously. The Shadowverse was usually a safe place. But not always. Some regions of the Shadowverse were home to Void Terrors: strange creatures of shadow and magic—creatures like Devil and Nikko. It was rare to run across them, but it did happen. Usually in the worst possible situations. And in my experience to date, the denizens of these Void places were never friendly. 
I glanced around one more time, nothing, then pushed down the fear as I silently paddled my way toward the battle, phasing through the frozen Ningyo then taking up a position behind the spellcaster. I lightly touched down on the ground, bending my knees and dropping my weight to activate my Stealth abilities. It was almost impossible to do in the water, but after a couple of tries I managed the thing. There was another flash of movement—just a flicker of shadow, here then gone—in the corner of my eye. 
I gulped and readjusted my grip.
Another flicker of movement. Closer this time. 
Yep, time to get the hell out. I had absolutely no desire whatsoever to see what lived here, and suddenly I had no doubt that something did live here. 
Before it could pounce, I exhaled and stepped back into the Material Realm, motion and sound crashing down all around me. With a silent snarl, I drove the warhammer’s wicked spike forward and up, directly into the base of the Ningyo’s neck, triggering Savage Blow and Black Caress. Critical Hit. The spellcaster, clearly a glass cannon, dropped like a sack of rocks, her HP hitting zero. I didn’t waste time gloating, though. No, I used the element of surprise, bolting left and jabbing the spike into the carotid artery of a brawler with a hooked sword while Osmark barreled into the frontline fighters, decimating them with his oversized saw blade.
The battle was over in seconds. 
I just floated there, panting for a second. I’d need to loot the bodies, but my HP and Spirit were down, so I decided to top off just in case some new, fresh horror sprang out from around the corner, ready to eviscerate me. I pulled a Health Regen potion from my belt and popped the cork, trying to slam the liquid back. I couldn’t even get a single drop out before the cherry-red potion leaked into the water. Frustrated, I pushed my face into the cloud of red, hoping to breathe in the substance, but that was about as helpful as an ejector seat on a helicopter. 
So not only did combat in this world suck, but half of my abilities were useless and potions were a no-go. I grunted, sighed. Of course. I should’ve expected as much.
Disgruntled, I tossed the bottle aside—it bobbed this way then that as it slowly descended toward the ground—and pulled open my interface. Maybe there was some way to apply the potions directly from the inventory without actually having to drink them. I scanned my menus, looking for an option, but found none. Better and better. Water levels, why would I expect anything to work properly? 
On the plus side, that last battle had earned me enough EXP to push me up to level 44, earning me five Attribute Points and a single Proficiency Point. I immediately dropped the Attribute Points into Spirit, then took a moment to scan my character sheet: 
 

 
Satisfied, I closed the screen and toggled over to my Shadowmancer Skill Tree, idly rubbing at my chin.
 

 
I couldn’t add another point to Night Cyclone until level 46, and Shadow Lord, my ultimate Shadowmancer Ability, was locked until level 50. I still needed Third Eye and Death’s Door, but both of those were locked too, until level 46 and 48 respectively. I could always add the point to one of my general skills—Blunt Weapons, say, or maybe Medium Armor—but after a few seconds of thought, I decided against it. Gaining new levels at this point in the game was a serious trial, and my Proficiency Points were just too precious, too rare, to spend willy-nilly.
But I couldn’t stomach the idea of sitting on the point for an entire level, not when it could mean the difference between life and death.
Finally, I glanced at Shadow Stride with its six points—Master Level. Shadow Stride was easily my coolest ability, and the skill that had made me who and what I was. If I had to invest the point somewhere, it made sense to put it there. And besides, I was more than a little interested to see what would happened when I maxed it out. I pressed my lips into a thin line, then added the point before I could change my mind. As soon as it hit, the words Shadow Stride shimmered and flared with golden light, followed by a notification: 
<<<>>>
Notification:
 
	Congratulations, you have unlocked a new achievement: Shadow Strider Grandmaster! You are the first Shadowmancer player to accomplish this in Viridian Gate Online! As a result, you have been awarded 100 renown—in-world fame—for completing this achievement. Greater renown elevates you within the ranks of Eldgard and can affect merchant prices when selling or buying. 

<<<>>>
At this point, a little added renown wasn’t likely to do much for me—hell, I was probably the second most well-known player in the game after Osmark. Still though, pride burned in my chest at the new Grandmaster achievement. There isn’t a gamer I know that doesn’t like being the first to unlock something new and awesome. But as I dismissed the notice, my eyebrows rose, my mouth falling open as I saw the real reward. By raising Shadow Stride to Grandmaster, I’d unlocked a new secondary ability. 
The Spirit cost had jumped up to 200 per use, but the benefits had adjusted accordingly. Not only could I spend a full minute in the Shadowverse, but the cooldown time dropped to a mere 20 seconds, and on top of that my Health Regen rate and Spirit Regen rate increased by 25% while Shadow Striding—a huge bonus, since I couldn’t use Regen potions in the Shadowverse. But none of those were the real prize. Oh no. The real prize was a note that appeared at the bottom of the skill description: 
Effect 3: You can now pull one party member into the Shadowverse with you while Shadow Striding! The person must be in physical contact with you when you enter the Shadowverse and will reenter the Material Realm the moment you step from the Shadowverse.
I nearly cackled in glee, imagining what kind of shenanigans I’d be able to pull with that kind of tool in my belt.



 
 
 
 
 
 
FOURTEEN_
The Drowned Temple
 
It took us another hour to grind our way through the rest of the twisting passageway, killing scores of humanoid Ningyo and other things. Worse things. Massive electric eels that unleashed as much raw juice as a lightning storm. Floating stingrays sporting wicked barbed tails that paralyzed with a single scratch. Schools of vicious, bioluminescent piranha, each the size of a pug. Those last were the absolute worst, their teeth capable of shredding flesh, or even penetrating armor without too much difficulty. And they were fast to boot. 
On the plus side, the loot all those mobs dropped was absolutely top-notch: Scores of coins—enough silver and gold to make most players filthy rich—and a generous number of rare gemstones, which could be fitted into crafted items with open enchantment slots. The bronzed breastplates of the Ningyo were pretty good medium armor, though nothing to rival the Night Blessed Armor
I was currently wearing, which offered me a +5 bonus to Constitution, +15% Resistance to Piercing Damage, +15% Resistance to Slashing Damage, and +10% Resistance to all Elemental and Arcane-Based Damage.
The big find so far, though, was a unique dagger, which I’d pulled from the belly of a monstrous eel the size of a city bus. It was one of the strange scythe-bladed daggers, somewhere between a short sword and a normal dagger, many of the Ningyo carried. This one was unique, however.
<<<>>>
Lawbreaker’s Edge
Weapon Type: Bladed; Dagger
Class: Rare, One-handed
Base Damage: 45 
Primary Effects:

 
	10 pts Poison Damage + (.25 x Character Level)
	+15% Damage when Backstabbing
	Dexterity Bonus = .25 x Character Level

Secondary Effects:
 
	2% chance to Paralyze for 30 seconds on hit 
	Gain 100% chance of critical hit against enemies below 25% Health
	Lawbreaker’s Edge ignores all class restrictions!
	Lawbreaker’s Edge can be duel wielded, ignoring class and weapon restrictions!

<<<>>>
As a Maa-Tál Shadowmancer, I had a lot of cool class advantages, but there were also several different class restrictions, such as weakness against Holy Damage or the inability to wear heavy armor. Checks against an already overpowered class. Among those restrictions was a heavy penalty while using any weapon other than a blunt weapon—blades in particular. Sure, there was nothing stopping me from using a dagger, for example, but I would do such insignificant damage it just wasn’t worth it. 
Unfortunate, since daggers gained a 7x damage multiplier while backstabbing, compared to the 5x damage multiplier with other weapons. 
But Lawbreaker’s Edge let me bend that steadfast rule, which was especially helpful here in this watery world where my warhammer was too slow to be practical. Sure, the dagger didn’t have even a fraction of the damage of my hammer, but the speed made up for it. Absently, I twirled the dagger, mimicking a move I’d seen Cutter perform a thousand times before as I scanned the passage up ahead, which doglegged sharply left. 
“I think this is it,” Osmark noted, scanning something ahead of him I couldn’t see. “According to the interface map, this section seems to connect to a massive open cavern of some kind. No other way in or out.” He waved one hand through the air, then shot a look at me over one shoulder. “Ready to proceed, Jack?” he asked, checking his repeater, which had a smaller version of his trademark buzz saw attached beneath the muzzle. He was severely disadvantaged down here—his drones, guns, rocket launchers, flamethrowers, and grenades were all useless—but he persevered. 
Begrudgingly, I had to admit that Osmark was one shrewd player, even when outgunned. 
“Yeah,” I said, giving my new dagger another quick twirl. “Better let me take point though.” I maneuvered over to the wall, then pulled my way along the rock face while I silently kicked my feet. I followed the tunnel around the dogleg for three yards or so, then the passageway finally opened up. I couldn’t whistle in awe, the water made it impossible, but I sure wanted to. Beyond the tunnel was a cavernous bowl, two miles wide and a mile deep. 
Rough cavern walls reached up, up, up, terminating at a jagged ceiling studded with rocky stalactites that looked like crystalized dragon teeth. Hanging from the very center of the cavern’s ceiling was an enormous piece of rough quartz, easily the size of a M1A1 tank, which burned with otherworldly light. Oranges and reds, intermixing with brilliant streaks of gold and white. An underwater sun presiding over a hidden city not meant for human eyes. 
And there was a city below. 
With a name like the Drowned Temple, I’d been expecting some sort of classic dungeon. But this wasn’t that, not even a little bit. There was a sprawling metropolis down in the crater. 
The streets were laid out in a neat orderly grid, and the buildings themselves were beautiful white marble structures, all flowing lines and graceful arches, connected by delicate bridges like a carefully sculpted coral reef. Most of the houses were painstakingly carved to resemble fantastic seashells—a horned conch here, a towering spiral shell there—while the more ordinary homes were capped with glittering golden domes or elegant minarets. Forests of blue-green seaweed surrounded the city and lined the streets like decorative trees.
At the very center of the city, sprawling on a large, raised dais, was a brilliant open-air sanctuary of marble columns that reminded me of photos I’d once seen of the Parthenon Acropolis in Greece.
That had to be the Drowned Temple. Had to be. 
And rising from the center of the underwater acropolis was a massive column of cancerous green light, shooting straight up until it hit the cavernous ceiling above. I couldn’t see the pillar from my vantage, but because I wasn’t a total newb, I knew that column of light marked its location. I squinted, scanning for any sign of the boss who’d be guarding the obelisk. 
No luck.
Though that didn’t mean the city was empty—far from it. 
Legions of Ningyo populated the place. But even at a glance, it was clear something was wrong with them. Instead of the hustle and bustle I would’ve expected in a city this size, the creatures swam around without purpose or reason. None of them shopped in the bazaar on the west side of the city or chitchatted idly with their neighbors. They just swam lethargically or shuffled mindlessly along the boulevard below, clearly enthralled by the dark spell of the pillar. 
“There’s too many of those things,” Osmark grunted, more for himself than for me. “Hundreds of them. Even with an army I doubt we could take this city.” His brows knit in concentration as he surveyed the layout, looking for some sign of weakness. Some point of entry. 
“Good thing you have me,” I said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Because unlike you, I’m used to being the underdog. The thing you need to remember is that those creatures down there”—I waved a hand at the shuffling Thralls—“aren’t the enemy, they’re the victims. We don’t need to beat them, we just need to bring down that pillar. That’s the target, and if we can destroy that thing, there’s a damned good chance those things will snap out of their funk. They’ll fight for us, instead of against us.”
Osmark dipped his head in acknowledgment. “Fair point. But how do we get to the pillar without battling our way through them?”
“You might be good at a lot of things, Osmark, but leave this part to me. Getting into places I’m not supposed to be is sort of my specialty.” I shot him a wink as my fingers pressed down into his shoulder. “Buckle up. I have something to show you.” I triggered Shadow Stride just as I’d done a thousand times before, but this time was different. This time the cold power surged from my chest, down along my hand, and into the Artificer as I pulled him from the Material Reality and deep into the heart of the Shadowverse. 
His eyes widened in shock, his hands curling into tight fists as the color leaked away like flour through a sieve. The swaying fields of seaweed below froze, as did the drifting Ningyo—each a perfect statue. 
“Incredible,” he whispered as I gave him a little yank, pulling him into motion. “But how is this possible?” he asked. “I know everything about you. I know your skill set. I’ve seen you in countless battles—studied your moves. But this …” He trailed off. “No, impossible. I would’ve known about this.”
I felt like cackling. 
He had no clue that this feature was as new to me as it was to him, but letting him stew on the oversight was far more rewarding than telling him the truth. If my battle against Osmark in both the Legion’s camp and later in Ravenkirk taught me anything, it was to make sure to keep your opponent off balance. Make them think there’s always some ace hiding up your sleeve, even if there isn’t. “You know what I want you to know,” I lied through my teeth, fighting to keep my face straight at the corny line. “Now let’s get moving—we only have so much time.” 
I leapt from the ledge, legs kicking, webbed feet propelling me as I ghosted down toward the seaweed near the southern edge of the city. Osmark followed, mumbling under his breath while he pushed deep into the weeds, and squatted down, using the underwater foliage to anchor himself in place. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of movement near the mouth of the cave we’d vacated a moment before. I glanced up in time to see a fat tentacle vanish back into the maw of the tunnel—the flesh rubbery, purple, and covered in fat suction cups as big as my palm.
Just a glimpse.
Still I felt a bead of fear writhe inside me. That had to be the same thing I’d glimpsed back in the passageway, and though I’d only seen the tip of one tentacle, the limb had been bigger around than my torso. 
A Void Terror. A big, mean, nasty one. And it was following us. 
The countdown timer was nearly at zero, but I didn’t wait. I stepped from the Shadowverse without a moment of hesitation, pulling Osmark with me. Life, color, sound, and motion resumed their normal cadence, and a pair of Ningyo Thralls floated past me and Osmark, just a few feet above the swaying lengths of seaweed. I could feel tension build in Osmark as he tracked their course, one hand curled tightly around his pistol, though it wouldn’t do him much good. Not here.
For a long second, we both just crouched there—the pair of us cloaked in Stealth, neither of us daring to so much as breathe.
But then the brainwashed sentries were gone, moving on their way, none the wiser about our intrusion. Osmark glanced at me, his face pale, his lips pressed into a thin line. Silently we wove our way through the gently undulating vegetation, right up to the edge of a broad boulevard paved with glimmering, fist-sized opals instead of standard cobblestones. An opulent display that reminded me that this place was no simple dungeon. We paused, lingering as we scanned high and low for any sign of more guards.
There were a few cramped alleys winding between these lower houses, but they provided scant cover against prying eyes, and I had no idea how proficient Osmark was at Stealth. 
Better to play it safe than sorry. I glanced at Osmark. He looked on the verge of speaking, but I silenced him with a shake of my head and a finger pressed against my lips. My Shadow Stride cooldown timer flashed in the corner of my eye. I grabbed his forearm and pulled him into the Shadowverse once again, then urged him on, stealing to another pocket of floating seaweed up ahead, positioned between two houses lining the opal boulevard. 
And that’s how it went for the next ten minutes.
Skirting along from shrub to shrub, alley to alley, doorway to doorway, moving as noiselessly as ghosts while we made our way through the Shadowverse. The closer we got to the acropolis, the more challenging each leap became. The edges of city were largely unpopulated, but the Ningyo became thick as flies a few blocks from the pillar, and those seemed far more alert. The hiding spots became trickier as well—the swaying pockets of seaweed vanished, making the short breaks in the Material Plane frantic, terrifying events.
And then there was the tentacle … Or rather the creature the tentacle was attached to. 
At first it loitered just out of sight, stalking us from the shadows. But the more often we intruded in its realm, the bolder—or maybe angrier—it became. It was after the fifth jump that I saw it plainly for the first time. A colossal squid the size of a battleship that easily could’ve passed as one of Lovecraft’s Eldritch Horrors. A monstrous beast with a bulbous head, a tooth-studded maw big enough to swallow me whole, a swarm of blinking purple eyes, and a legion of writhing tentacles too numerous to count. 
Squid was the closest fit, but it was a squid in the same way a goldfish is a shark.
A tag flickered briefly, then vanished: [Void Abomination]. 
Fitting. 
Osmark saw it too, of course, and I think he suddenly had a new appreciation of the Shadowverse. This wasn’t merely an eerie, but beautiful world. No, it was also a dangerous one filled with deadly monsters. By our last jump—which brought us to the outer steps of the acropolis, where we took cover behind a hulking statue of the Mer-Queen—the Void Abomination was less than fifty feet away. It lurked on the roof of a fanciful marble house, resembling an elegant starfish. Its tentacles twirled and writhed, gripping at stone gables as its host of eyes watched us and its huge mouth soundlessly opened and closed. 
Salivating. Hungry.
Naturally, I pulled us from the Shadowverse and decided that we’d have to sneak into the acropolis through more ordinary means. The last thing we needed was to go toe to toe with that thing, since I had no doubt we would lose and lose bad. That freak was damned near a force of nature, and since I didn’t have another point sitting in Void Terror, there was no way I could bind it to my will—not that I actually thought I could bind it, even if I had the point. 
I pushed thoughts of the Void Abomination from mind as I glanced left, right, then stole a look behind us. 
Roving bands of Ningyo sentries, three deep, patrolled the perimeter of the acropolis, but it only took a handful of passes to see that they followed the same route without fail. After watching the pattern unfurl and repeat several times, I knew we could get into the acropolis without much problem. I waited patiently until a group of three passed us by, their leader a bulky Ningyo with a dorsal fin that was a brilliant shade of neon orange. 
“Let’s move,” I muttered at Osmark under my breath, pulling him forward as the three guards disappeared around a set of hulking stone columns.



 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTEEN_
Necrotic Pillar 
 
Without waiting for a response, I darted forward, legs kicking, arms pulling me through the water as fast as I could manage. We had less than thirty seconds before the next patrol passed by, and we needed to be inside the acropolis proper or we were in big trouble. My heart thundered, blood pounding, mind racing. 
Swimming brazenly out in the open like this was a terrifying experience. Even though I knew we would be fine—that I’d timed it just right—I felt like a thousand eyes were watching us move. 
But then I cruised past a set of stone steps leading between a pair of pillars, went through a fanciful archway, and found myself in a wide hallway, the walls flawless white marble, flecked with gold, the floors smooth squares of opal. Impossibly beautiful, those floors. Back IRL, that much opal would cost a king’s ransom, but here it was merely a few lines of code pulled from some Dev’s imagination. 
A hand wrapped around my shoulder, pulling me back and pressing me against the wall. 
Osmark raised a finger then pressed a finger to his lips as he jerked his head toward the opening. A guard patrol loitered not far from the entrance to the acropolis, treading water as their leader sniff, sniff, sniffed, gills fluttering frantically as its luminous orange eyes scanned the landscape. Did they see us? I didn’t know, but they hadn’t called for reinforcements, so I figured we had some hope. Still, I held my breath and dropped into a crouch, activating Stealth as I muttered a silent prayer.
After a tense few seconds, the leader shrugged scaly shoulders, took one final look around, then resumed his route with his underlings in tow. 
Close, Osmark mouthed to me, absently tugging on the bottom of his jacket. 
I nodded, my body quivering from the adrenaline pumping through me, and headed down the hallway, Osmark swimming beside me. We came across several connecting passages that snaked further into the complex but ignored them all, continuing straight ahead. Eventually, the tunnel terminated at another archway, which offered us a view of the acropolis’ interior. 
From the outside, the place had looked like a temple, but from here, I could see it was actually an amphitheater. Or maybe a coliseum. A white sand pit occupied the center of the building, and hundreds of seats rose up around that pit in a circle like a baseball stadium made of gold leaf and marble. On the far side of the pit, raised up on a wide platform, was a private viewing box, edged with opal pillars. Between the pillars was a massive golden throne, fashioned to look like an upraised whale-tail. The gaudy chair was studded with enough gems to buy a beachfront mansion in Malibu. 
I had no doubt that was Sapphira’s seat. 
The real prize, however, was in the center of the sandy ring. I squinted. Grinned. The Necrotic Pillar rose from the center of the ring. The thing was twenty feet tall and jabbed straight up like an accusing finger. The pillar—an ebony eyesore that stood in stark contrast to the rest of the city—was carved from top to bottom with twisted runes that emanated a foul green power that seeped into the waters around it like toxic sewage. And at the base of the pillar, stuck into the white sands? A weapon. 
An elegantly wrought trident built of solid emerald and tooled in gold. 
Bingo. A two for one. 
Still, there was something wrong here. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Not an army of Ningyo to battle through. No giant sea eel ready to swallow us whole. No monstrous, submarine-sized shark to KO. Nothing. 
“You know this is a trap,” Osmark said beside me, his voice a mere whisper. “The city is packed with troops, but the prize itself is left unguarded?” He quirked an eyebrow at me, his lips pursed. “Not a chance. Look at the setup. No pillars to hide behind. No shadows to steal through. Everything is out in plain sight. Whoever did this”—he waved a hand at the sandy floor—“wants to force us into the open. No more hiding. No more sneaking. They’re forcing our hand, making us play their game.”
“Okay,” I replied, rubbing my chin, “so we break the rules. But how?”
“Sometimes, Jack,” he said, face serious, deadpan, “you just need to play. Sometimes, there is no way around. That’s part of your problem. Always thinking there’s a way to shift the paradigm, but sometimes there isn’t.” He frowned, seesawing his head. “Still, we can make it harder for them to kill us.” He pointed toward Sapphira’s private seat on the far side. 
“Considering the current circumstances, I stand very little chance against whatever creature is currently out there lying in wait to murder us, but in my battle mech I can still hit hard. So, you lurk here. Wait. I’m going slip over to that viewing box on the far side. When I’m in place I’ll message you. Once that’s done, you head out and draw aggro—and just remember, you don’t need to beat whatever this Vox-Malum has to throw at us. To win this, we don’t need to kill the boss, we just need to take out the pillar and get the Mer-Queen’s trident.”
“So, I’m the distraction?”
He nodded. “And I’m the sledgehammer.” He paused. “And for what it’s worth, Jack, good luck.” Then, before I could reply, he turned and bolted back down the hall, ghosting along before cutting into a connecting passage on the left. I turned my attention back to the stadium’s sandy floor, my mind scrolling through a thousand possible scenarios. As I waited in anxious anticipation, I activated both Night Armor and Shadow Forge, then pulled my new dagger free, idly spinning the blade. 
Already, I missed the feel of my warhammer, but I’d need extra speed in this terrain. 
After a fistful of tense minutes, a message pinged in my inbox—short, sweet, and to the point. 
<<<>>>
Personal Message:
In position. Begin.
—Osmark
<<<>>>
 I dismissed the notification with the wave of one hand, then closed out my interface. I pressed my eyes shut, taking one more deep breath—water rushing through my mouth and into my lungs—while my gills did the real work. Despite the discomfort of water going where water shouldn’t go, the familiar motion was soothing. I pushed away my fear and uncertainty, calming my clamoring mind, then opened my eyes, ready to fight. I gripped the handle of my new dagger and stole through the arch and into the open.
 This time, I didn’t even try to hide my presence.
 I wanted the monster lurking in this place to see me, to reveal himself. 
 I moved closer, carving through the water, but still nothing.
 I floated past the stands and dove toward the bottom, beelining for the pillar. Gently, I touched down on the bottom of the amphitheater, gritty sand kicking up, gently swirling around my feet. I crouched, tracing my fingers through the sands, waiting for the inevitable attack. Nope. Nada. If this was a trap like Osmark suspected, then it was possible the boss wouldn’t reveal itself until there was no possible chance I could escape. I’d seen this before—back in the restricted dungeon where I’d earned my Faction Seal. 
 Probably, it would wait for me to touch the trident. That or the pillar.
 I glanced toward the viewing platform at the far edge of the ring, searching for some sign of Osmark. I knew he was there, but apparently he was better at hiding than I’d given him credit for, since there was no sign of him. With a sigh, I stood, licked my lips out of habit, then glided over to the trident. I didn’t hesitate—not with the prize so close. I reached out with my free hand, fingers wrapping around the emerald grip of the weapon. The trident quivered at my touch as ancient power thrummed beneath my palm.
 But when I tried to pull the weapon free, it wouldn’t budge. Not an inch. The damned thing felt anchored into the ground. 
 I paused again, stealing a look left, then right. 
 Whatever enemy guarded this place remained out of sight. Carefully, I stowed my new dagger, slipping it into its place at my belt, then planted my feet to either side of the trident and gripped the staff with both hands. I heaved with every ounce of strength I could muster, arms trembling, back straining, lips pulled back in a snarl of effort. I felt like one of the old knights of legend, trying to pull the sword from the stone. Except, unlike King Arthur, I was failing miserably. I crouched down, really putting my legs into it—finally the thing started to shift.
 At least I thought so for a split second before realizing that the trident wasn’t moving, but rather the whole earth was trembling below my feet. I let go, stumbling back a step, but the ground kept right on shaking, and then in a blink the earth lurched upward, sand flying and swirling, creating a cloud of gritty brown and white that made it impossible to see a thing. A fierce riptide pulled my feet out from under me, flipping me head over heels as the brutal current battered me like the spin cycle in a washing machine. 
 Maybe the guardian was a Water Elemental like the one we’d fought against on the beach.
 The thought fled as I smashed into the stone bleachers, head snapping back, clipping a marble ledge with enough force to earn me a debuff: 
<<<>>>
Debuff Added
Concussed: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and disorientation; duration, 1 minute. 
<<<>>>
No doubt Osmark would be pissed at that since he’d now be suffering under the same penalty. I shook my head, dismissing the notice, and glanced toward the pit as the debris cloud finally began to settle. A railroad spike of fear ripped into me as I finally caught my first look at the caretaker of the pillar, a [Cove Guardian Thrall]. Not a Water Elemental, but a crab. A crab the size of a small island. The creature stood at least thirty feet high, held up by lanky, midnight black legs as big around as a manhole cover and studded with barbed spikes. 
A pair of huge claws protruded from its body, rhythmically opening and closing—click-clack-click-clack—as a pair of beady green eyes, each the size of a baseball, tracked my motions. Its shell was easily twenty feet across, and the pillar and the trident poked up from it like crowning jewels. I glanced down at the sandy ring and noticed a huge divot in the earth, perfectly shaped to conceal the dread crab from the eyes of intrepid adventurers. A huge pair of mandibles creaked open, revealing a thin gash of a mouth studded with a thousand serrated shark teeth that would make mincemeat out of even the most stalwart fighters. 
Holy crap, were we screwed. There was no way I could beat this thing alone—hell, even a small army of fighters would have a problem taking this critter down. Osmark’s words flashed inside my head: to win this, we don’t need to kill the boss, we just need to take out the pillar and get the Mer-Queen’s trident. Distraction was the name of the game. Just keep moving. Keep hooking and jabbing. Keep this thing focused long enough for Osmark to do his work. 
“Let’s do this thing,” I screamed at the monster, offering it a wicked grin as I drew my hook-bladed dagger and conjured an Umbra Bolt in my free hand. “I’m having crab legs for dinner tonight!” I leapt forward, hurling the spell right into its tooth-riddled maw. Violet light splashed harmlessly against the creature’s face—its HP didn’t even flash from the hit—but the attack sure as heck managed to get its attention. Wordlessly, it lurched toward me, its claws striking out with impossible speed. 
Maneuvering quickly underwater was phenomenally tricky, but I’d had some serious practice while grinding my way through the underground passageway to get here. I pulled my legs in and kicked sharply out, shooting to the right as a huge claw snapped shut a foot away from my web-toed feet. I shot one leg right and kicked furiously, reversing my course as I struck with the dagger. The curved blade didn’t even come close to penetrating the chitinous armor, but I managed to sink the blade into a thin fissure in its joint.
The crab jerked the appendage back and up, trying to draw away so it could attack again, but my blade held. Water sprayed against me like a pressure washer, but I refused to let go. With a snarl plastered across my face, I used the blade to haul myself onto the claw. With a creature like this, distance was definitely my enemy. It was fast and huge, its spear-tipped legs capable of impaling me, its claws ready to shred me like a food processor. In close, though, it would have a helluva time landing a big hit. I reached up, wrapping a hand around one of the wicked spikes sticking out on the underside of the claw.
In moments I scampered along more spikes, using them as hand and foot holds, pulling away from the clacking appendage and toward the creature’s eyes. If this thing had any kind of vulnerability it would be its eyes—either that or some weak spot on its underbelly. And even if its eyes weren’t especially weak, getting poked in one would make it hard to focus on anything else. The monster crab seemed to sense exactly what I was doing; it lifted the claw-tipped arm and began thrashing the limb wildly through the water—left, right, up, down—frantically trying to dislodge me like an angry bull looking to throw its rider.
I hunkered down, pulling my body in tight, wrapping my legs around the girth of its limb, body shaking as the rush of water pounded at me from every side. Unbelievably, the sheer fury of the whipping waves was enough to incrementally eat through my life. Not a lot, but a little bit with every passing breath. After ten or so seconds, the thrashing finally ceased, though the world still seemed to lurch and spin around me as though I’d just downed ten shots of Jack. I stifled the urge to puke and continued shimmying upward, moving from spike to spike.
Five feet from its face, I thrust a hand out and unleashed another Umbra Bolt—this one landing squarely against an eye like a glowing orange softball. For the first time, its HP dipped, not much, but some. A small win. High on the minute victory, I conjured more of the shadow orbs, hurling them out as fast as I could make them. After the fifth direct hit, the arm lurched back into motion again, shooting right, then reversing course in a blink. Whiplash. My legs were wrapped tightly around the appendage, but I was only holding on with one arm—the other still outstretched from my assault.
It wasn’t enough. 
The force of the water pulled me loose and I flipped backward, arms and legs splayed out, a surge of liquid battering my face, yanking at my cloak, forcing its way up into my nose. I kicked and fought, trying to reorient myself before the crab attacked again, but I wasn’t fast enough. Not by half.



 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTEEN_
Monster Mash
 
Something hit me in the gut like a wrecking ball, knocking the air from me before slamming me into the gritty earth. A bolt of pain lanced up my back and through my shoulders, white static exploded across my eyes, and my HP dropped by a fifth. The weight—the backside of a crab claw—didn’t lessen, but instead drove down, pushing me deeper into the sands, pinning me in place as barbed spikes punctured my leather armor and dug into my skin like cactus spines. My ribs creaked, aching like fire, and the multitude of shallow puncture wounds drained away more HP. 
I grunted and screamed, pushing against the huge claw with both hands. It felt like trying to lift a mountain. I went to work with my blade, jabbing down again and again. But I might as well have been stabbing a boulder for all the good that did. The ferocious guardian was just too well armored. Maybe under ideal circumstances I’d be able to punch through with my warhammer and the Crush Armor ability. But this was about as far from ideal circumstances as possible. Still, I struggled, refusing to give up even though it was hard to breathe, to think.
Some part of my brain, however, insisted that there had to be some other way.
For a moment I considered activating my new Divine Warrior Ability—just tap into the Divine essence of Sophia and try to muscle my way out. But no. Even with the boost, I didn’t think I’d stand a chance in a physical confrontation. Besides, if I triggered it, I ran the risk of getting slammed with the Battle Fatigue
debuff, which would be a death sentence in a fight like this. I’d have to use my wits here.
I blinked, focusing as I blocked out the pain and surveyed the creature’s belly.
Yellow overlapping plates covered most of its gut: implacable sheets of weapon-proof armor. But right in the center, where the plates joined, was a small gap about the size of my closed fist. 
That opening burned with an orange light—a road flare that screamed hit me, hit me, I’m the weak spot. Boss creatures like these always had at least one, though I had to admit that was one helluva tiny opening. A memory struck suddenly: me sitting on my dad’s knee as a six-year-old, leaning back against him as A New Hope played on the Holoscreen. I remembered popping a handful of popcorn into my mouth as Luke Skywalker maneuvered his X-Wing along the surface of the Death Star, gunning for the vulnerable exhaust port. 
Seeing my dad’s weather-beaten face again hurt—a reminder of what I’d lost. 
I pushed away the swell of emotion. Now wasn’t the time or place for grieving. 
I had my own version of the Death Star to destroy, and that little orange glimmer of flesh was the key, if only I could find a way to exploit it. I’d never be accurate enough with Umbra Bolt to make the hit—not while pinned against the dirt, dying a slow death by crushing.
But I had enough juice to unleash Night Cyclone, just barely. And while Luke Skywalker went with precision, I decided to go with the nuclear option. As I released a scream that burbled from deep in my chest, arctic power ripped its way through my body, sprinting down my outthrust arm as the fabric between the planes ripped open. Water rushed into the opening, showering the far reaches of the Shadowverse while a death-dealing cyclone exploded into the underwater realm, a black hurricane of force and whipping wind. 
The spell battered the creature from beneath; gale-force gusts and jagged streaks of purple lightning clawed at the exposed patch of skin, digging inward. I choked back a laugh as I watched the boss’s HP dip by five percent. The dread crab let out an undulating wail of pain and rage, rearing back, its claws flashing up, freeing me. I didn’t waste the opening. Nope. I flipped onto my belly and swam for all I was worth, making my way toward the marble stands so I could reevaluate. 
Regroup and get my bearings. 
I wheeled around once I was out of range, just in time to see my Night Cyclone dissipate, vanishing back into the Void, leaving only a violent eddy of water. The crab dropped back down, offering me a view of its sand-covered shell. Osmark was on top of the monster, decked out in his Goliath mech armor, huge feet planted as he went to town on the pillar. His buzz saw flashed out, chewing into stone, spitting out a cloud of rock chips while his free hand was wrapped snugly around the trident embedded in the dirt.
A brilliant move, that. The trident wouldn’t budge, so he was using it as an anchor, preventing himself from being bucked free. 
I glanced at the pillar and noticed that it had an HP meter, separate from the Cove Guardian’s. And while the giant crab’s life was still above 90%, the cancerous pillar was already below 50%. Osmark was doing the thing. 
But we had bigger problems to worry about …
The crab kept right on belting out its ear-shattering bellow, and a tsunami of Ningyo were flooding in as a response, pouring over the high walls of the acropolis and slipping in through the marbled passageways. Dammit, it was calling for backup. And now that I was out of range, the crab was turning its attention toward Osmark, one giant claw darting toward the Artificer. Osmark caught the motion and managed to juke left, just in time to avoid having one of his beefy metal legs snipped off. 
“Could use some help here, Jack!” he hollered, voice carrying over the din of the battle. 
“On it,” I shouted back, shooting forward, dagger drawn. But even as I swam, I knew this wasn’t going to work. After my barrage of Umbra Bolts and Night Cyclone, I was painfully low in Spirit, so I’d have to go melee for a while, which was a losing proposition against a boss like this. And even if I could provoke the creature enough to draw its attention, there were all the Ningyo Thralls to think about. Those things would overwhelm Osmark in a heartbeat. Bury him in an avalanche of limbs and scales and snapping teeth. 
What we needed was more bodies. We needed a team … minions. 
I paused, legs faltering, my eyes widening, a vicious grin spreading across my lips as the spark of an idea invaded my head like a Marine Corps assault team. I glanced at my Spirit. 210. Just enough. Back in range, the monster crab focused its attention on me like a laser, its claws jabbing toward me. I let them, triggering Shadow Stride inches before they cut me in half. A smear of black invaded the waters as I disappeared through the planes and time staggered to a stop. 
I glanced at Osmark, frozen in battle, his saw blade gouging into the pillar while he tried to bat away the first party of Ningyo with his free hand. 
But I ignored him, swiveling around until I spotted the thing I was looking for: a fat, suction-studded tentacle. The Void Abomination. The colossal creature was perched on the top edge of the acropolis, tentacles writhing as its many eyes stared at the sand pit floor and the giant crab. Perfect. But I didn’t have much time to see my plan through. I darted closer, opening my inventory as I moved, pulling free several Health Regen potions, which I had quite a surplus of. My Spirit was painfully low, so Umbra Bolt was out, but I needed a ranged attack.
I coasted to a stop, treading water with my legs, just out of its terrible reach. It stared at me, jaws cracking open, its otherworldly eyes narrowing to slits. It wanted to kill me, eat me, I could see that painted across its inhuman face. But it was also smart and cautious. I could almost hear its thoughts, What in the world is this tiny elf about?
“Want a nibble?” I yelled, voice reverberating in the water as I hefted a potion in one hand. “Come and give it a try.” I cocked back my arm and fastballed the potion through the water as though I were pitching on the mound back IRL. The potion thudded harmlessly against its bulbous head, then drifted down. I didn’t expect to hurt the beast—I wasn’t sure even my most potent attack would actually hurt that freak—but it did rile the Abomination up. Its tentacles burst into manic motion, its jaws clacking as it lurched toward me. 
“Is the giant monster afraid of a scrawny elf with some healing potions?” I taunted, lifting another potion and hurling that one into its face as well.
It scooted closer again—now it was firmly down into the stands, though still out of range.
“Scared. I get it,” I said, nodding sagely. “You’re so used to being the big fish in a small pond.” I paused, glancing around. “It’s that thing, isn’t it?” I hooked a thumb at the crab. “You’re afraid of getting too close, right? Scared it might gobble you up. Small fry.” I grinned and threw the third Regen potion. And that was the straw that broke the Lovecraftian horror’s back. It rolled forward like a mudslide of shadowy flesh and deadly tentacles. I spun, arms pumping as I swam for the crab, darting between its chitinous legs and beneath its armor-plated belly. 
A fat tendril snaked out, reaching for me, but I pulled my foot away just in time. I only had seconds left before the Shadowverse vomited me back into the Material Plane, so if my plan was going to work it was now or never. I turned again and lashed out, slapping an open palm against the rubbery surface of the extended limb. With a thought, I pulled myself back from the Shadowverse, focusing my energy, my power, on the eldritch creature beneath my hand. As a Grandmaster in Shadow Stride, I could pull someone into the Shadowverse, so it stood to reason that I might also be able to draw something from it.
A flurry of motion and sound exploded to life, but I hardly noticed. The only thing that really mattered was the fat tentacle beneath my hand. I laughed out loud, feeling a surge of fiery triumph surge through my veins. The Void Abomination had come to play. And Osmark had insisted there was no way to cheat, no way to shift the paradigm. There was always a way, so long as you were willing to look for it and exploit the opportunity when it presented itself. 
The tentacle withdrew, followed a moment later by a thunderous roar as the Abomination slammed full force into the Crab King, the two titans suddenly forced into a Godzilla-sized confrontation. A big part of me wanted to glide over to the stands and watch the ultimate royal rumble with a bag of popcorn and a Big Gulp. But Osmark was still up there, and so was the incoming army of enthralled Ningyo. We didn’t have a second to waste. I broke right, slipping out behind the crab and paddling up, landing lightly on the crab’s sand-covered shell.
Osmark was in a bad way. 
He was still dutifully sawing away at the Necrotic Pillar—down to 30%, now—but the Ningyo reinforcements had finally converged on him en masse. They circled around him like a school of piranha, killing him incrementally. A bite here, a slash there. They harried him from every side, never staying still long enough to let him score a counter hit. Death by a thousand cuts. 
Time to even the odds. 
With a scream I surged forward, pulling my warhammer free with my right hand, dual wielding the sickle-blade with my left. 
I smashed a shoulder into a fish-man with its back to me, slamming it forward as I struck, aiming for the base of its skull. The Ningyo were faster than me, but I’d caught this one off-guard, and there was nothing it could do but die a quick, brutal death. My weapon connected with a meaty thud and the crack of breaking bone, a Critical Hit flashing. Down the creature went, its limbs going slack as gore leaked from the grisly wound on the back of its head. I was already moving on, though, darting low to intercept an incoming Ningyo trying to take Osmark from behind. 
I caught the creature’s hooked halberd on the haft of my warhammer, then spun inside its guard. I reversed my grip on the dagger, its curved blade running parallel to my forearm, and struck, dragging the outside edge of the weapon across the creature’s throat. Cloudy blood spurted into the water as the creature fell away with a gurgle and a gasp, dropping its halberd as it grasped at its ruined throat. Badly damaged and loosing HP with every breath, but not dead yet.
I glanced at my Spirit meter—1352—looking good. I stowed my warhammer and thrust one hand out, blasting the fish-faced beast right in the jagged teeth with Umbra Bolt. The creature backflipped away, drifting down. Dead. But there were still so many of the monsters to contend against. I dropped low, pushing my feet into the sand and my back against Osmark, daring the Thralls to come closer. Several of the creatures kept circling above, refusing to take the bait, but a trio floated down and shot in, hoping to overpower me with their numbers.
Except they were too close to the sandy shell. 
With a curse, I called forth Umbra Bog, black tendrils of inky shadow erupting from the surface of the Crab King’s shell, wrapping around legs and arms, mooring the three Thralls fast. While they struggled and fought against the spell, I bolted forward, dancing among them, slashing at faces, necks—any exposed flesh, really—with my blade while hurling Umbra Bolts with reckless abandon, forcing the Ningyo swimming overhead to give Osmark a wide berth. When the third Thrall fell beneath my slashing blade, I glanced over my shoulder at the pillar, somehow still standing defiant. 
Though not for much longer. The thing was down to 6%. 
Holy crap, we were really going to do this!
I turned back, preparing to counter another assault, but then the whole world seemed to shudder and shake around me, the ground pitching right as we rolled, the giant crab capsizing like the Titanic after hitting the iceberg. My eyes widened in shock—what in the hell is going on here, I thought, before glancing down and catching sight of the dread crab’s HP. It was at zero. Zero. The Void Abomination had killed the crab—handily. The Ningyo circling us scattered as huge, grasping tentacles snaked into view.
I saw a pair of those tentacles wrap around a fish-man, pulling it apart at the waist as easily as I’d rip apart a piece of paper.
But then the view was gone—a small mercy—as the titan crab slammed into the earth, hurling me into the air as gritty sand billowed up in a mushroom cloud of white and brown, making it impossible to see. I hit the amphitheater floor, curling into a ball, hoping a giant crab leg wouldn’t flop over and crush me like an ant. I pressed my eyes shut tight, pulling in several deep breaths, teeth gritted as I waited. After a few seconds—when nothing had smashed me into bloody paste—I pried my eyes open and scrambled to my feet. 
A combat notice popped up a second later: 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Fractured Arm: You cannot use your left arm and cannot cast mage spells requiring hand gestures; duration, 2 minutes. 
Blunt Trauma: You have sustained severe Blunt Trauma damage! Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; duration, 2 minutes.
<<<>>>
I winced from the sharp pain which bloomed in my arm like a flower. 
As far as I could tell, I hadn’t sustained any actual damage during the fall, which meant those debuffs belonged to Osmark. I crouched, scanning the battlefield as the dust settled around me like fresh powder. A host of Ningyo—at least twenty of them—swooped, dove, and twirled through the waters above, engaging with the Void Abomination I’ll hauled into their reality. The Cove Guardian Thrall lay on its side, dead, half of its shell buried in the earth. Miraculously, the pillar had survived the fall, its HP flickering at a mere 3%, only the very tip poking through a dune of white.
 Osmark was nearby, alive, though his suit had been badly damaged during the fall. A stream of black oil and a flurry of bubbles jettisoned from ruptured joints and burst pipes. 
With a groan, he wriggled free from the wreckage of twisted metal and ruptured tech. He clambered to his feet, but looked badly shaken, his skin pale, his HP down to a quarter, his left arm contorted at an unnatural angle. There was even a shard of white bone popping through both skin and the fabric of his Victorian-era Artificer suit. He stumbled, keeping his feet only because the water helped to prop him up. If anyone ever needed a Regen potion, it was Osmark, but unfortunately, there was nothing I could do to help him.
 Still, alive was alive, and we had a mission to complete. 
Seeming to read my thoughts, he yelled, “I’ll finish off the pillar.” He pulled free his repeater and triggered some mechanism, and a mini saw blade unfurled beneath the barrel like a flower in bloom. Then he glanced at the Abomination, which was busy trying to swat away the nimble Ningyo. Unsuccessfully, for the most part. They were just too damned fast for the colossus, but when the nightmare squid did land a strike it was fatal. Always. I watched, stomach lurching into my throat as the beast snagged a female Ningyo by the leg and popped the Thrall into its tooth-riddled mouth, crunching down, gore spurting out. 
 “Once the pillar is down,” Osmark yelled over his shoulder, “those Thralls should snap out of the spell. But that thing”—he nodded toward the hulking horror—“will still be around. So please be a gent and put it back where you found it.” He turned away without another word, driving his saw-bladed bayonet into the pillar with a screech, sparks flashing even in the water. 
He was right, but thankfully getting this genie back into the bottle would be easier than taking it out. I stowed my blade and stole forward, weaponless, since there was no way I was hurting this thing. I angled right, zipping through the Crab King’s massive legs, then skirting along the edge of its belly. I crept to a stop behind a massive claw, half buried. I dropped into a low crouch, activating Stealth, watching as the Ningyo kept the Abomination nice and busy while I bided my time. 
A handful of seconds trickled by, more of the fish-men falling—limbs torn off, bodies shoved into the horror’s churning jaws. But then, just when it seemed all of the Thralls would fall to the juggernaut, a colossal boom like the eruption of a volcano tore through the air accompanied by a wave of toxic green energy. The cloud spread through the amphitheater like nuclear fallout, then billowed up and out of the acropolis, coating the whole city in fine emerald dust.
The Ningyo flitting through the water faltered at once, shaking their heads, bodies shuddering as though they were waking up from some long, terrible nightmare.
We’d done it. Somehow, we’d shattered the pillar and freed the inhabitants of the watery kingdom from the corrupting power of Vox-Malum. For now, at least. But the Abomination didn’t care about any of that. No, it was a creature of shadow and death, motivated only to kill and eat. It struck like a lightning bolt, snagging one of the now freed fish-men from the air, pulling the poor soul toward its snapping jaws. I moved on instinct, compelled to act before any more of the poor Ningyo perished unnecessarily.
The captured Ningyo above screamed in terror, and several of its companions rushed to its aid—some tried to pry their friend free with raw strength, while others hacked at the rubbery limb. Seeing the courageous act was a firm reminder of what was on the line—these fish-men were victims of dark magic, but underneath they were kind. Noble. Brave. As alive as Cutter. As me. And they deserved a chance to live. I mashed my palm flat against the Void Abomination’s skin and triggered Shadow Stride, channeling the power into the monster’s body. 
The eldritch horror and I flickered and vanished in a puff of black smoke, slipping back into the Shadowverse. Back where the Abomination belonged. The creature threw its head back and offered an undulating cry of anger as the Ningyo simply phased through its tentacled grip. Gone. As the wail ceased, the beast turned its hideous army of violet eyes on me. Hatred burned in its glare, and I knew without question that this creature was both intelligent and aware. It knew me and knew I was responsible for trapping it back in this place.
A legion of tentacles shot toward me, determined to tear me apart, to break my bones and peel the skin from the muscle beneath. 
As fast as it was, however, it wasn’t faster than a thought. I shot the monster a wink and a small wave, thanks for the help, pal, as I slipped back from the Shadowverse, the furious wail chasing me through the worlds.



 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTEEN_
Rewards
 
As I stepped back into the Material Realm, the former Ningyo Thralls looked at me and the dead colossal crab in turn, then decided to flee. Smart. In a handful of seconds, the amphitheater was as empty as a graveyard at midnight, save for Osmark and me. The Artificer sat in the dirt, back propped up against the huge crustacean’s plated belly, legs splayed out in front of him, his broken left arm cradled against his chest, his top hat perched at a rakish angle on top of his head.
He offered me a tired, lopsided grin as I floated over. 
He didn’t speak as I plopped down beside him, pulling my knees into my chest, then wrapping my arms around my shins as I eyeballed the smoldering chunks of pillar decorating the sands not far off. We were quiet for a time, just sitting there, the white sands embracing us as our Health slowly trickled up, our debuffs finally falling away. I wanted to say something, to slap him on the back, maybe. To celebrate and cheer, since somehow we’d managed to accomplish the absolutely impossible. 
But this was Osmark. Tech billionaire. Cutthroat and leader of the Empire. He didn’t strike me as the celebrating sort. 
Which is why I was supremely surprised when he finally stood and offered me a hand up, the tired grin gone, replaced instead by a full-on toothy smile. “That was some fine work, Jack,” he said, sounding genuinely excited for the first time ever. I wasn’t entirely sure what game he was playing, but I accepted his hand. 
“Seriously,” he continued, not noticing the confusion on my face. “Pulling that creature from the Shadowverse and pitting it against this monster”—he turned and patted the crab’s armored belly—“was an absolute stroke of genius. Brilliant.”
“Are you okay?” I asked, eyes squinted, feeling slightly thunderstruck. “Did you suffer some kind of major head injury that I’m not aware of? Maybe brain damage? Oxygen deprivation?” I offered, one eyebrow quirked.
He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I’m fine, Jack. Why do you ask?” His lips pursed into a thin, thoughtful line as though he knew exactly why I was asking.
“You just seem different,” I replied, pulling up my interface, double-checking to ensure there wasn’t some sort of active debuff I’d missed. Seriously, brain damage seemed like the only reasonable explanation. 
“Why, because I’m not plotting your destruction?” he asked, spreading his hands as though to say, I know how things are. “You forget, Jack, that before V.G.O. turned into the life raft it is today, it was a video game. The most immersive, expensive video game ever created, but a video game all the same. Back IRL, I was a billionaire. I had a fleet of expensive cars—Rolls Royce, Ferrari, Bugatti. I lived in a fifty-six-million-dollar, state-of-the-art mansion in Silicon Valley.
“I had my own private space program, Jack. Complete with rocket ships and a host of satellites for the company, not to mention my own private satellite. Osmark Technologies had a net worth of 570 billion dollars and employed 450 thousand individuals. Everyone from warehouse managers and forklift operators to mechanical engineers and computer programmers like your friend Abby—many geniuses in their respective fields. And to top it off, I personally helped build a revolutionary platform, which was literally the first of its kind. I pioneered the technology capable of mind mapping, Jack. Let that sink in for a moment.”
I knew Osmark was talented, brilliant, and resourceful. His accomplishments were obviously impressive, but I still didn’t get what he was trying to point out. “So?” I finally said with a shrug. “What’s that have to do with this?”
He sighed and rubbed at one temple. “I could’ve done anything. Anything. Politics? With my resources, I could’ve been president. I could’ve focused on astrophysics. Could’ve aimed my vision at building a lunar colony. Instead, I chose to build this world.” He paused, waving at the watery landscape with a flourish. “Why do you think that is? True, V.G.O. would’ve been wildly profitable,” he continued without giving me a chance to answer, “but I didn’t need more money. 
“Besides, if money had been the goal, I would’ve done a thousand other things. Pharmaceutical research. More efforts into the space program. Agricultural robotics. But this world is what I chose to pour myself into. And I did it because deep down I’m a gamer, Jack. Just like you. I didn’t grow up rich—my mom was a schoolteacher, my dad a factory worker—and in the afternoons I read. I cut my teeth on Tolkien and Jordan, Sanderson and Butcher, Asimov and Herbert. 
“And when I wasn’t reading or studying, I was gaming. I played the great MMOs of old. I wasn’t a popular kid, not in the real world. But online? I had friends. Allies. Guilds, which were my family. V.G.O. was never meant for this—it was supposed to be a playground for me. For those like me. For people like you. It’s become much more out of necessity, but it is still very much the thing I love. A game meant to enthrall and captivate with its magic.” I could hear the fierce pride in his words as he spoke, like a father praising an only child. 
He cleared his throat and glanced away, a faint blush rushing into his cheeks as though he had never intended to say so much. To open up like that. Huh, maybe there was something human in the man after all. “Now,” he said after a moment, obviously trying to change the conversation before I followed up with any prying questions, “let’s loot this great beast, shall we?” He rubbed his hands together, the ever-familiar gamer’s glee flashing in his eyes. 
I replied with a silent grin and a bob of my head. 
Honestly, when the huge crab first appeared I’d never dreamed of actually killing it. The thing was a Kaiju, a titan, an unstoppable World Boss that massacred unprepared parties like ours. Yet, despite the odds, here it was. Dead. Osmark insisted we share the loot, but he allowed me first dibs since it was my quick thinking that had brought the beast down. The nice guy in me dithered … The gamer in me accepted without a moment’s hesitation. 
The kind of gear this thing carried had to be absolutely legendary.
I pressed my hand against the creature’s plated leg and accessed its inventory. 
I felt my hands shake as I surveyed the loot, a veritable treasure trove, befitting an underwater queen. As leader of the Crimson Alliance, I was far wealthier than all but a handful of players, but the 5,000 Imperial Crowns—half a million dollars, IRL—was nothing to scoff at. Hell, even split in half, 250 thousand dollars could go a long way to fill faction coffers and keep us in the black. After that came the ingredients. An Alchemist’s dream. 
Abyss Mallow, a blue-leafed plant. Prakwicley, which looked like brown muck in a jar, beaded with golden flecks. Neon-green stalks of Monk’s Mint. And a variety of items for crafting, including diamond powder and Titan Crab Chitin. I took my share, knowing Vlad would be through the roof when I showed back up at the Crafter’s Hall with this haul.
After that, I moved on to the gear itself, and that was where the real reward lay. The ingredients were amazing, sure, and extra gold would never go amiss, but the best weapons and armor in the game couldn’t be bought and they couldn’t be made. They had to be earned. Purchased for in blood and sweat and pain. And we’d paid our dues here. I pawed through the items, realizing that there was something here for every member of our party—not just me and Osmark. 
A sleek black-wood staff carved with glowing, ember-red runes from top to bottom, the Starwrath Staff of the Firebrand, which had Abby’s name all over it. The Lightning-Strike Warbow for Amara. A pair of sleek leather boots tooled in silver for Cutter—Boots of Broken Whispers. Some sort of odd steampunk wrist bracer, called Peacekeeper, which obviously belonged to Osmark. A pair of spiked, bronze knuckles covered in glyphs called Malice Fist for Jay. Each item was ultra-rare, with a laundry lists of primary and secondary effects. 
And for me? New armor, which I badly needed. 
Heck, I’d been using the same Night Blessed Armor since entering the game. I’d picked it up off a high-level merc in the restricted dungeon I’d stolen from Carrera, but I’d never found anything half as good. Until now. I toggled over to my inventory, inspecting my old gear: a chest plate of dark black leather covered in swatches of ebony ring mail in the most vulnerable places—like along the shoulders, across the stomach, and down the spinal column.As I stepped back into the Material Realm, the former Ningyo Thralls looked at me and the dead colossal crab in turn, then decided to flee. Smart. In a handful of seconds, the amphitheater was as empty as a graveyard at midnight, save for Osmark and me. The Artificer sat in the dirt, back propped up against the huge crustacean’s plated belly, legs splayed out in front of him, his broken left arm cradled against his chest, his top hat perched at a rakish angle on top of his head.
He offered me a tired, lopsided grin as I floated over. 
He didn’t speak as I plopped down beside him, pulling my knees into my chest, then wrapping my arms around my shins as I eyeballed the smoldering chunks of pillar decorating the sands not far off. We were quiet for a time, just sitting there, the white sands embracing us as our Health slowly trickled up, our debuffs finally falling away. I wanted to say something, to slap him on the back, maybe. To celebrate and cheer, since somehow we’d managed to accomplish the absolutely impossible. 
But this was Osmark. Tech billionaire. Cutthroat and leader of the Empire. He didn’t strike me as the celebrating sort. 
Which is why I was supremely surprised when he finally stood and offered me a hand up, the tired grin gone, replaced instead by a full-on toothy smile. “That was some fine work, Jack,” he said, sounding genuinely excited for the first time ever. I wasn’t entirely sure what game he was playing, but I accepted his hand. 
“Seriously,” he continued, not noticing the confusion on my face. “Pulling that creature from the Shadowverse and pitting it against this monster”—he turned and patted the crab’s armored belly—“was an absolute stroke of genius. Brilliant.”
“Are you okay?” I asked, eyes squinted, feeling slightly thunderstruck. “Did you suffer some kind of major head injury that I’m not aware of? Maybe brain damage? Oxygen deprivation?” I offered, one eyebrow quirked.
He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I’m fine, Jack. Why do you ask?” His lips pursed into a thin, thoughtful line as though he knew exactly why I was asking.
“You just seem different,” I replied, pulling up my interface, double-checking to ensure there wasn’t some sort of active debuff I’d missed. Seriously, brain damage seemed like the only reasonable explanation. 
“Why, because I’m not plotting your destruction?” he asked, spreading his hands as though to say, I know how things are. “You forget, Jack, that before V.G.O. turned into the life raft it is today, it was a video game. The most immersive, expensive video game ever created, but a video game all the same. Back IRL, I was a billionaire. I had a fleet of expensive cars—Rolls Royce, Ferrari, Bugatti. I lived in a fifty-six-million-dollar, state-of-the-art mansion in Silicon Valley.
“I had my own private space program, Jack. Complete with rocket ships and a host of satellites for the company, not to mention my own private satellite. Osmark Technologies had a net worth of 570 billion dollars and employed 450 thousand individuals. Everyone from warehouse managers and forklift operators to mechanical engineers and computer programmers like your friend Abby—many geniuses in their respective fields. And to top it off, I personally helped build a revolutionary platform, which was literally the first of its kind. I pioneered the technology capable of mind mapping, Jack. Let that sink in for a moment.”
I knew Osmark was talented, brilliant, and resourceful. His accomplishments were obviously impressive, but I still didn’t get what he was trying to point out. “So?” I finally said with a shrug. “What’s that have to do with this?”
He sighed and rubbed at one temple. “I could’ve done anything. Anything. Politics? With my resources, I could’ve been president. I could’ve focused on astrophysics. Could’ve aimed my vision at building a lunar colony. Instead, I chose to build this world.” He paused, waving at the watery landscape with a flourish. “Why do you think that is? True, V.G.O. would’ve been wildly profitable,” he continued without giving me a chance to answer, “but I didn’t need more money. 
“Besides, if money had been the goal, I would’ve done a thousand other things. Pharmaceutical research. More efforts into the space program. Agricultural robotics. But this world is what I chose to pour myself into. And I did it because deep down I’m a gamer, Jack. Just like you. I didn’t grow up rich—my mom was a schoolteacher, my dad a factory worker—and in the afternoons I read. I cut my teeth on Tolkien and Jordan, Sanderson and Butcher, Asimov and Herbert. 
“And when I wasn’t reading or studying, I was gaming. I played the great MMOs of old. I wasn’t a popular kid, not in the real world. But online? I had friends. Allies. Guilds, which were my family. V.G.O. was never meant for this—it was supposed to be a playground for me. For those like me. For people like you. It’s become much more out of necessity, but it is still very much the thing I love. A game meant to enthrall and captivate with its magic.” I could hear the fierce pride in his words as he spoke, like a father praising an only child. 
He cleared his throat and glanced away, a faint blush rushing into his cheeks as though he had never intended to say so much. To open up like that. Huh, maybe there was something human in the man after all. “Now,” he said after a moment, obviously trying to change the conversation before I followed up with any prying questions, “let’s loot this great beast, shall we?” He rubbed his hands together, the ever-familiar gamer’s glee flashing in his eyes. 
I replied with a silent grin and a bob of my head. 
Honestly, when the huge crab first appeared I’d never dreamed of actually killing it. The thing was a kaiju, a titan, an unstoppable World Boss that massacred unprepared parties like ours. Yet, despite the odds, here it was. Dead. Osmark insisted we share the loot, but he allowed me first dibs since it was my quick thinking that had brought the beast down. The nice guy in me dithered … The gamer in me accepted without a moment’s hesitation. 
The kind of gear this thing carried had to be absolutely legendary.
I pressed my hand against the creature’s plated leg and accessed its inventory. 
I felt my hands shake as I surveyed the loot, a veritable treasure trove, befitting an underwater queen. As leader of the Crimson Alliance, I was far wealthier than all but a handful of players, but the 5,000 Imperial Crowns—half a million dollars, IRL—was nothing to scoff at. Hell, even split in half, 250 thousand dollars could go a long way to fill faction coffers and keep us in the black. After that came the ingredients. An Alchemist’s dream. 
Abyss Mallow, a blue-leafed plant. Prakwicley, which looked like brown muck in a jar, beaded with golden flecks. Neon-green stalks of Monk’s Mint. And a variety of items for crafting, including diamond powder and Titan Crab Chitin. I took my share, knowing Vlad would be through the roof when I showed back up at the Crafter’s Hall with this haul.
After that, I moved on to the gear itself, and that was where the real reward lay. The ingredients were amazing, sure, and extra gold would never go amiss, but the best weapons and armor in the game couldn’t be bought and they couldn’t be made. They had to be earned. Purchased for in blood and sweat and pain. And we’d paid our dues here. I pawed through the items, realizing that there was something here for every member of our party—not just me and Osmark. 
A sleek black-wood staff carved with glowing, ember-red runes from top to bottom, the Starwrath Staff of the Firebrand, which had Abby’s name all over it. The Lightning-Strike Warbow for Amara. A pair of sleek leather boots tooled in silver for Cutter—Boots of Broken Whispers. Some sort of odd steampunk wrist bracer, called Peacekeeper, which obviously belonged to Osmark. A pair of spiked, bronze knuckles covered in glyphs called Malice Fist for Jay. Each item was ultra-rare, with a laundry lists of primary and secondary effects. 
And for me? New armor, which I badly needed. 
Heck, I’d been using the same Night Blessed Armor since entering the game. I’d picked it up off a high-level merc in the restricted dungeon I’d stolen from Carrera, but I’d never found anything half as good. Until now. I toggled over to my inventory, inspecting my old gear: a chest plate of dark black leather covered in swatches of ebony ring mail in the most vulnerable places—like along the shoulders, across the stomach, and down the spinal column. 
<<<>>>
Night Blessed Armor (Faction Bound)
Armor Type: Medium; Modified Leather
Class: Rare
Base Defense: 72 (Modified) 
Primary Effects: 
 
	+5 to Constitution
	15% Resistance to Piercing Damage
	15% Resistance to Slashing Damage
	10% Resistance to all Elemental and Arcane-Based Damage
	Armor Durability +20%

Secondary Effects: 
 
	Enchantment Slot: Ice Shield; +15% Resistance to Cold Damage

<<<>>>
My Night Blessed Armor had served me true, and I felt a small pang of sadness as I peeled it off and slipped on my new gear, inspecting my slowly rotating avatar floating in the air before me. 
The supple leather and black loops of ring mail vanished, giving way to bulkier medium armor, covered in obsidian black dragon scales edged in purple. A bulky, spike-studded pauldron jutted up from my left shoulder, offering my face ample protection. Unlike the rest of the armor—painstakingly crafted from actual dragon hide—this addition was sculpted from impenetrable Titan Crab shell, dyed black to fit the rest.
I paused, gaze landing like a hammer on a pair of shadowy, violet runes that glimmered in the center of the chest plate, one stacked on top of the other. An ancient signal of the Maa-Tál that I recognized immediately: Power. Justice.

I pulled my eyes away from the twirling avatar and accessed the armor’s stats. 
<<<>>>

Judicator’s Mantle 
Armor Type: Medium; Modified Leather
Class: Ancient Artifact
Base Defense: 105
Primary Effects: 
 
	+10 to Constitution
	Dexterity Bonus = 1.5 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 9)
	Spirit Bonus = 2 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 9)
	Intelligence Bonus = 2 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 9)
	Luck Bonus = .5 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 9)
	+10% Resistance to all Elemental and Arcane-Based Damage
Secondary Effects: 
	Fleet Foot: +5% Faster Movement Rate; +10% Evade
	Stealth Bonus % = 1 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 9)
	Dragon’s Protection: +25% Fire Resistance

Sakda Shadowmaned was the great-grandson of the Jade Lord and rightful heir to the Nangkri Dynasty. He was a peerless warrior, a Maa-Tál above reproach, and leader of the Dark Conclave. Though he could have united the Six Named Tribes under his banner, he instead devoted himself to service and justice, guarding the old ways and acting as a judicator between the Clan Chieftains. It is said the spirit of Justice itself lives inside his armor …
<<<>>>
Wow. So good. The second I had the armor in place, I felt the boosted stats kick into high gear; I felt stronger, faster, near invincible, as power rushed through me. It was thicker and bulkier than my old armor, but it didn’t seem to restrict my movement in the least, though the pauldron sticking up like a curved hitchhiker’s thumb on my left would take a little getting used to. The shoulder guard would protect my off side from Critical Hits while duking it out close range, but it also reduced my visibility just a hair.
Always some tradeoff. 
“Well, you look pleased,” Osmark noted, hands planted on his hips, fingers drumming restlessly. “Good, I take it?” he asked, eyeing the new armor. “It certainly seems to suit you. Now you and your pet Drake match, how cute.” The words were cutting, but the ghost of a smile told me he meant no harm. A jab between … well, not friends exactly, but maybe frenemies. “Now let’s see what Lady Luck has in store for me.”
I scooted over, making room so he could collect his share and examine his goods. While Osmark busied himself looting, I pulled my interface back up, noting that I’d managed to level up as Champion of Order—a well-earned bonus, considering everything we’d been through:
<<<>>>
Subspecialty: Champion of Order
Ability Type/Level: Passive / Level 4
Cost: None
Effect 1: All Champion of Order-based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 4: 10%).
Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 4: +2 to Luck)
Effect 3: You have (1) unassigned Divinity Point
<<<>>>
 This time, I decided to go with Champion’s Strike, a melee attack skill, much like the Savage Blow and Crush Armor abilities, which drastically increased damage and raised the chance of making a Critical Hit, though there was a catch like all the other Champion skills: It only worked against select opponents. Still, it was a helluva skill to have. Almost the equivalent of a Backstab Bonus. 
<<<>>>
Skill: Champion’s Strike
As Champion of Order, your calling is to pull all things toward Balance, and the farther something is away from the center, the more powerful your abilities become. Using Champion’s Strike, deal a deadly blow to those who stray from balance.
Skill Type/Level: Attack/Initiate
Cost: 250 Stamina; duration, 20 minutes.
Range: On Contact
Cast Time: Instant
Cooldown: 5 minutes
Effect 1: 2x normal weapon damage, 5% increased chance of critical hit; only effective against opponents with a “Light” or “Dark” Alignment. 
Effect 2: 3x normal weapon damage, 10% increased chance of critical hit; only effective against opponents with a “Holy” or “Evil” Alignment.
Order’s Cost: -.5x normal weapon damage, -10% chance of critical hit when used against an opponent with a “Neutral” Alignment.
<<<>>>
A blaring trumpet call ripped through the water, reverberating around me, sending shivers up and down my spine. I closed out of my interface just in time to see Sapphira the Mer-Queen glide regally through the tunnel and into the amphitheater. She wasn’t alone. Flanking her on either side were orderly columns of Ningyo guards in bronzed plate armor—enemies only hours ago, now friendly again. At least I hoped so. 
Sapphira let out a disappointed sigh as her gaze landed on the dead guardian crab decorating the bottom of the sandy floor like a busted piñata. She frowned but said nothing as she cruised by us overhead, her lithe body easily parting the waters as she took her throne on the upraised viewing platform. Osmark shot a sidelong glance at me, then pulled free the Scrimshaw Trident—an easy task with its guardian dead—and tossed it my way. I caught it in nimble fingers, nodding my thanks to the Artificer, and beelined for the throne. 
“Kneel,” one of the guards—a particularly muscular Ningyo carrying a wicked scythe-sword—barked as I drew up onto the platform. 
I faltered for a second, then shook my head. “Nope,” I replied, fingers tightening around the trident. “I don’t kneel for anyone. Not anymore. Against all odds, I fought my way through an army, destroyed that pillar”—I waved toward the column of rubble—“defeated her champion, and rescued her kingdom. And right now, I have the Scrimshaw Trident. If that’s not enough, I’m leader of the Crimson Alliance and the champion of an Overmind. So no, hard pass on bowing.” Webbed fingers flexed on weapons as the guards tensed, preparing to fight for their queen’s honor.
Stupid, but extremely brave considering the amount of devastation Osmark and I had inflicted on this underwater kingdom. 
But before things could spiral any farther out of control, Sapphira raised one hand and brushed the problem away with the flick of her fingers. “It’s fine, Harker. The noble gentleman is right, of course. We are in their debt, not the other way around.” Still she offered me a frosty glare—please work with me, that look said. “These men have truly accomplished the impossible. Though I dare say, I am surprised you managed to dispatch dear, sweet Quincy.” She nodded at the dead crab. “No one has ever defeated him before. He’ll respawn, but he’ll be sore about this for ages, I’d imagine.”
She paused, eyes hazy, tapping a finger against the carved armrest of her chair. Lost in thought. “My trident, good man?”
I smiled, took one more look at the guard, then made my way forward, offering her the emerald weapon, buzzing with power. With life. The trident began to burn with otherworldly light the second it touched Sapphira’s hand; that light leaked out, twirling around the mermaid, restoring her to her full power. Her scales glimmered, her lips grew fuller, her hair more lustrous. She’d been beautiful before, but by the time the trident was done with its work, it hurt to look at her. Hers was the beauty of a supernova, of a hurricane making landfall, of a volcano erupting.
Breathtaking, but frightening. Suddenly, I was glad we’d only had to go toe-to-toe with Quincy the Titan crab, and not this incarnation of the sea. 
She smiled at me, red lips pulling back to reveal dazzling white teeth, then pressed a small trinket into my palm. A silver pendant in the shape of an anchor, corroded with age and pitted by the salty waters and the passing of time. Suddenly her smile was gone, the moment solemn as she said, “A gift for your troubles. This is a sign of friendship between you and me, Grim Jack Shadowstrider, Champion of Order. 
“Rarely do my kind make friends with those of the land—order dictates that we stay to our respective planes. It is even rarer that I find myself indebted to anyone, much less a landlubber. Yet here we are. Place this in water and you can call on me. Once.” She thrust a single finger into the air. “When you call on me, I will aid you however I am able, so long as it is within my power. This is a powerful gift, so do not squander it.” 
A pop-up appeared a second later: 
<<<>>>
Quest Update: Cleanse the Drowned Temple
Congratulations! You have destroyed the Necrotic Pillars of Vox-Malum located within the Drowned Temple deep in the Tranquil Cove and returned the Scrimshaw Trident to Sapphira the Mer-Queen. As your reward, you have received the Favor of the Sea. Place it in water and open a conduit to the Mer-Queen herself. You can ask any one favor, and as long as it is within her power to grant, she will comply as a token of her thanks to you! Additionally, you and all accompanying party members have earned 10,000 EXP for completing this quest. 
<<<>>>
“One more thing,” she said as I wrapped my hand around the pendant and slid it into my pocket. “I know where another of the pillars is. The Grim Vault in the Burning Expanse.”
“Yeah, I kinda figured,” I said with a nod. 
“Ah, but few know of its actual location,” she said. “The Burning Expanse is a massive place. You could search for days—weeks even—and never find it. But I know where it was, because I was alive when Vox-Malum was buried alive. In fact, I helped. Which is why he was so determined to take my kingdom from me.” She faltered, eyes glassy as though seeing through the passing years. “Vox was always a petty, vengeful man, even before his fall. This time, I hope you kill him.” A notification flashed:
<<<>>>
Map Update
Congratulations! Your in-world map of the Realm of Order has been updated with a new location: The Grim Vault.
<<<>>>
“Now go,” she said, lifting her trident, “there is much yet for you to do, darling. Gods speed.” The weapon flashed, glowing, and a shimmering opalescent portal appeared before me, showcasing sandy shores and lapping, white-capped waves.



 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTEEN_
Raiding Party
 
 Osmark and I stepped through the portal and onto the sandy white shores of the beach we’d left behind more than four hours ago. The sun, a molten ball of gold, lingered just above the ocean horizon to the west, fingers of pink and gold and red dancing across the gently surging waves. I pulled up my interface. Just past seven. I glanced up at the glimmer of stars peeking out like cold stains in the plum-colored sky high above. I breathed deeply, noticing with a start that my gills were gone, my hands and feet normal again. 
Damn, but it felt good to be back on dry ground, sand squishing between my non-webbed toes, breathing actual air. 
“Something is wrong here,” Osmark said as he strode up next to me. “It’s too quiet.”
It hit me like a brick to the face—our party was gone. This was the same stretch of beach we’d departed from. I could see footprints in the sands and the stone-ringed fire pit Cutter and Amara had built before we’d left. Osmark squatted down, dropping one knee as he studied the sands. He pressed his lips into a thin line, forehead creasing, toggling through various lenses on his goggles. “No fresh blood. No new bodies. Doesn’t look like there was a fight,” he finally said with a shake of his head. “But they left in a hurry.” He pointed toward a line of hasty tracks leading away from the fire pit. 
I moved up the beach, scanning the tracks, and a flicker of light burst into the air. Ari, her wings fluttering like mad.
“Thank the goddess you two are finally back,” she squeaked. 
“Where is everyone?” I asked. 
“Left, almost an hour ago. Headed back to the Vale.” 
“Why?” Osmark asked, voice stern. 
“There was an attack,” the Pixy replied. “A raid. I don’t know the details, but your companion Abby sent them an urgent message. Said the village was burning.” I glanced at Ari’s face and noticed dried streaks on her cheeks. She’d been crying, and not long ago. “It’s bad,” she finished uncertainly. 
I pulled up my interface and toggled over to my messages. Dammit. I felt my stomach sink—a pair of unread messages, both delivered just under an hour ago while Osmark and I had been mopping the floor with the titan crab. The first was from Abby, the second from Cutter—I read them back to back, piecing together the story.
<<<>>>
Personal Message:
Jack,
We’re under attack back at the Vale. Air raiders. They came out of nowhere. Dropped down right on top of our heads. Holding the fort, but things look ugly. 
—Abby
<<<>>>
Personal Message:
Jack,
The Vale is under siege, friend. We’re packing up camp now, heading back as quick as we can. I know you’re probably busy as all hell, but move it along, quick like. 
—Cutter
<<<>>>
I closed out of the messages, glimpses of fire and bloodshed dancing through my skull. Only one thing didn’t make sense. “Where’s Jay?” I asked, shooting a look at Osmark. I could see Cutter and Amara running off to help Abby, but Jay would never abandon his post—not to defend a bunch of Gnomes and butterfly-winged Pixies. Like Osmark, the guy was simply too cold-blooded for that. 
“Shadowing your friends,” the Artificer replied. “He seemed to think the attack was probably some ruse. He’s an untrusting sort, and after Ravenkirk, his suspicious streak only grew.” 
“Come on, we need to move now,” I said with a nod, thrusting one hand out as I summoned Devil. Sooty smoke filled the air in a cloud as the murder-machine Drake slipped through the veil between the planes in all his awesome terrifying glory. He was twenty-five feet of black scales, gleaming spikes of purple bone, leathery wings, and glowering demonic eyes. Once upon a time, summoning Devil left me feeling nervous and uncertain. 
Now, he was just a sight for sore eyes. 
I ran a hand along his snout, earning an indulgent grin from the Drake, before pulling myself up into my custom leather riding saddle, positioned just between his wings. 
“Are you sure flying is the wisest course of action?” Osmark asked, silently edging away from the Drake. A smart move, considering how deadly and vicious Devil could be. “I thought subterfuge was the order of the day. What happened to keeping a low profile, hmm?”
“We’re past that,” I replied, gathering the reins in my hands. “After tangling with that Water Elemental, there’s no way Vox doesn’t know we’re here. Besides, that attack landed an hour ago—right around the same time we assaulted the pillar. No way is that timing coincidental. Vox-Malum knows we took out one of his toys. This was a counterassault. The time for keeping our heads down has passed.” I flicked the reins, planting my heels into Devil’s side. “Ari, you’re with me. Hop on,” I said with a jerk of my head. 
The little Pixy glided over to me, taking a seat on my shoulder without a word. The Drake lurched forward, smoke drifting from its nostrils as his wings shot out and we took to the sky. Who do we kill now? Devil sent, his voice hungry and eager as we rose over the hills, leaving Osmark on the ground to follow. 
Let’s go find out, I replied, gaze fixed on the darkening landscape flickering by below. Devil simply grunted, curling his legs in tighter as we rocketed forward. Behind us a guttural roar ripped through the night as a colossal creature of metal and rivets rose into the air—the Artificer on his Clockwork Dragon. I grinned silently, knowing Osmark would never catch us and feeling a sliver of smug satisfaction at the fact. The Artificer was good at so many things, but in this at least, he couldn’t hold a candle to me. 
Devil was the fastest mount in the skies, hands down. 
The trip out to the Cove had taken a little over forty minutes on foot, but in the air it took us less than ten. We cruised over rolling hills and past pine-studded forests as the sun sank, burying its face in the sea while the realm’s twin moons climbed, burning with silver light. I caught the smell of fire first—a whiff of burnt wood and grilled meat, which lingered on the breeze. Devil swooped down, bursting through a spattering of low-clinging clouds. 
Below, the Vale was burning.
Most of the palisade we’d spent so long working on was little more than charred toothpicks and ash. Many of the buildings had been razed to the ground—now just heaps of rubble—while others were smoldering ruins. Outside the palisade, smoking craters and burning trenches marred the otherwise beautiful meadow like ugly blemishes. That was the aftermath of Osmark’s proximity bombs and fire pits. I squinted as Devil dropped down, eyeing the piles of dead monsters being stacked up like cordwood all over the village.
They were strange looking critters, more human than monster, their skin a pasty green, their ears pointed, their glassy eyes yellow and a few sizes too large. They looked for all the world like scaled-down elves. Really ugly scaled-down elves, but elves. Most of them wore tight-fitting leather outfits covered in cogs and gears. A few had goggles and a spattering even carried crude repeaters. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were Artificers like Osmark. 
Devil circled once, twice, and touched down in the town square, which was the only place in the village large enough to accommodate his bulk. Abby raced over as I slipped from the saddle, the mayor trotting along in tow. A glance at her HP told me she was okay, although her face was streaked with dried blood and her dress was covered in soot. 
The mayor, on the other hand, looked a heartbeat away from keeling over.
His fur was singed. His clothes slashed. His sword bloody, his left arm mangled. 
“Sir Champion,” he said gravely with a nod, his strangely slit eyes brimming with anger and unshed tears. 
 Before he could say more, the thunderous bellow of jets broke overhead as Osmark’s Clockwork Dragon banked into view, descending from the sky. 
It was a powerful creature of forged metal, twirling cogs, and brass rivets. Its wings were built from a combination of steel and thick fabric, but one look told me there was no way that thing should be able to fly—not on wing power alone. But the exhaust ports lining its belly, spewing out white steam, seemed to help. Long limbs tipped with deadly claws and a mouth built for shredding meat made the dragon deadly close up. Its real weapons, though, were the pair of mechanical turrets adorning each shoulder: a Gatling gun perched on the left, a rocket launcher on the right. 
 Osmark rode in a custom saddle, strapped in by a leather five-point harness studded with brass buckles and more rivets. And instead of a set of reins to control his mount, he had an odd collection of gear shifts, pedals, gauges, crank wheels, and a bizarre joystick. The fantasy equivalent of a fighter jet. The creature’s eyes glowed with fiery power, but they were also devoid of life. The Clockwork minion was a machine, pure and simple, one entirely in Osmark’s control.
“What happened here?” I asked, turning away as Osmark shrugged free from his harness and dismounted, boots crushing blood-soaked grass underfoot. 
 “Goblin Thralls,” the mayor said, his voice tired, dark bags loitering under his eyes. “Based on their gear”—he hefted a set of steampunk goggles from his inventory—“my guess is they came from the Bastion of Innovation on the Anemoi Overwatch.” He glanced up, his movements lethargic, crushed under the weight of sorrow, and pointed to one of the massive tree-covered islands floating off in the distance. 
“And how exactly did they manage to get past all our defenses?” Osmark asked, his voice hard as stone and sharp as steel. “They didn’t breach the gates, and your siege weapons are still intact, so how?” 
“They didn’t come on foot,” Abby said. “Not all of them, anyway. A few squads stormed in from the tree line, and more came through the meadow, but the traps and proximity grenades took care of those. The main force, however, came by air—a whole swarm of them, piled into airships. While the guards were busy at the gates, they flew in and rappelled down. Flooded us before we could get any kind of proper responses in place.” She paused, stealing a look over my shoulder. I glanced back as Cutter, Amara, and Jay slipped past Osmark’s mount. 
“Boss,” Jay said, nodding to Osmark, “good to see you two made it back in one piece. How’d the mission go below?” 
Osmark waved the question away with one hand. “Later,” he barked, the reflection of the flames flickering in his goggle lenses. “Casualties?” he asked, his voice hardly a whisper. 
“Twenty dead,” the mayor replied. “Six Satyrs, four Gnomes, ten Pixies.” He hesitated, eyes flickering toward Ari, then darting away again. 
“Nirug,” Ari said from my shoulder, her voice soft, her gaze laser focused on the mayor. “Tarvo? Is he okay?” 
The Satyr’s lips pressed into a thin line as he shook his head. “I’m afraid not, little one. He fought bravely.” He faltered, eyes sad. “You would’ve been proud, dear one. But he fell. His body is with the others.” 
The little Pixy wheezed, choked back a little sob, then darted away from us, the muted sounds of her crying quickly lost to the crackle-pop of burning fires. 
“Tarvo was her brother,” the mayor explained. “Her twin. A sweet boy. And I’m afraid that isn’t the only piece of bad news. On top of the deaths, we lost the children. Twelve, all abducted by the raiders.” He paused staring up at the Artificer, eyes pleading. Do something, that look said. “No doubt bound for the Bastion of Innovation on the Anemoi Overwatch.”
“Why kidnap them?” Osmark said as the circle grew strangely still. Heavy. “Why not kill them on the spot like the others?” 
The mayor faltered, dropping his head, hand tightening around the handle of his rapier. “Impossible to say,” he finally replied, “but my guess? They intend to feast. Their king, the Elemental Architect, has a taste for the flesh of Gnomes.” 
“Can we catch them?” Osmark asked, wheeling in a circle.
“Aye,” the mayor said, rubbing at his chin. “Possibly. They have a twenty-minute head start on you, but the Anemoi Overwatch is a ways off and the Goblin Zephyrs are slow. Powerful but slaggin’ slow. With mounts such as these”—he swept a hand toward Devil and the Clockwork Dragon—“aye, you might catch them.” 
“Mount up. Now,” Osmark growled, long legs carrying him to his mount in three strides. “We don’t have a second to waste. There’s no doubt this was a counterassault—retaliation against the Vale for assisting us. Which means these things are in active communication with Vox-Malum. I’d wager my left hand there is another pillar located at this Bastion of Innovation. And if not, it’s likely their Elemental Architect will be able to provide us with another clue.” 
Osmark played it off as pragmaticism, but something in his eyes, in the lines of his face, told me this wasn’t just about the mission. This was about the kids. This was about the Gnomish girl with her pigtails. 
“It’s treacherous flying, though,” the mayor said, though a spark of hope gleamed in his eyes. “Brutal winds, a warren of shifting asteroids. And that’s to say nothing of the natural predators. Formidable creatures, fashioned from the mind of the Elemental Architect. Part metal, part flesh, likely twisted by necrotic power.” He paused, grimaced. “You’ll need a guide.” 
“I can lead them,” Ari offered, zipping up from wherever she’d been and alighting on the mayor’s shoulder like a hummingbird. “I’ve visited the Overwatch before. I can do it.”
“You sure you’re good?” I asked, eyeing the blood decorating her hands. 
She grimaced, murder burning away the unshed tears in her eyes. “This is on me. I led the Dark Wanderer here. I helped unleash this plague on our land. I’m going to fix it.” She pulled her tiny sword free, the blade glimmering as it caught the firelight. “And I’m going to make the Stuk vuile Goblins who killed my brother pay. I’ll make all of them pay.” She might have only been eight inches tall, but the heat in her words sent shivers racing along my spine.
I was just glad she was on our side.
“Hey, before we get in the air,” I said, pulling open my inventory, “I have a couple of trinkets that might help even the playing field.” I handed out the loot we’d taken off the crab, giving Cutter and Amara their gear, then grabbing Abby’s staff and whipping it toward her. She caught it with one hand, a malicious grin spreading across her face as she pulled up the stats. 
“Let’s go blow some shit up,” she said, a green fireball forming above the head of the staff.



 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETEEN_
Getaway
 
We cruised through the night, the Vale only a pinprick of firelight fading away far below. The sun had fully set, but between the winking stars and the twin moons—both full and round—it was easy enough to make our way. I rode point on Devil, Ari clinging low against my shoulder so she could whisper into my ear, Cutter at my back. It felt weird to have him riding with me instead of Abby, but I didn’t trust the thief not to shank Osmark in the kidneys. And pairing him with Jay would’ve been like packing fireworks and matches into a drum of napalm. 
So instead, Abby rode with the Artificer and Amara rode behind the monk. I just prayed the Huntress was professional enough not to “accidentally” push Jay from his seat mid-flight. 
Devil leveled out from his breakneck climb as we broke through a hazy bank of clouds blazing with silver moonlight. Below us, a purple river snaked its way through rolling hills interrupted by occasional rocky outcroppings and thickets of trees. Ahead lay the implausible drifting islands, pushed along by stiff winds and partially obscured by meandering cloud pockets. It was hard to tell from below, but from here, I realized there was actually a series of larger islands—each one the size of a city—around which the smaller islands orbited.
According to Ari, the Anemoi Overwatch, housing the Bastion of Innovation, was the largest of the air-bound islands. It loomed on the distant horizon like a brooding giant, overseeing its lesser children. You see anything, Devil? I sent through the link while straining to make out the shapes of blimps. If they were out there, I didn’t see them. 
Not yet, came a terse reply. But I can smell them. Their vessels reek of oil and smoke, dead leather, and sweaty bodies. Fresh. Which means they move slowly. We will catch them. And when we do, we will skin them alive and eat their bones. The statement was vicious and bloodthirsty, but Devil delivered it matter-of-factly, the way someone else might say they were going to go to the grocery store to pick up bread and milk. We flew in silence for a handful of minutes, the winds beating furiously against us, and the smaller drifting islands—some the size of SUVs, others as large as a house—drew closer.
Osmark stuck to my left while Jay flew on my right, each one lingering just behind me so we formed a classic “V.” I hadn’t seen the monk’s mount in action since Ravenkirk—and that had only been secondhand—but the creature looked formidable: a giant tiger, easily the size of a grizzly bear, its fur made of living flame, its golden eagle’s wings easily thirty feet across. What is that thing? I asked Devil, my curiosity getting the better of me.
Flame Sphinx, the Drake replied, stealing a sidelong glance at the beast, right wing lifting a hair, nudging us left. Dangerous. Intelligent. Honorable. Rare. They dwell in the Barren Sands. Most act as vault guardians, but a handful roam free and wild. I have never heard of a human claiming one as a mount. He paused, eyeing the creature again, cataloging its pumping wings and burning fur. One day, I’d like to pit my strength against it. To kill it. 
I snorted and rolled my eyes. Of course that’s the first thing Devil would want to do. Strip away the scales, spikes, and wings, and Devil was really just a giant cat with an overinflated sense of his own self-worth and a desire to hunt mice. 
“This is where things are going to get rough,” Ari yelled into my ear as we approached the outer edge of the first island. “We’ll have sporadic gusts of high wind from the westerly jet stream, plus the asteroids and the hunters. I have no doubt they’ll be watching from the trees.” She gestured toward the nearest island covered in thick greenery. Forests, filled with unseen monsters. Flying made it borderline impossible to talk, so I pulled up comms and reached out to Abby and Amara, relaying the info as Devil swooped beneath a slowly rotating stone the size of a minivan orbiting the first island.
A gentle wind beat at my face, thick with the scent of pine, though a sickly-sweet smell like rotten fruit loitered just beneath. 
Devil banked left, angling toward the island, sheltering us from the winds on the leeward side of the floating mountain. We skirted along the jagged cliff line, Devil sampling the air for signs of the zephyrs while Cutter and I scanned the forest, searching for any sign of potential trouble. Each island seemed like its own little ecosystem, trees straining skyward, thick foliage covering the ground like a carpet. A babbling brook meandered through the vegetation before spilling off the edge, raining water down, down, down toward the earth below. Droplets of misting water caught the silver moonlight, filling the air with night-dark rainbows.
Beautiful. Haunting. 
“I don’t like this, Jack,” Cutter muttered behind me, shifting uncomfortably in the saddle. “We’re being watched. Hunted. But they’re keeping out of sight, whatever the bloody hells they are.”
“Yeah,” Ari hollered in my ear, “he’s right. Probably the Architects’ experiments.”
I caught a blur of movement in the leafy canopy, almost as though we were being taunted, but whatever had moved was too quick to track. Here then gone, leaving only the faint rustle of leaves behind. We flew that way for another few minutes, the rustling growing in intensity the farther into the warren of islands we flew. Now, it seemed an unseen army of eyes watched our every movement. Stalking out path. Branches snapped, undergrowth shifted, tree boughs swayed. 
 I tried to nudge Devil out away from the lush islands—to give us a greater buffer—but then we risked heading into the asteroid fields, erratically orbiting around in never-ending loops. 
As eerie as the eyes were, the fast-moving rocks were far more dangerous. 
Eventually, we zagged around a crescent-shaped island covered in towering palms and improbable fruit trees and caught sight of the zephyrs for the first time. A pair of them. 
They were massive things, each the size of a naval destroyer, puttering along through the sky. The blimps were bulbous canvas objects, covered in wooden bows and fastened together with heavy rivets. The ships dangled below, suspended by great iron chains, each link the size of my closed fist. They looked like old-timey pirate clippers, the hulls fashioned from heavy planks of red oak, fortified with steel slabs, copper fittings, and brass piping. A great steam-powered engine was affixed to each ship’s stern, belching greasy smoke into the air.
A double fistful of formidable cannons jutted from each side, ready to unleash a barrage of firepower, while a Gatling gun adorned both the bow and stern. Green-skinned Goblins scampered across the deck, some scaling the ratlines like gangly spiders while others worked crankshafts and gearshifts or shoveled coal into an inferno of an engine located toward the aft of the ship. A few pointed at us, shouting manically, though I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Not with the wind stealing their words. 
I didn’t know a lot about naval vessels, but it was safe to assume the crew quarters would be belowdecks, along with the cargo hold. If the Gnomish children were still alive—and I could only pray they were—that’s where they’d be. 
“Hang on tight,” I hollered, digging my heels into Devil’s sides, urging him on. A rumble built in Devil’s chest, smoke wafting from his nostrils as he beat his leathery wings, rocketing recklessly forward. Devil could be single-minded, and with the scent of blood in his nose, he would stop at nothing. I pulled my warhammer free as I focused on the rear zephyr, two hundred feet and closing. It was obvious now the behemoth airships couldn’t outrun us; instead they were scrambling to engage. A handful of Goblins zipped over the ratlines, tugging at a set of ropes. A great wooden jibboom popped from the side, unfurling a canvas fin that billowed out as it caught a stiff breeze. 
The shifty bastards were bringing the starboard side of the vessel to bear on us so they could blast us from the air with their cannons. But even this movement was slow and ungainly. These things were built to withstand buffeting winds and the unpredictable asteroids circling the floating islands. To haul their raiding crew and carry off the spoils of war. They were obviously not build for high speed chases or fancy aerial maneuvering. Thunder rolled in a wave as the cannons unleashed their first volley—muzzles belching green flame and acrid smoke.
A wall of metal careened toward us, but Devil was already moving. 
“Bloody hells,” I heard Cutter bark behind me, arms flexing tight around my gut as Devil barrel-rolled right. Ari giggled madly, clinging to my shoulder for dear life as a burning ball of lead the size of a basketball screamed past us and the world inverted, once, twice, three times. Devil swooped low and leveled out, left wing angled down, right propped up as another cannon ball shrieked by just overhead. Cutter was tugging frantically at my shoulder, but I was in the zone. I whipped the reins, faster, faster, faster, gaze fixed on the blimp ahead. 
Devil climbed as we shot past the edge of one floating island, less than a hundred feet away now from the rear blimp and closing.
Cutter kept at his frantic tugging, hollering at me from behind. But without the island to shelter us from the jet stream, his words were lost in an instant, snatched away and replaced by the howling of the wind. I hunkered low, pressing my forearms against my thighs as Devil banked left and climbed again, narrowly avoiding an incoming boulder as large as a horse. We were nearly across the blusterous gulf between islands when something slammed into us like a battering ram. The world flipped and spun, a chaotic whirl of light and sound and movement as we plummeted from the air. 
Before I could get my bearings, inch-long teeth sunk into my left calf, and pain raced through my body like wildfire. I kicked my leg, desperately trying to shake the jaws free, but the teeth only dug in deeper, the pressure mounting on my leg until I heard a resounding crack. Blinding pain enveloped me, stars momentarily cavorting across my vision as a pop-up flashed: 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Fractured Leg: You cannot use your left leg! Movement Rate reduced by 65%; duration, 2 minutes. 
<<<>>>
Devil pulled us from the dive, wings straining against the gale, and I caught sight of the thing gnawing on my leg for the first time. The creature was the size of a Rottweiler, its body covered in a combination of brilliant emerald scales and slabs of bronze riveted into the creature’s flesh. It had a long crescent head with the huge tearing beak of a toucan, which was positively studded with flesh-ripping teeth. An honest to goodness pterodactyl. Though it had been heavily augmented with mechanical parts like some sort of lab experiment. 
[Winged Bio-Thrall]
Great. 
I thrust my hand down and conjured an Umbra Bolt, firing into the creature’s beady, reptilian black eyes. The blast landed with a wallop, eating through a chunk of the Bio-Thrall’s HP and jarring its jaws free from my skin. The teeth hurt almost as much coming out as they had going in. Blood leaked from the myriad of puncture wounds, staining my armor crimson, but I ignored that as the creature dropped away and Devil swerved right, bringing us just out of the Thrall’s range. 
A brilliant prismatic beam of rainbow light exploded from Ari’s petite hand, spraying the Thrall in the face. The attack didn’t hurt the creature, but it sure dazed it, buying us a little extra time. Exploiting the opening, I conjured another Umbra Bolt in my palm, but Cutter beat me to the punch: a wave of smoky, conjured blades sliced the air, peppering the creature’s face, chest, and wings. 
Critical Hit. 
Its HP lurched again, though not enough to kill it for good. Still, the real damage had been done. One of Cutter’s blades protruded from a buzzing mechanical servo mounted near one of the creature’s wings. The compact box vomited sparks and smoke as the engine gave out and the creature’s wing ceased. With one wing down, the creature lurched, fighting to maintain altitude while flapping uselessly with its remaining wing. No luck. It twirled in circles, spiraling toward the earth far below. 
Cutter tapped on my shoulder, then pointed up. 
Holy crap. Sure, we’d taken out one Bio-Thrall but there was a horde of the creatures cluttering the air above, assaulting the rest of our team. Thankfully, the others seemed to be doing much better than Cutter and me. The Clockwork Dragon dealt death out in bucket loads, Gatling guns screaming, rocket launchers spewing missiles, steampunk drones zipping and zagging. The whole while, Abby hurled a barrage of fireballs, blasting the Bio-Thralls.
Pterodactyls burned and fell all around us like a meteor shower.
Jay and Amara were holding their own, too.
The Huntress fired a volley of acid-tipped arrows from her new Lightning-Strike Warbow. The acid was a special solution Vlad had cooked up for us to use against Osmark and his mechanical terrors. The barbed arrow tips were hell on wheels against flesh and scales, while the acid corroded through metal in seconds. Jay had fewer options, since he was primarily a melee fighter, but his mount more than made up for it. The Flame Sphinx moved like a shadow, rolling wildly as it lashed out with blazing claws—shearing through limbs like a hot knife through butter—and spewed golden fire from its mouth. 
But more of the Bio-Thralls were coming, and worse, the pair of zephyrs were getting away. 
Let’s go kill some stuff, I sent, before shouting over one shoulder to Cutter, “Hang on tight.” 
Devil replied with a deafening grumble of hate as he threw us into a near vertical climb. I bunched up on the reins, holding them in a veritable death grip with my left hand, and clenched my knees in tight against his ribs. The motion caused a fresh surge of agony to sprint through my shattered left leg. I pushed the pain away, knowing that if I blacked out here, it would spell my death. Devil opened his jaws and spewed a column of purple flame, charbroiling a Bio-Thrall as it darted toward us. 
The creature screeched, fighting to maintain altitude as it burned like a bonfire of skin and metal. We tilted left and streaked past the dying creature, bursting into a seething mass of the deformed birds of prey bolting from the tree cover on the nearest island. There were so many—twenty or thirty, at least—but without surprise on their side, they were easy pickings. Especially since Devil was pissed with a capital P, and looking to murder … well, pretty much everything.
We shredded the flock like an industrial woodchipper mowing through a tree branch. 
Blood and gore rained down while wings flew and bodies burned. Cutter worked methodically behind me, hurling knives and small acid bombs while Ari distracted and blinded with her bolts of rainbow light. I, in turn, knocked the creatures from the air with my hammer or blasted them down with Umbra Bolts. And Devil simply slaughtered anything that even thought about getting inside a five-foot radius. In minutes the Bio-Thralls were gone. Most dead, though a few had sense enough to retreat back into the leafy canopy, disappearing into the deep shadows, where we lost track of ’em. 
Aside from a few minor nicks and scratches, everyone was fine. Better than fine since those things dealt out some decent experience. But then, those things weren’t meant to hurt us. No, they were meant to slow us down, and that? That they accomplished in spades. They’d broken from their hidey-holes at the worst possible moment when we’d been close enough to taste victory. Now, though, the zephyrs were long gone, lost to the winds and floating islands.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY_
Anemoi Overwatch
 
By the time we caught up with the Goblin raiding ships again, they were pulling into the air space around the biggest floating island I’d seen so far. All of the trees and natural vegetation had been carved away to make room for an expansive scrapyard. Rusting cogs, sheets of old metal, mounds of discarded gears, brass piping, and animatronic limbs all littered the space. Towering dunes of discarded inventions. And jutting up from the center of the scrapheap was … Well, temple was not the right word.
More like a factory. 
But not a modern one. No. This was something out of Gilded Age London.
It was a sprawling facility built from quarried stone, reinforced with steel support struts, gridiron beams, and brass rivets as big as baseballs. Monstrous turbines dotted the southern side of the complex, boxy servos clanking away, while thick-barreled smokestacks protruded up, spewing choking streams of dirty steam into the atmosphere. Copper pipes ran from everywhere to everywhere else in a chaotic frenzy that didn’t seem to have any discernable rhyme or reason. Rectangular windows decorated the upper portions of the factory, the dirty glass glowing with hellish inferno light.
The thing that really caught my eye, however, was the largest of the smokestacks, which rose from the center of the factory. Instead of sending up plumes of cloying smoke and steam, it sent up a column of cancerous green light. A beacon of corruption, announcing the presence of the second Necrotic Pillar as surely as a road sign. We’d just hit pay dirt, though there was also a complication since the pillar itself was nowhere to be seen. Probably buried inside the factory, protected by some behemoth temple guard just like the first pillar. 
“That’s not something you see every day,” Cutter said, awe evident in his voice. “What in the nine hells is this place, eh?”
“The Bastion of Innovation,” Ari replied from her perch on my shoulder, sounding nearly as impressed as Cutter. “This is the last true refuge of the Brand-Forged, and home to the Xagok Goblin Clan. The Xagok are Tinkers, mostly. Benign, simple creatures. But the Elemental Architect who runs this place is said to be quite mad. He’s the last of his kind. A race older than man, older than Elves or Satyrs or Pixies. He cares only to craft his wonders. That’s part of the reason the Gnome children were so taken with your friend, Osmark—”
“Not our friend,” Cutter mumbled under his breath, “work acquaintances at best.”
She carried on without missing a beat. “We’ve often seen the Goblins in their zephyrs or zipping around with their flame-packs, but never have we seen one of the Brand-Forged up close. And speaking of zephyrs”—she drew her sword and pointed toward a bulky loading dock extending from the eastern side of the factory—“they’re landing. Offloading probably.” One of the raiding ships hung in the air, the crew alert and ready, while the other touched down at the dock, its rear cargo hatch lurching open. 
“What’s the play?” Abby asked as she and Osmark cruised up beside us, the Clockwork Dragon’s exhaust ports working in overdrive to keep the monster in the air. Jay swung up on the left, the Flame Sphinx bobbing up and down like a swimmer treading water. 
“That place looks a heck of a lot tougher than most dungeons I’ve ever seen,” Abby said, finger restlessly running over her slick new staff. 
“It is,” Osmark offered. “Brand-Forged through and through.” He reached up and tapped at the edge of his goggles with one finger, then flipped a blue lens in place over his right eye. “These dungeons are incredibly rare and very dangerous. I’ve only seen two during my time in Eldgard. In the first I earned my marks as an Artificer, in the second I died a very gruesome death.” He faltered for a beat, eyes flashing with dark memories. 
“They’ll have hordes of Scavlings, an army of Steamwraiths, probably a few Iron Goliaths. Other things. Worse things. Maybe even a Sigil Guardian.” He shuddered at whatever he was remembering. “And that’s not even accounting for the Goblins down there or the traps, which will surely be legion.” He grimaced, running his fingers over his repeater. “And if this Elemental Architect really is the last Brand-Forged, we could be in for a world of hurt.”
“So, what do we do?” Abby yelled.
But Osmark didn’t answer. He was fixated entirely on the zephyr butted up against the dock. 
A pudgy Goblin with a potbelly had emerged from the hold, a curled whip clutched in one hand, while the other held a rusty chain. The Goblin barked something I couldn’t hear and gave the chain a quick jerk; a Gnomish boy, two feet tall and wearing faded overalls, stumbled into view, a steel collar fastened snugly around his neck. The boy trembled like a leaf in the wind, but the Goblin unfurled his whip and the kid started shuffling forward. More Gnomish kids followed, a line of them, each one similarly collared and connected to the next kid in line. Pigtails was at the tail end of the chain gang, her little arms pressed in tight around her chest. 
 Rage bubbled inside me at the sight, and for once I could see Osmark and I were on the same page. The Artificer’s jaw was clenched tight, his fists curled into tight balls, a vein pulsing in his forehead. Furious. His gaze flickered between the children, disappearing into the darkness of a receiving bay, and the column of green light piercing the sky like a dirty needle. 
 “Well, I don’t know what the bloody plan is,” Cutter said, “but we need to make up our minds quick like. Looks like our green friends have finally noticed our presence.” 
As the last Gnomish child vanished, the zephyr’s cargo hatch groaned shut and the blimp took to the air. Both of the behemoth war machines climbed, turning toward us for the first time. Damn. They were no longer running. They were preparing to engage. And they weren’t alone. Goblins poured from the dark receiving bay—these wearing sleek leathers, outfitted with pirate cutlasses and cog-studded flintlock pistols. I watched in begrudging fascination as they barreled forward and leapt from the edge of the island …
Plunging down until the bulky chromed-out packs they wore on their backs burst to life in a show of steam and flame. 
They had jetpacks. Steam-powered contraptions covered in gauges and buttons.
A tag appeared: [Goblin Rocketeer Thralls] 
More and more came, filling the air like buzzing mosquitos on a muggy summer night after a hard rain, swirling around the blimps. Holy crap, this was bad. Worse, huge airlock doors hissed opened at the base of the factory, low-clinging silver mist pouring out as bulky metal automatons marched into the open. [Steamwraiths], just like Osmark had said. These looked land-bound, which was a small miracle, but getting past them to gain entry to the factory was going to be a nightmare. 
 Osmark swiveled sharply in his seat, facing me. “Do you trust me, Jack?” he asked, voice oddly sincere, face earnest. 
Very unlike the normal, unflappable Osmark I was used to dealing with. 
 “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “Not even a little.”
 “Well, I need you to,” he replied, radiating an air of desperation. “I can get in there and get those kids. I know it in my gut. I might even be able to destroy that pillar, but I’ll need to go alone. In there”—he nodded at the sprawling complex—“the rest of you will be a liability. Alone though, I might have a shot. But you’ll need to carve me a path. Distract the air support and keep that loading dock clear for me so I’ll have a path of retreat. Understand?”
 I paused, lips pressed into a tight line as I searched his eyes. Definitely sincere. “Yeah, okay,” I finally replied, mind whirling. “I’ll trust you. But if we’re going to do this, we need to do it fast. Abby, when Osmark touches down at the loading dock, you’re gonna need to stay on deck. Keep that door open and kill anything that gets in the way.”
 “On it, Jack,” Abby replied, shooting me a fierce grin. “And be safe, you knucklehead,” she called out as Osmark threw a crank switch. The Clockwork Dragon darted forward and broke right toward the dock. A squad of jet-pack Goblins veered off course to intercept, but the dragon’s weapon systems were already engaging. Beefy bullets whizzed through the air, carving through Goblin flesh, leather, and metal with equal ease. 
 We had less than thirty seconds before those Goblins were on us. 
Focus. I needed to focus. “Okay, Jay, we’ll need you to fly interference. Take out these Goblins, then shift focus to the Steamwraiths down there. Keep eye on Abby, though, and make sure that dock stays clear.”
“Good enough,” the monk replied, a faint note of approval underlying the words. “Maybe you’re not as useless as you look, Shadowmancer. But what do you want me to do with this one?” He hooked a thumb toward Amara, riding in the saddle behind him. 
“That incoming zephyr.” I pointed at one of the monstrous blimps, the words Hellreaver picked out in bloody letters across the ship’s stern. “Amara, I need you to get on board that thing, pirate-style. Kill the crew but hold the craft. We’re gonna need some way to transport those kids once Osmark breaks ’em free—”
A deafening BOOM ripped through the air as the first blimp swung hard to the side, unleashing a blaze of magical cannon fire. 
“I will capture the vessel, Grim Jack,” Amara called out, her voice quickly fading away as Jay drove his mount into a sharp dive, followed by a lightning fast corkscrew, narrowly avoiding one of the golden cannon balls. Devil veered sharp right as the first wave of Goblins blasted into range, leveling their repeaters and unloading a hail of gunfire at us. I threw one hand forward, conjuring Dark Shield just in time to stop the flurry of bullets in their tracks. And instead of fleeing, Devil swerved into the attackers. 
I dismissed the shield, and Devil acted on instinct, black talons cutting down the nearest Goblins, a gout of purple Umbra Flame burning a wide swath in front of us. And then we were diving, the world rushing toward us, Cutter screaming like a girl, as Devil rolled then shot back up, carrying us under the bulk of the Goblin attackers. The Rocketeers outpaced the raiding blimps by miles, but they were still arthritically slow compared to Devil. Osmark’s Clockwork minion had taken the loading dock, and though there was no sign of the Artificer—must’ve already headed into the factory—Abby was laying down some serious suppressive firepower while the dragon’s turrets fired. 
A never-ending stream of bullets sprayed through the air, brass shell casings raining to the ground. 
“Alright, friend,” Cutter said, clapping me on the shoulder as Devil wheeled right. “What death-defying exploits do you have for me, eh?” 
“Amara is going to need help. I don’t want to lose her, and I sure as hell don’t want to lose you. So, get up there and watch her back. Lock that zephyr down and see if you can’t figure out how to pilot the damned thing.” 
“And how exactly do you want me to get up there, eh? Flap my bloody-damn wings?”
I grinned and thrust one hand out, unleashing the artic power of shadow, summoning my trio of Void Watchers. Nikko and her simian brothers, Kong and Mighty Joe, emerged from the dark reaches of the Shadowverse with a poof of swirling black smoke. They gnashed their teeth and flexed inky, oversized raven wings. 
Manling, Nikko sent through our mental link, her purple eyes surveying the landscape in a heartbeat. We live to watch. To serve. What would you have of us? 
I need you three to run interference. Take out the Goblins, but leave the blimps to us. Before that, though, I have one little thing for you three to do. I grinned and told her, suppressing a chuckle when the three night-black apes descended on Cutter. The thief let out a squawk of protest as the apes hooked hands under his armpits and lifted him from the saddle, his feet dangling three hundred feet above the ground. 
“What kind of bullshite is this?” he called out, eyes wide. 
“They’re your ride,” I replied, offering him a wink. “Now, go get that blimp,” I yelled, putting my heels into Devil’s ribs. The Drake shot forward, the wind slapping against me as Cutter’s screams of indignant protest faded to background noise. 
“Hang on tight, Ari,” I said to the Pixy still clinging to my shoulder. I pulled back on Devil’s reins and suddenly we were climbing, zipping straight up like a rocket bound for the moon. We rolled left, avoiding a fresh wave of gunfire from a small armada of Goblins, then barreled through a blockade of Rocketeer Goblins trying to hem us in. Devil dropped his head low, using his thick skull, studded with wicked spikes, like a wrecking ball. 
Bodies scattered like bowling pins. 
And the few that managed to dive to the side weren’t quick enough to avoid my flying Umbra Bolts or the brutal force of my warhammer. We broke into the open, and the aerial battle stretched out below us. Jay swooped around, swatting Goblins from the air with his fists, his Flame Sphinx spewing sheets of flame and carving through enemies with pitiful ease. Thankfully, both Cutter and Amara were aboard the Hellreaver, dancing and twirling through ranks of heavily armed Goblins, though these seemed to put up one helluva fight. 
My chimps had already moved on, circling above the loading dock, providing aerial backup for Abby as she dealt with an influx of heavy-hitting automatons.
“So, what do we do?” Ari called as Devil banked right and circled around, positioning us above the Rancid Plunderer. 
“We capture a ship of our own.” I nudged Devil in the sides with my knees. You know the drill. 
And what should I do?
Kill indiscriminately, I replied, then paused. And by indiscriminately, I mean the enemy. Play nice with that Flame Sphinx.
You’re no fun, he replied with a snort. 
I cast Night Armor, embracing the cold swirl, then downed a Spirit Regen potion. “Get ready for the ride of your life,” I called to Ari, tossing the empty bottle away. 
Let’s do the damned thing, I sent to Devil.

We flipped, Devil’s right wing darting out, catching a sharp gust and throwing us into another blazing-fast corkscrew. With a gulp, I unhooked my feet from the leather stirrups and let go of the reins. My stomach fluttered as I slipped from the saddle and dropped like an insane skydiver who’d forgotten to strap on a parachute. Wind screamed past me, Goblin bullets streaked by in flashes of fire and smoke, and the deck of the Rancid Plunderer rushed up to meet me like an old friend.
The whole time, Ari whooped in my ear—not in fear, but sheer exhilaration. 
God, but she was one crazy Pixy.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-ONE_
Hit the Deck
 
I took a few deep, calming breaths and triggered Shadow Stride, extending the icy power to include the Pixy riding my shoulder like a cowgirl on a bucking bull. The world lurched to a halt as the Shadowverse exploded around me in all of its monochromatic, blurred-edged glory. The blimp below was littered with a host of Goblins, all consumed with the process of loading cannons or adjusting the rigging. There were easily twenty of them—probably more below in the hold—and these suckers looked much tougher than the Rocketeer minions zipping through the air.
They wore heavy armor, augmented with mechanical struts and steam-powered motors. Their weapons were a notch above as well: their sleek pistols were covered in glimmering geometric sigils and sported extended mags for greater firepower. A few carried bandoliers lined with deadly glass grenades, similar to the tech Vlad used. All carried reinforced cutlasses, the blade edges glowing with electric light like a caged lightning bolt. These were the Goblin heavy hitters, I had no doubt. 
“Keep holding on,” I yelled. “This might hurt.” 
I wasn’t certain whether the zephyr would act as a structure—able to support me—or a creature, which I would phase through like a specter while Shadow Striding. I couldn’t risk it, so I slipped from the Shadowverse two feet above the deck, popping back into existence seconds before my feet hit wooden planks with a thud that rattled my teeth and sapped a sliver of my HP. I angled my fall, though, diving into a quick roll that brought me back to my feet an instant later. Cries of warning rippled through the air as the Goblins noticed my presence, but I was already moving, exploiting my brief moment of surprise.
I pivoted at the hips, whipping my warhammer around in a deadly arc, caving in the head of a Goblin Thrall with a wispy white beard trailing halfway down his bulbous belly. Critical Hit. His skull cracked like a watermelon, gore spurting out in a mist; the Goblin’s legs crumpled and down he went, dead before he hit the ground. I stepped over the corpse without a thought, already focused on the quartet of Goblins barreling toward me, their lips pulled back to reveal ugly green gums and rotten black nubs for teeth. Gross.
A tag appeared. [Elite Marauder Thrall].
The squad broke apart, spreading out, encircling me so I’d have to fight them all at once and from every side, no less.
Ari saw what they were doing and launched herself from my shoulder with a howl, momentarily taking everyone by surprise as she blasted a one-eyed Goblin right in the face with a prismatic spray of rainbow light. The attack didn’t seem to do any damage, but it was flashy and distracting as hell. The Pixy just barreled right on in, her tiny sword drawing a line across one cheek, then she twirled left and removed a green, pointed ear with one swipe.
Tiny but deadly. 
I tore my gaze away and attacked with my hammer. A quick thrust to the throat, but the lean Goblin parried the strike with his glowing blade, then feinted left and lunged in, driving the tip of his weapon low toward my ankles. I backpedaled, deflecting the blow, and countered with a lance of molten Umbra Flame. But the bugger bolted right, avoiding my attack even as another Goblin shot in from my left with an overhand strike aimed at cleaving me right down the center. I intercepted the incoming blade on my battle vambrace—
Something white-hot bit into the back of my thigh, sending a jolt of raw electricity surging along my nerves as my leg quivered beneath me, threatening to dump me on my ass. Of course their weapons were electrically charged. Why wouldn’t they be? With a flick of my arm, I dislodged the blade from my vambrace then planted a boot squarely in the Goblin’s chest, knocking him back a few feet. But a fresh assault landed before I could catch my breath—this one coming from my right. 
I twirled my warhammer with a flourish, trying to bat the jab away, but I was just a hair too slow. The curved edge of the scimitar slipped low, slashing across my ribs. Thankfully my fancy new armor turned the blade away without an ounce of blood falling.
I struck again, another spear of concentrated Umbra Flame, and caught the Marauder’s left pant leg. The Goblin’s armor was covered in grease and he went up in a blink, a hand of flame wrapping blazing fingers around his limb. The creature fell back shrieking in pain, rolling and thrashing on the ground, but even more of the Marauders were trickling up to the deck from a set of narrow stairs that no doubt connected with the cargo hold. They were closing in on me, tightening like a noose around my neck. 
I spun and bolted toward the rigging, plowing through a beef slab Goblin too slow to get out of my way. Once I reached the portside retaining wall, I wheeled around again, conjuring Umbra Bog right in the center of the ship, miring my pursuers in place with thick strands of writhing black tar. The Goblins squawked and fought, straining uselessly to break free. While they were busy, I jumped into the rigging and clambered hand over foot until I was twenty feet above the deck, precariously perched on a thin wooden platform located a handful of feet beneath the canvas blimp.
The crow’s nest. 
Eventually, they’d figure out what I’d done—where I’d gone—but they were too preoccupied at the moment, and that was gonna cost them.
“Ari, get clear,” I screamed down into the horde as I activated my deadliest AOE spell, Plague Burst. Sure, Night Cyclone had the greatest total damage—350% of Spell Power on contact, plus a chance to deal concentrated Lightning Damage at 100% Spell Power—but nothing could beat Plague Burst in terms of DPS. 50% chance to instantly kill lesser-summoned creatures on contact. 275% Spell Damage on contact. Plus, Disease Damage for 5% of Spell Power per second for a whole minute.
Absolutely deadly. 
Too deadly sometimes, since the spell didn’t discriminate between friends and foes. 
But in a situation like this, it was perfect. 
My left hand whipped through the air with a life of its own, executing a complex series of motions, foreign to me yet entirely natural, as though I’d been doing them my whole life. 
Flick, twirl, snap, fingers splayed out, hand curling into a fist as cold power trickled into my palm. It was mesmerizing to watch, but damn did the 8 second cast time on this one seemed to take forever and a day. Beads of nervous sweat broke out along my brow and trickled down my face. The mobs were pinned down under the effects of Umbra Bog, but if they spotted me, they could still riddle me with bullets at range.
Nothing I could do about that, though. Just bide my time and pray they didn’t see. 
There was a yowl below as one of the Elite Goblins spotted me hiding up in the crow’s nest, his pudgy finger pointing at me as he gibbered in some incomprehensible language. “On coa. U azu mo bolotar ast. Tok dar rangho.” The whole mass of them seemed to turn as one, beady eyes landing on me as they raised their repeaters. Too late. A tsunami of raw power ripped its way free from my body, my Spirit gauge tumbling as the spell finished. 
A rancid yellow fog—thick, billowing, and toxic—bled from the air, swirling around the Thralls. It ripped mercilessly through exposed flesh, boring into open mouths and nostrils while black blood trickled from their eyes, cutting tracks down soot-stained cheeks. Most dropped to the deck, their weapons forgotten as they grasped at their throats, straining for air that simply wasn’t there, gasping like fish marooned on dry land. Most wasn’t all, however. One keen-eyed Thrall wearing thick googles and what looked like a turn-of-the-century gasmask seemed completely unaffected.
That one steadied his repeater and pulled the trigger a trio of times, pop-pop-pop; the muzzle kicked up as lead flew and fire flashed. Bullets punched into my ribs with unwavering force, and pain exploded in my gut. I had Shadow Armor firmly in place, which thankfully dulled the pain to a manageable level, but it still felt like someone had impaled my side with a railroad tie. Worse, it felt like I was breathing through a wet towel, which meant lung damage. My HP faded by a quarter, and a debuff popped up a second later in confirmation: 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Punctured Lung: You have suffered a punctured lung; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 15%; duration, 5 minutes.
Internal Bleeding: You have sustained internal bleeding: 3 HP/sec; duration, 1 minute.
<<<>>> 
I dismissed the combat notice with a wave of my hand, still teetering uncertainly on my feet. The Thrall was reloading his repeater—far less advanced than Osmark’s gear, obviously—but I intended to pay him back in kind. As the noxious yellow gas dissipated below, the area now safe to enter, I leapt from the rigging, dropping like a headsman’s axe toward the Goblin, warhammer raised high. Ready to kill. The Goblin’s eyes flared wide, panic setting in as he tried to get away. Except he couldn’t, not until Umbra Bog faded in another fifteen seconds.
The Thrall scrambled to bring his cutlass up in time, but that too was a futile effort.
I landed like a bunker buster—the sheer impact shaving off a slice of my HP—the deck creaking beneath my weight as the hammer screamed into the Thrall’s face. I batted aside his weapon with ease and crushed his skull like an overripe melon while simultaneously triggering Savage Blow and Black Caress on contact. I shuddered as a rush of red-hot life trickled from the creature’s corpse and into me. I didn’t have time to savor the moment, though. There were still eight of these things. 
I moved like wind and shadow, dancing through the pack of Thralls, warhammer twirling in my right hand, Umbra Bolts and javelins of violet flame flying from the left. Goblins toppled: another skull crushed here, a kneecap obliterated there, a stocky Goblin going up like a yule log. By the time Umbra Bog finally disappeared back into the Shadowverse, I was down to only three of the creatures, all of them badly wounded from the debilitating effect of the Plague Burst. Though, admittedly, I wasn’t doing so hot either. My Spirit gauge was damn near empty—an angry blue light strobing in the corner of my vision—and my HP was down to 60%. 
I glanced around, absently searching for Ari while I circled right, maneuvering to keep my three adversaries at my front. Nothing. Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen her since she retreated from my Plague Burst attack. 
Still, I liked these odds. They had pistols, true, but nothing like the kind of firepower Osmark carried. Chances were they’d rely on their cutlasses, and that was a fight I could win—even with internal bleeding and a punctured lung. I fished a Spirit Regen potion from my belt as the three Thralls spread out and advanced on me in a rough semicircle. I downed the potion, feeling a fresh surge of power flood my limbs. Instead of tossing the bottle aside, I sidestepped and fastballed the empty glass jar directly into the teeth of the center Goblin.
The Goblin certainly hadn’t been expecting that. 
He flinched, stumbling away, while I bolted right, driving toward one of the Goblins trying his damnedest to flank me. I dropped my shoulders low like a defensive linebacker going in for the block and slammed my fancy new spiked pauldron right into the creature’s nose. Bone crunched and teeth shattered; warm fetid blood sprayed the side of my face. I ignored the droplets decorating my cheek and dropped back a step, fishing my new scythe-bladed dagger from my belt with my left hand. 
I made the pull in a single, fluid movement and dragged the razor’s edge across the creature’s throat. I’d never executed the move before, but I’d seen Cutter do it a thousand times over. It felt natural, easy. The Goblin flopped back, body convulsing as he groped at his ruined throat, trying to hold in the lifeblood spurting out with each beat of his heart. I’d killed plenty and often, but humans were still hard. And these things were just human enough to send sharp pangs of guilt through my mind.
As it looked at me with its wide, beady eyes I could’ve sworn I saw fear. Dread of death. No, no, no, those eyes said. This wasn’t supposed to happen … What comes next? 
I had no answers for the creature. Instead, I turned away as the light in its eyes faded to black, stowing the dagger as easily as I’d unsheathed it. 
The Goblin I’d assaulted with my potion bottle had recovered, and now the remaining two closed in like a pair of junkyard dogs. I offered them a feral smile that promised pain if they didn’t turn and run. My Spirit was nearly full, and they were down to two. Bad odds for them. I hefted my warhammer, leaning the gore-spattered head against my shoulder as I raised my left hand and conjured an Umbra Bolt. “You guys sure you want to do this? So far, going toe-to-toe with me hasn’t worked so well for your team.” 
They replied with bloodthirsty howls and charged, swords flashing, one high, one low, coming in from different directions. A smart, solid play. Hard to counter—at least for other players. But I’d been grinding mobs for months, so a little two on one wasn’t going to cripple me. I juked, pivoted, and caught the high attack with the spike of my hammer while simultaneously blasting the creature coming in low with an Umbra Bolt. The orb of shadow energy slapped against the Goblin’s hand, sending his sword flying away. 
 And now to finish this fight. I feinted left then lunged straight in, the wicked spike on top outthrust.
Before the strike landed, though, a wave of brutal agony smashed into me like a Mack truck.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-TWO_
Shared Trauma
 
My legs refused to hold me, and I crumpled to the ground, my warhammer clattering on the deck as every nerve in my body shrieked bloody hell. A wave of unseen heat bathed my skin, and it felt like someone had injected a swarm of fire ants into my muscles. My heart jackhammered, lungs working in overdrive, sweat trickling down my face, white spots blooming in my vision. Around me, the world shook and rattled in violent protest; a geyser of red-and-black light exploded in a circle around me, trapping me in a dome of writhing energy. 
A combat notice popped up: 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Concussed: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and disorientation; duration, 1 minute. 
Jailed: Your party has been trapped and is unable to move; duration, 20 seconds.
Acid Burn: You have been acid burned! 7 pts Acid Damage; duration, 25 seconds.
Partial Blindness: Vision reduced by 47%; duration, 1 minute.
Burn: You have been burned! 5 pts Burn Damage; duration, 1 minute. 
Flame Trauma: You have sustained a severe burn! All physical attacks do 25% less damage; duration, 1 minute.
<<<>>>
I rolled on the ground, moaning as I scanned the list of debuffs. The Shared Trauma
curse, that was the only explanation … I had no idea what in the hell Osmark was up to, but clearly he was in way over his head. But I had my own share of trouble to worry about. I dismissed the notice as the two remaining Goblin Thralls slipped into the dome of energy boxing me in—entirely unaffected—and descended on me. Steel-toed boots laid into my ribs and arms as their cutlasses rained down, slicing into my arms and shoulders and legs. 
I hurt too much to get up, but I mustered the strength to flip onto my side and curl up in the fetal position, knees pulled tight against my chest, arms wrapped around my head. More blows fell, the Goblins gibbering in mad satisfaction as they carved me up. My HP dropped to fifty percent and was plunging lower by the second thanks to all the awful debuffs rampaging through me like a kaiju in Hong Kong. The tip of a blade slipped into my back, just below the shoulder blade, and I couldn’t help but scream as blackness crept in on the edges of my vision. 
A grim realization hit me: I was going to die here. 
A flash of light erupted on my right as a swarm of howling Pixies charged across the deck, their wings a blur, the silver moonlight glimmering on their mini-blades. At the head of the mob was Ari, looking fiercer than a hunting lioness, despite being smaller than a Barbie doll. The Goblins ceased their malicious onslaught, sharing uncertain looks with each other. But before they could decide what the appropriate response was to a full-scale Pixy invasion, the swarm enveloped them in a cloud of light and noise and chaos. 
I had no idea where all the Pixies had come from, but never look a gift Pixy in the mouth, I always say. 
Still, when I got a chance I was going to thank each and every one of them. The column of light around me guttered and died away as the Jailed debuff expired, freeing me to move again. Everything in me ached and burned, so standing was out of the question, but I managed to flip onto my belly and low crawl away, using my elbows and knees to inch along the deck. Away from the heat of the battle. I’d made it maybe three feet when a fresh wave of hell broadsided me, my bones grinding and aching as though someone had decided to run each one through a woodchipper.
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Bloodletting: You have sustained severe slashing damage; Health Regeneration reduced by 15%; duration, 5 minutes.
Blunt Trauma: You have sustained severe Blunt Trauma damage! Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; duration, 2 minutes.
Fractured Shoulder: You cannot use your right arm and cannot cast mage spells requiring hand gestures; duration, 2 minutes.
<<<>>>
Holy crap, what was happening inside that factory? Osmark was getting shredded. 
Yes, he had a truly epic amount of HP and some formidable resistances, but anything that could lay this kind of hurting on Osmark would be able to finish the job, I had no doubt. Which meant he was going to die … and if he died, I would too thanks to our Entwined Fate
curse. Unless I could lend him a helping hand—though I would have to do so from out here. But maybe there was a way. My new Purify spell had a fifteen-meter radius from the caster; Osmark was well outside the range of effect, but maybe it was possible to twist the Shared Trauma debuff in my favor. 
If I cured myself, it was possible I’d cure him as well. 
I triggered the spell. Terrible heat swelled inside my chest—adding to my agony—and after a five second count, it burst out in a dome of opalescent light that enveloped the ship. Cruel, cleansing light stripped away the protection of my spell-cast Night Armor, then immediately went to work on the laundry list of negative debuffs, picking them off one at a time. Bloodletting, Acid Burn, Flame Trauma, Fractured Shoulder, Punctured Lung, and Internal Bleeding all vanished, leaving behind Concussed, Partial Blindness, Burn, and Blunt Trauma.

Sadly, the spell wasn’t one hundred percent effective, but hopefully that would give Osmark a fighting chance. 
Hell, I felt like a million bucks in comparison, though my life was still dropping—down below 40% now. Since I had a second to breathe, I fished a Health Regen potion from my belt and downed the cherry-flavored elixir like a thirst-deprived man fresh out of the desert. In a handful of seconds, the potion was gone and new vitality flowed through me. I scrambled to my feet and wheeled around, facing the retreating pair of Goblin Thralls. 
They were fighting like mad—arms pinwheeling, blades lashing out, eyes wild—but they didn’t seem to be doing any damage at all. 
I glanced at the deck and noticed there wasn’t a single miniature body decorating the ground. No blood. No amputated wings. I watched, dumbfounded, as a cutlass carved directly through one of the Pixies—a willowy male wearing green leathers. The Pixy burst in a shower of light and dust, vanishing from the battlefield, but leaving no sign of his passing behind. Was that typical for Pixies? I had no idea, but I didn’t want any more of them to die, so I dropped into a crouch, cloaking myself in Stealth, and ghosted forward on silent feet. 
I slipped around one of the Goblins and laid my warhammer into the base of the creature’s skull. The Thrall was already hurtin’ from Plague Burst and the Pixy attack, so there wasn’t much fight in him. He collapsed in a heap, and before his partner in crime could respond, I hurdled over the dead Goblin and smashed the last Thrall’s teeth in. And just like that, the ship was mine. I dropped the head of the hammer to the deck, leaning against the handle as I struggled to catch my breath. 
The reduced Stamina Regen from the Blunt Trauma debuff was a real pain.
“Thanks,” I said, nodding to the nearest Pixy. She didn’t respond. 
Instead, she burst with a tiny pop and a shower of glittery light. And then, like a chain reaction of doom, all the Pixies burst like a string of Black Cats until only Ari remained, a devilish grin lingering on her face, her wings buzzing. 
“What the hell is going on?” I asked, still leaning on my warhammer.
“Illusion,” she replied. “I told you, all Pixies have the Illusionist base class.” Her grin widened. “I like saving that one for multiple enemies. The illusions can’t deal damage, but they’re so distracting I can slip in and hack and slash until the spell ends.” 
“You rock so hard, Fun-size,” I said, extending my fist. She bumped it with her own. I couldn’t help but chuckle; my middle knuckle was larger than her entire hand. A PM pinged in my ear a second later, my laughter dying as I opened it and read. 
<<<>>>
Personal Message:
I have the Gnomish children with me. Retreating toward the loading dock. Didn’t manage to destroy the pillar. There were complications … 
—Osmark
<<<>>>
Great. “Time to get busy, Ari, we’re about to have visitors. You think you can work that thing?” I jerked my head toward the brass Gatling gun at the front of the ship. 
Her brow furrowed in concentration for a second before she nodded. “Leave it to me, Champion. If those pig-faced murderers”—she waved at the dead Goblins—“can work that thing, then I know I can do it.”
“Alright, I’m counting on you,” I said, slipping my warhammer back into the leather frog at my belt. “Let’s make these Goblins pay.” Ari zipped away, a blur of light and flutter of wings, as I beelined for the enormous wooden wheel jutting up from the bow of the zephyr. The ship was already listing to the left and losing altitude without someone at the helm, and since I was the only other person aboard, it looked like I was about to get a crash course on blimp flying. 
I sprinted up a short set of stairs but faltered before the wheel. 
I wasn’t a sailor by trade, but as far as I understood, the wheel would control a rudder which would steer the ship. Simple enough. But the blimp also had a complex control panel, covered with toggles and switches, levers and gauges. I didn’t have the first clue how to keep this thing from exploding, but at this point it was learn or die. I grabbed the slowly rotating wheel, steadying the ship as I studied the control console. 
A bank of switches and knobs running below a trio of gauges seemed to be engine functions: controlling speed, fuel burn, and elevation. Beside that ran a series of switches, all clearly labeled, responsible for the sails. A pair of toggles to control the oar-like jibbooms, which would help with quick maneuvering. A series of levers to help unfurl the canvas sails adorning the central mast. Okay, so it would take a little getting used to for sure, but I could do this. The only thing I had no idea about was a series of buttons—eight of them. Four to the left of the wheel, four to the right.
Curious, I pushed one.
The whole rig shook and quivered as a port-side cannon rattled and spewed fire from the barrel. A golden cannon ball sailed through the air, clipping an unsuspecting Goblin Rocketeer. The creature’s jetpack exploded a second later, bathing its wearer in brilliant flame as the creature fell from the skies, crying until his voice was lost to the winds. Cannons. I had access to steampunk cannons—a whole ship full of them. 
“Cutter,” I called over the officer comms, “how you doing with that ship? Everything under control?”
There was a pause, “Bloody hell, these Goblin bastards are tough, Jack. Ruthless and bloody sneaky, too. Might be, I’ll come try to recruit some of this lot once we knock out that pillar. The things I could do with a pack of these elite Goblins. Anyway, me and Amara have the ship. She’s piloting the thing. I’m looting corpses.” He paused, grunted. “Damn, these things have good loot, too. The full package, mate.”
“You can loot later, I need your head in the game. Osmark is headed for the dock—he’s got the kids, but I’ve got a feeling things are about to get ugly.” I slammed a lever, unfurling the starboard jib sail before cranking the wheel, angling us up and toward the smokestacks jutting from the factory. “You and Amara get that blimp down to the loading dock. Once those Gnomish kids are on board, get clear. I’ll take out the pillar.”
“And how the bloody hell do you intend to do that from outside, eh?” 
“Leave that to me,” I said, eyeing the cannon buttons.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-THREE_
Kamikaze
 
The comms cut back in a heartbeat later, this time filling my ears with Abby’s voice. “Jack,” she yelled, her voice reedy, her breathing heavy, “I don’t know what the plan is, but we need to do something different or we’re dead.” 
I glanced down at the battle for the loading dock as I wheeled the ship. 
Ugly, dirty, bloody. 
Abby was right in the heat of action, flame wreathing her in a halo as she hurled a legion of fireballs and flame javelins, blasting encroaching automatons trying to flank her on both the left and right. The Clockwork Dragon sat stationary on a heap of scrap metal, guns blazing with a life of their own. At some point, Jay had dismounted; he now fought on the ground, hooking and jabbing with golden fists and feet of fury. Overhead Devil and the Flame Sphinx swooped and circled, keeping the airspace above the dock clear.
It was a losing battle, though. 
The Goblins didn’t stand a chance—not one-on-one—but there were just so damned many of them, and more kept pouring from the factory like an army of scuttling ants emerging from their underground colony. And the automatons, though far fewer in number, were tougher than junkyard pit bulls. Their heavy armor seemed largely impervious to Abby’s flame spells, and the metal covering their formidable bodies was thick enough that even the Gatling gun couldn’t penetrate. Only Jay seemed to be having any real luck, his golden fists leaving craters in armored chassis. 
“Just hang in there another minute. Osmark is on his way out with the kids, and Cutter and Amara are inbound with one of the zephyrs.” 
“Just hurry,” she called back before the comm went dead in my ears. 
I cranked the wheel again, then flipped an altimeter switch and dropped another level—this one retracting the side jib and lowering the mast sail. The wood and metal creaked and groaned, the wind catching the canvas as we veered left and zipped toward the central smokestack vomiting up its column of cancerous green light. A platoon of [Elite Rocketeers] circled the stack, these outfitted with heavy metal frames bearing bulky Gatling guns. They looked a helluva lot slower than their brothers and sisters, which meant they probably packed a lot more of a punch.
“Ari,” I hollered at the top of my lungs, “get ready to fire that thing. We’ve got incoming.” I banked again, working the levers to bring the port side of the ship to bear on the elite defenders. I mashed the buttons for the portside cannons as one. The ship rocked back from the sheer force of the blast and a hail of cannon balls streaked toward the Rocketeers. Though slower than the average Rocketeers, these Elite Goblins were still fast. They scrambled like a squadron of Harriers, diving and barrel rolling to avoid the cannon fire.
But Ari was ready for ’em. “This is for my brother!” the Pixy screamed, pulling the trigger on her monster Gatling gun. “Die, you murderous shiteheels.” The barrels whirled to life and the clamor of automatic gunfire ripped through the air, a torrent of hot lead slamming into steel-clad bodies. Most of the rounds ricocheted off the heavy steel plating, but a few found vulnerable, unprotected flesh, carving furrows through green meat. The whole while, Ari whooped, tears streaming down her little cheeks. 
The cannon balls missed all of the Elite Rocketeers, but that was okay since I hadn’t actually been aiming at them. The smokestack, however, didn’t fare nearly so well. Three of the four golden balls of magic, steel, and death smashed into the stone stack like freight trains. Cracks spread along the stone face as bits of rubble tumbled and fell, clattering to the roof of the factory. The smokestack was one tough piece of equipment, though, and refused to fall. I hammered the buttons again, but this time they clicked, the buttons flashing red as a cooldown timer appeared in the corner of my eye.
<<<>>>
Port Cannons, Cooldown Time: 30 seconds.
<<<>>>
“Bringing her around hard!” I yelled at Ari. I cranked the wheel hard starboard, increasing power to the portside engine as I reeled out the jig boom, catching a draft. The ship groaned, and a chorus of Gatling guns bellowed—Ari still screaming as Rocketeers peppered our deck with gunfire. I blocked it all out, swinging the starboard side around then unloading another volley of fire from fresh cannons. This time, all four cannon balls smashed into the teetering smokestack. Stone exploded out and dust swirled in the air as the column crumbled, revealing the Necrotic Pillar within. 
Yet another ebony eyesore, covered top to bottom in twisting runes, which emitted the terrible light. The thing was a mirror image of the one we’d taken out in the cove, though only the top five feet or so poked up above the roof line. “Take that pillar out,” I shouted. Ari replied with a wordless snarl, zipping up and slamming her shoulder into the Gatling’s barrel, adjusting its aim before flitting back over and yanking the trigger again. 
Clack-clack-clack.
Tendrils of green energy flared as rounds hit home. I pulled us into another breakneck turn, circling around to the far side of the pillar just as the cooldown timer on the Starboard Cannons elapsed. I grinned and fired the line again; golden balls of molten metal smashed into the obsidian structure from ten feet out. However powerful the pillars were, they weren’t built to withstand a full-scale artillery barrage and an assault from a steam-powered Gatling gun at close range. The pillar exploded in a shower of stone chips, noxious green magic spewing out in a volcanic geyser. 
“Eat that, you pig-faced murderers!” Ari shouted, pumping one diminutive fist in the air.
Cutter’s voice chirped in my ear a second later. “Osmark’s out, Jack. Got the kids with him.” 
A surge of pride burned inside my chest when I looked and saw the Artificer emerging from the loading dock, shepherding the Gnomish children like a border collie watching over a flock of baby lambs. Most of the kids scrambled before him, dirty, teary-eyed, clothes ripped and heavily stained. One child—the girl with the pigtails—sat on the crook of Osmark’s arm, face pressed into his chest. Somehow, we’d done it again, though one glance at Osmark told me his time inside the factory had been no walk in the park. 
Seriously, he was in terrible shape. 
His mech suit was nowhere to be seen. Instead he hobbled along, one arm hanging limply at his side, blood covering his face and hands, scorch marks decorating his normally fine attire. He looked like he’d fought through nine kinds of hell, swum through a river of blood, then low-crawled through a sewer filled with broken glass. But instead of faltering, he simply ushered the kids into the holding bay of Cutter’s stolen zephyr, now loitering at the edge of the flying island.
Abby helped them in, pausing only to launch the occasional fireball, while Jay played defense, unleashing deadly attacks at the automatons still trickling toward the dock. 
When Osmark got to the edge of the ship, he handed the girl to Abby, then ushered them both inside. 
Something was wrong, though. He faltered and turned back toward the factory, searching the darkness of the entryway. I wasn’t sure what he saw there, but he turned a second later, frantically, waving for the blimp to go, screaming something at Abby. I was too far away to hear what he was saying, but it seemed obvious that some other threat still waited. As soon as Abby, Jay, and Pigtails were onboard, Osmark bolted for his clockwork mount, arms and legs pumping. He leapt over the bodies of the dead without missing a beat and launched himself into the saddle.
He yanked levers and smashed buttons, not even taking the time to strap his harness in place. The dragon jerked into motion, the thrusters in the wings venting huge columns of steam as the creature rose. 
The factory rumbled, stone shattering as something humongous pulled itself from the mouth of the loading dock tunnel. At first it was hard to figure out what I was even seeing—everything was just flashes of metal and rivets, bolts and saw blades, all of it cloaked in a cloud of dirty, white-gray steam. But as that steam dissipated, I finally got my first glimpse of what could only be the Big Bad of this place. The last of the Brand-Forged. A tag appeared above his head, confirming my suspicion: [Elemental Architect, Vassal of Vox-Malum]. 
The Architect was massive, twice the size of a Vogthar Dread Cyclops but built along the same line. Barrel chest, tree-trunk arms, thick legs. But the Architect was entirely mechanical: a random hodgepodge of machinery all mashed together without rhyme or reason to form a body. It was a walking junk heap, its eyes burning with electric blue light and hateful malice. A small blue sapphire, roughly the size of a tennis ball, blazed in the center of its chest, the gem surrounded by a thick crystalline barrier.
That was a weak spot if ever I’d seen one, though getting close enough to take out a target that size on a creature like this would be next to impossible. 
The Clockwork Dragon attacked, missiles landing with terrible booms, blowing away cogs and copper armor, but it was no use. For every piece of metal blasted away, another piece from the scrapyard around the factory took its place, pulled onto the metallic monstrosity as if by some giant super magnet. And it didn’t stop there. No, more trash rose from the dunes of discarded scrap, slowly orbiting the creature until the boss stood in the center of a slow-moving twister of steel, wires, and twisted brass.
The Clockwork Dragon veered left, avoiding a powerhouse haymaker, then spewed a retaliatory gout of flame. The Architect’s HP didn’t even flicker. The dragon swerved right, but this time the Architect anticipated the move. One massive hand careened through the air and smashed through the dragon’s face, ripping its head from its serpentine neck in a single well-placed blow. Oil spurted like blood, steam gushed, and down the mechanical minion went, careening in a death spiral. Osmark slapped a button and suddenly he was flying through the air, arms and legs flailing, eyes wide as he dropped toward the junk-strewn ground. 
In a flash, Jay’s Flame Sphinx swooped low like an avenging angel, catching the Artificer on his back before hurling himself into a blazing-fast roll that almost tossed Osmark while trying to avoid a lunging grasp from the Architect’s steel fingers. The Sphinx dropped to the earth, great paws eating up the ground as it bolted toward the edge of the floating island and launched itself back into the air. Gone in an eyeblink. 
“You’ll never escape,” the steel monster thundered, his voice the deep grumbling of an earthquake given life. With four lumbering steps, the creature closed the gap to Cutter’s zephyr, which was ever so slowly rising away from the island. The metal monster lashed out with one hand, a whip of wires, steel, and barbed hooks flying through the air, snagging the stern of the ship. The zephyr’s engines growled as the ship tried to pull away, but it was a useless fight. The Architect had to weigh in at three tons, easy. “You’ve destroyed two pillars,” the creature said, reeling in the blimp like a fat fish wriggling on the end of a line.
“That is barely an inconvenience for me.” Suddenly, I knew it wasn’t the Elemental Architect we were talking to, but Vox-Malum using the creature as a gigantic marionet. But how? We’d destroyed the Pillar … Unless, the Architect wasn’t a Thrall at all. When the tag above his head had popped up, it said Vassal of Vox-Malum. Was it possible the Architect had willing sided with the Lich Priest? It made sense, especially considering Sapphira, Queen of the Water Kingdom, had been given a similar choice. 
It was impossible to know for certain, but that was the only thin that made any sense.
“You’ve merely delayed the inevitable,” the Architect continued. “So long as the last pillar stands, I. Will. Win. And more than that, you’ve sealed your fate. The life of a Thrall is the life of order, peace, and purpose. It is a life you will never know. I will ensure you are destroyed root and branch. I will come for the Vale,” he boomed, arms straining as the blimp’s motors fought. Sputtered. 
Abby, Amara, and Jay appeared on the deck of the ship. 
Amara rained down arrows fitted with improvised specialty tips that exploded against the Architect, covering him in biting acid. Sludgy green goop splattered, chewing into the metallic armor with ease, though his HP bar never wavered. Meanwhile, Abby stood tall, brow furrowed in defiance as she hurled a deadly volley of fireballs, one after another. Jay worked the Gatling gun at the stern, the weapon clattering as he pulled the trigger and flashes of fire erupted from the rotating gun barrels. 
But just like when we’d tangled with the Water Elemental, the attacks seemed to be next to useless. Only taking out that shiny blue jewel would do the trick. 
“I will raze your homes until not one stone stands upon another,” the creature continued, ignoring the assault as he reeled the ship in. “I will strip the flesh from your bones and salt your land so never again will any live there. It will be a graveyard forever more. A ruin that shall stand as a testament to what happens to those who defy order. To those who defy me.” Inside of the ship, I could hear the muffled shrieks of children. And suddenly I knew what I had to do. 
“Ari, get over here,” I shouted to the Pixy as I spun the wheel to port, lowered the mast rigging, and cranked the elevation switch. Ari alighted on my shoulder as the ship swung toward the Architect and pitched into a sharp nosedive, the bowsprit aimed squarely at the creature’s chest. “Hold on tight,” I mumbled, jacking the accelerator lever down. Between the Architect’s villainous monologue and his focus on capturing the escaping zephyr he didn’t even notice us careening toward him until it was too late.
With the course set, I turned and hauled ass toward the rear of the ship, Ari clinging to my pauldron as though it were a life raft.
The Architect screamed—the shriek of a buzz saw—as the wooden bowsprit lanced him through the chest and the zephyr smashed into him at full speed. The deck groaned beneath me, boards bucking, rippling, cracking, iron rivets exploding into the air like grenade shrapnel as ship merged with metal monster. I had no idea if the ship’s crushing mass would KO the boss, but it did accomplish the one thing that really mattered: his whip arm ripped away, the shoulder joint spitting sparks and oil as Cutter’s ship lurched away, finally in the clear.
But I didn’t have time to celebrate. Not yet. 
Yes, we’d saved the kids and obliterated the second pillar, but the ship only had seconds left before the furnace blew and turned the zephyr into the Hindenburg. I sure as hell didn’t want to be around for that. Not even a little. I said a silent prayer and leapt over the waist-high retaining wall that ran around the stern of the ship; below me was nothing but open sky, stretching all the way down to the earth hundreds of feet below. Wind ripped at me as I tumbled, sky and earth reversing over and again as I flipped ass over teakettle.
Devil, I screamed in my mind, thrusting out my arms and legs, flattening my body so I belly-flopped toward the earth like a skydiver without a parachute. I pressed my eyes shut for a second, breathing deeply, my heart -thudding, butterflies dogfighting inside my gut. And then something slammed into my chest like a baseball bat, the air exploding out in a whoof. I cracked my eyes, fingers scrambling over Devil’s scaly, serpentine neck as I grasped the reins and pulled myself into the saddle with a heave and a grunt, slamming my feet into the stirrups. 
Despite the heart-pounding terror, I suddenly found myself laughing like a maniac as the floating island burned behind me, flames filling the night sky with tongues of orange light and thick, curling plumes of gray smoke.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-FOUR_
Victory Feast
 
Cheerful music swirled around me. 
The twang of zither strings, the rhythmic strumming of a lute, the steady thump of a frame drum, the siren call of a young Satyr with the voice of a songbird. I eyed the girl, a little slip of a thing, maybe four feet tall with a long brunette braid pulled over one shoulder. Gwynne, her name was. Mother to two of the kids we’d rescued—Thomas and Cadence, three and four respectively. Her song was joyous, but I could see the shimmer of unshed tears rimming her eyes as she watched her kids prance and skip in the town square, dancing with abandon while they giggled.
Intermixed with the music were the sounds of celebration—the muted clank of steins as folks drank, the drone of friendly chatter, the whoop of dancers twirling around in the center square, feet shuffling in time with the beat. This was a celebration of life, of reunions, though beneath it all was a sharp undercurrent of grief for those lost during the initial raid. Like Gwynne, the whole town seemed to harbor unshed tears for the dead, the lost. For those who would never come back, like Ari’s brother Tarvo.
Watching the folks of the Vale celebrate and mourn all at once was a sharp reminder of what was on the line here. To them, this wasn’t a game. This was their home, their lives, their friends and family. 
I edged past a group of Gnomish men—all reeling unsteadily as they sang along, their voices rough and uneven—then headed for a hearty banquet table the Gnomes had kindly set up for us. These people didn’t have mead, only sickeningly sweet berry wine, but boy did they know how to do food. They’d laid out a true feast for us. Creamy mashed potatoes. Huge slabs of roast rabbit slathered in gravy. Thick greens bathed in a rich hollandaise sauce. Flaky bread, crisp on the outside and as soft as a cloud inside, sitting next to a wheel of sharp goat cheese the size of my head. 
I grabbed a tin plate and piled it with food as I watched the dancers in the town square.
Gnomes and Satyrs swayed to the beat, their steps measured, reserved, and well-rehearsed while the Pixies, by contrast, filled the night in a cloud. They streaked through the air like an army of carefully choreographed ballet dancers, leaving trails of brilliant light in their wake.
Abby was there, too, a wide grin on her face as she twirled and laughed, holding hands with a little Gnomish boy of maybe seven. She picked him up—he looked like an undersized toddler in her arms—and twirled him around, his brown hair fluttering in the gentle breeze as he laughed. She was so good. Kind. Better than me. As the tune wound down and another started up, she set the child down and ruffled his hair, scanning the crowd. When she finally spotted me, her grin split even wider and she waved, motioning for me to join her. 
I grinned back. “In a minute,” I called out, lifting my plate so she could see it.
She rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she hollered, “but don’t wait too long or one of these Gnomish gentlemen is liable to sweep me off my feet.” She cocked an eyebrow at me and turned away, taking the pudgy hand of a wizened Gnome half her height and three times her age as the music resumed. 
I grinned and popped a bit of goat cheese into my mouth. It damn near melted on my tongue. So good. 
Cutter and Amara danced too, both laughing and smiling for a change. 
Cutter’s agility and acrobatic ease made him a natural dancer, his movements fluid and elegant as he twirled and spun. Amara was his equal, though her style was uniquely Dokkalfar, her arms flashing out, bare belly wriggling in time with the music as her legs whipped through the air in graceful arcs, her ceremonial ankle rattles quivering in time with the thumping drum. Murk Elves were serious people by and large—their lives hard, their land harsh and demanding—but not when they danced. 
Hell, even Jay was getting his groove on, his moves sharp and bold like a martial artist performing kata. And his partner? None other than Ari. The Pixy swirled around his head with a stein of berry wine—the size of a thimble—in each hand. She was trashed, her face flushed, her eyes glossy, her short hair mussed, her color the brilliant green of a polished emerald. She hiccupped and reeled, tiny hips gyrating. 
There was one person who wasn’t dancing though. 
Osmark loitered on the edge of the celebration, sitting in the grass, concealed by a pool of inky shadow, back pressed up against one of the cobblestone houses. Watching. But alone. Always alone, it seemed to me. He should’ve been ecstatic. When we’d pulled into the Vale and the kids all piled out of our hijacked airship, they’d practically swarmed him. Sure, the rest of us had helped with the rescue, but Osmark was the one who’d gone into the factory. The one who’d beaten back the monsters and liberated them from the enemy cook pots. 
I’d be surprised if there wasn’t a statue of him within the week. 
But he looked anything but happy. He had no food, and instead nursed a large flagon of the berry wine. 
I cut through the ebb and flow of revelers, nodding politely at each one in passing. 
“Mind if I take a seat?” I asked him.
“Knowing you, Jack, I very much doubt you’d listen even if I said no.” He motioned to the grass beside him. 
I grunted and offered him a tightlipped smile as I plopped down beside him, leaning back against the house. He took a slug of wine, the liquid sloshing as he lowered the bottle, never taking his eyes off the festivities. I took a bite of rabbit, the meat dry and crispy, similar to chicken but with a gamy aftertaste mixed with smoke and char. Grease rolled down my chin, but I ignored it, instead savoring the meat. It’d been ages since I’d had a proper meal, and the roast rabbit was succulent heaven. I ripped off a piece of the flaky bread and dipped it in a smear of meat juice decorating the bottom of my tin plate.
We sat that way for a few minutes, him drinking quietly while I mowed through the rest of my food. 
“Mind if I ask you a question?” I finally said, setting my plate aside then absently wiping my grease-smeared fingers in the grass. “Why’d you do it? Save the kids, I mean? If there’s one word I’d used to describe you, it’s pragmatic. Saving those kids instead of taking out the pillar?” I shook my head. “That’s anything but pragmatic. So, why’d you do it? You don’t strike me as a kid person.”
He was quiet for a moment, swirling his bottle of wine. “I never had kids,” he finally said. “It was never the right timing for me. Too busy with school. With the business.” He paused and glanced up at the double moon overhead. “With the end of the world. I had a brother, though. Jerry. He had a daughter. My niece, Eva.” He smiled, a faint quirking of the lips. 
“She was a good kid. Sweet. Fun. Loved to read. She was obsessed with princesses but also with pirates. She was six years old when Astraea hit.” He raised the bottle of berry wine to his lips and took a slug to fortify himself. “I tried to transition her, but …” He faltered, forehead creasing. He shrugged. “She didn’t make it. Osmark Tech never made it a public announcement, but the very young—under ten—had painfully low odds of success. Only one in seven survived on average. She never had much of a chance, even with the best nursing staff money could buy. Devastated my brother and his wife, of course. Especially since they both made it. They live in New Viridia now, but they seem different. Empty without her.
“But the girl, the one with the pigtails? She could’ve been Eva’s kid sister. Same smile. Same eyes. The upturned button nose? It’s her to a T, though in miniature. I know up here”—he tapped at his temple with one finger—“that they’re procedurally generated. That she’s not Eva any more than that house over there is Eva. Intellectually, I know she’s not even real. Not like us. But my heart wouldn’t listen. Probably, that’s Sophia’s doing. Her way of manipulating me. She’s certainly devious enough to do something like that.”
“Manipulated you into doing what? The right thing?”
He offered me a tired, half-hearted grin and nodded. “Just so. This whole quest, Jack, is meant to bring us closer together. She manipulated me into being empathetic. Into doing the thing you would normally do, instead of the thing I would normally do. My whole life, I’ve put the good of the many over the good of the few. I’ve done terrible things, Jack. Made awful deals with merciless people because I believed in the grand scheme it was the only way forward. But when I saw that little girl … It was like I had a second chance to do things over again. To save Eva. To make things right.”
“I bet it felt good, too,” I said. “Being the hero for a change instead of the villain.”
His grin widened into a genuine, toothy smile. “Of course it did. I didn’t set out to be hated, Jack. To be feared. You think I’m the villain, but I can quite assure you I’m the hero of my own story. I’m the hero that has had to make the hard choices. The hero that has done ugly things so other people can live. I’ve done the dirty work while people like you galivant around the world I created wrapped in a shroud of idealism and naivety.” He fell quiet for a moment, the silence heavy and thoughtful. 
“For what it’s worth, Osmark,” I said, “I am grateful for what you’ve done. You gave me a second chance. You gave Abby a second chance. Jay and Vlad and Forge. You might think the NPCs aren’t real, but I do, and they all owe you a debt of gratitude. The government? They wrote all of us off as casualties, but you did something. Sure, there’s a lot about what you’ve done that I disagree with but …” I faltered, shifting uncomfortably. “Well, since becoming the leader of the Alliance—with people depending on me—I can sort of see why you’ve done some of those things. Why you made the compromises you made.” 
“Doing the right thing in reality is never as easy as it is in theory,” he replied, setting the bottle down with a thud. He hunched over, searching his hands. “Little compromises at first, but they build and grow, until you hardly recognize yourself anymore. Hard choices, but necessary. I’m not proud of the things I’ve done, but in hindsight?” He frowned, shook his head. “I still don’t see another way. Sometimes, though, I think about all the blood on my hands. I think it will never wash clean, no matter how much good I do in the world.”
“It’s not too late to change,” I replied with a shrug. “To turn things around.” 
He sneered, his eyes hazy and distant. “You don’t know the kind of people I partnered with, Jack. A handful of them, perhaps, are good souls—or as good as you can find among the mega-elite. Most, though, are monsters. Saudi princes. Chinese military dictators. Drug lords and arms dealers. US Senators worse than all the rest combined.” His face darkened for a moment. “Someday, I’ll introduce you to Senator Sizemore, and then maybe you’ll reevaluate your opinion. If I ever showed them even the slightest hint of weakness, they’d turn on me. Again.” 
He stood and extended me a hand. “But, enough moping about,” he said, pulling me to my feet. “This is a party after all, and despite my shortcomings, I still know how to celebrate.” He slipped a lanky arm around my shoulders and strutted toward the town square, pulling me along, leaving his bottle of berry wine behind. A new song was just starting as Osmark and I entered the square—a jaunty, up-tempo number. He patted me on the shoulder, then broke away as a pack of dance-crazed kids flocked toward him, shouting, yelling, squealing in delight, their hands waving in the air.
He might’ve been one of the most feared men of Eldgard, but here in the Vale, he was just fun ol’ Uncle Osmark. 
Abby made her way over to me, her skin flushed, sweat beading on her forehead, her eyes meeting mine and never letting go as she entwined her hands with mine and pulled me toward her. “If Osmark can let his hair down for a little while, then so can you, Lord Grim Jack Shadowstrider.” She pulled me into a kiss, her lips hot and urgent, her chest pressed into mine. 
“Get a room,” Jay barked at us, lurching past. He was swaying on his feet and his glazed-over gaze told me he’d been hitting the berry wine. Hard. 
Abby just pulled away and giggled, leading me deeper onto the impromptu dance floor. For the next hour we cut loose. We laughed and danced, moving from slow songs where we clung to each other—swaying in a circle, her face pressed against my chest—to fast numbers that left me breathing hard after a handful of minutes. The fair folk of the Vale also had a bit of fun, showing us a variety of fleet-footed jigs, part line dancing, part Irish jig, and complicated reels that had me moving and grooving with Abby, Amara, and Ari all in turns.
The whole while, berry wine poured like a fountain.
At a quarter after midnight, when most of the kids had finally turned in for the night, Abby took my hand with a sly wink and ushered me from the town square. We headed into the dark, our feet crunching softly on gravel, following the main boulevard for a handful of feet, then dipping left onto a side street. We passed several houses—dark, their windows shuttered to the night—before stopping at one of the grass-topped mound homes with a circular door set into the front. Abby dropped to a knee, pulled a slim brass key from a pouch at her belt, and slipped it into the door’s lock. 
It clicked open, and she disappeared inside.
The door was far too small to enter upright, so I dropped down onto my hands and knees and scrambled in after her, pursued by the fading sound of music and the chatter of voices in the distance. I used my foot to nudge the door closed and crawled forward into a small living area with wooden floorboards, lit by white tallow candles. Bedrooms lay to the left and the right, connected by circular doorways, while a kitchenette sat at the back of the hut. A stout wooden table and a trio of chairs had been pushed all the way up against the far wall.
Abby had created a little pallet for us in the center of the room, built from silky gray animal pelts—giant rabbit at a guess—thick cotton blankets, and a handful of down feather pillows. She lay in the pile, smiling at me as I flopped down beside her. 
She flipped onto her side, eyes boring into mine. She reached out and ran a thumb over my cheek, then draped her hand over the back of my neck. “I’m proud of you, Jack. I feel like I don’t say that enough, but it’s true, and I am.”
I glanced away. “What makes you say that?” I asked. 
She shrugged one shoulder. “A lot of things, I guess. You just constantly amaze me, is all. Everything we’ve gone through? It would wreck most people. It has. This place has changed a lot of people for the worse, but not you. You’re still you. Sweet. Caring. Thoughtful. Compassionate. You have the weight of the world sitting on your shoulders, but you can still care about other people. You can still dance. And kiss me.” She darted in, pressing her lips against mine again. The kiss lingered and lasted forever. It also ended far too soon. 
“But more than that,” she said, easing back, “you make the people around you better. You bring out the best in people. Even Osmark. I was watching you with him.” She frowned, lips pressed into a line. “He’s lonely, I think. He comes off as cold and calculating and domineering, but I’m not sure he ever really wanted this.” She took her hand from my neck and traced a finger over the stubble on my chin. “He respects you, you know. Fundamentally disagrees with you, but he respects that you’ve held your line. I respect that about you, too.” 
And then there were no more words, just a playful giggle as she pushed me onto my back and swung up on top of me, legs straddling me at the hips …



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-FIVE_
Legion of the Vale
 
The chirping of a morningbird’s song woke me up. 
I grimaced as I cracked one eye and noticed a beam of sunshine poking in through one of the round windows flanking the front door. Holy crap, my head felt like someone had used it for target practice on the shooting range. That berry wine didn’t taste like alcohol at all—certainly nothing like the rice wine, Law-jiu, the Murk Elves drank—but boy did it pack one helluva punch. I hadn’t been this hungover since my time in Ankara when Hakim, the potbellied owner of the Lucky Rooster, had thrown us a party after completing a near-impossible heist.
Disgruntled, I scooted over toward Abby so the blasted sunbeam wasn’t burning the retinas right out of my head. With a wince I pulled up my interface, earning myself a trio of notifications. I groaned, though it served me right for not checking before getting plastered at that party.
<<<>>>
Skill: Bladed-Weapons, Dagger
Skill Type/Level: Active / Level 2
Cost: None
Effect: Increases bladed-weapon damage by 7%. 
<<<>>>
Skill: Medium Armor
Skill Type/Level: Passive / Level 10 
Cost: None
Effect 1: 25%
increased base armor rating while wearing Medium Armor. 
Effect 2: +6% additional increased base armor rating for every piece of Medium Armor worn.
<<<>>>
Subspecialty: Champion of Order
Ability Type/Level: Passive / Level 5
Cost: None
Effect 1: All Champion of Order-based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 5: 12.5%).
Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 5: +2 to Luck)
Effect 3: You have (1) unassigned Divinity Point
<<<>>>
 I scanned the notices—another level as Champion of Order was cause for celebration even if I felt like the inside of a trashcan—then dismissed them with a flick of my hand. With that done, I checked the time, 6:56 AM. So early, but there was no way I was going to get back to sleep, not with the splitting headache digging icepicks into my brain. So instead, I took the time to handle some housekeeping business. First, I toggled over to my Active Effects Screen:
<<<>>>
Current Debuffs 
Entwined Fate: You have been cursed by Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance! Your life has been tied to Traveler Robert Osmark’s. When he dies, you will automatically die. Duration: this effect lasts until Sophia lifts the curse. 
Shared Trauma: You have been cursed by Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance! Your well-being has been tied to Traveler Robert Osmark’s. When he suffers a Status Debuff, you automatically suffer the same penalty until the debuff expires or is removed.
Hangover: You drank too much and slept too little; as a result, you have a hangover. Mild confusion and disorientation; duration, 1 hour. Mild head pain and light sensitivity; duration, 3 hours. 
<<<>>>


Yep. Hungover, just as I’d expected. For the thousandth time, I wondered what kind of twisted, demented jerk would purposely add a feature like that. I mean, the Devs of V.G.O. literally had the option to create the world to their liking, and some troll still thought it was funny to include hangovers. Maybe once things were settled with Osmark and we were back in Eldgard, I’d ask him about it. It was always possible he knew who was behind the obvious design flaw—if so, it was possible I could track that person down and sucker punch them in the teeth on pure principle. 
Now that would be an epic quest worth undertaking.
Next, I pulled up my Champion of Order Skill Tree:
 

 
 I looked over the options available to me, lingering for a long beat on the right-hand path—Scales of Harmony and Word of Order. Scales of Harmony was a buffing aura that would give me and my team a passive advantage when fighting against the forces of Thanatos and Vox-Malum. Plus, it had a unique feature that would come in handy once we got back to Eldgard—if we got back to Eldgard. It allowed me to continue earning levels as Champion of Order for dispatching regular Vogthar troops. And as for Word of Order, well that looked like one mean ol’ spell that could absolutely smack the crap out of any Evil or Holy aligned creatures. 
I wanted both. Unfortunately, my gut told me that the real goal was to unlock Avatar of Order as quickly as possible, and for that I needed to unlock Mass Heal first. Reluctantly, I dropped my point into the cleric ability, then read over the description: 
<<<>>>
Skill: Mass Heal
The world of Eldgard is a hard, dangerous place—red in tooth and claw—but as Champion of Order you can tap into the power of Sophia to restore your party into fighting shape in an instant. Remember, though, there is no such thing as a free meal, and Balance always has its price.
Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate
Cost: 350 Spirit
Range: 20 Meters from caster
Cast Time: 5 seconds
Cooldown: 20 minutes
Effect 1: Instantly restores the Health of all party members to 75%! 
Order’s Cost: Absorb wounds. Your Health drops by 50% of its current amount!
<<<>>>
Good enough. I closed out of the screen and turned toward Abby. She was lying on her side, back to me, snoring softly. As disgruntled as I was about being awake, I didn’t want to inflict that same torture on her. After all, she’d downed even more of the berry wine than I had, and she only weighed half what I did. She’d need all the shut-eye she could get. Silently, I slipped out from beneath a fuzzy cotton blanket—instantly regretting it as the prickly bite of cool morning air met my skin—and shrugged into my armor. 
I stared at her sleeping body for another second, just enjoying the sight of her, lovely and at peace, before creeping out the door and into the early morning of the Vale.
I was entirely unprepared for the hustle and bustle engulfing the sleepy little town, which wasn’t actually sleepy at all. Everywhere folks were moving, working, preparing. Satyrs labored at the defenses, fixing the damage from the air raid the day before, while others slaved over bulky cookpots, brewing honeyed oatmeal, the steam curling up in the brisk morning air. More were busy with the chores of the day: tending the gardens or working at looms and forges. Most surprisingly of all, however, were the men and women lining up in the courtyard where folks had been dancing and celebrating only hours before.
At least a hundred of them, all packing rucksacks, strapping on finely made leather armor or inspecting their weapons—everything from crossbows and short swords to stout staves and the scythe-like swords I’d seen the Ningyo use back in the Cove. The same kind of blade that now rode my belt. Most were solemn-faced and quiet, though a pair of Gnomes sparred with short swords, their movements slow and playful. I’d seen a war camp often enough to know that was what I was looking at. 
These weren’t just guards preparing for a new day; no, these folks were preparing for the battle of a lifetime. 
I made my way between a pair of houses, through a swath of grass, and to the camp. 
I noticed a canvas tent had been set up near the looming central tree, the fabric curtains pulled back to reveal a loose semicircle of men looming over a squat table covered with maps and papers. The mayor stood in the center, his arms folded, a bulbous pipe poking out from between his lips as he nodded. On one side were Ari and Amara, on the other Osmark and Jay. Cutter was nowhere to be seen—not surprising considering the hour and the fact that Cutter hated bureaucracy, work, and meetings in equal measure.
“Ah, there you are, Jack,” Osmark said as I cut through the rough formation of warriors in the square. “I wasn’t sure where you and Abby had slipped off to, but I didn’t want to disturb you two—especially considering how much you drank last night.” He tapped his temple, a not-so-subtle reminder that he would be suffering under the same Hangover debuff I was. He dropped his hand and motioned toward a hammered silver teapot, steam wafting from the spout, and an empty porcelain cup, about two sizes too small. “Grab a cup. It will help.”
I poured myself a cup and took a long sip, surprised by the slightly bitter bite of black tea. Not nearly as good as the Western Brew coffee I could get back in Eldgard, but the aroma was comforting, and it was still a lot better than nothing. A notification screen popped up a second later:
<<<>>>
Buffs Added
Black Vale Tea: Restore 75 HP over 30 seconds. Increase Health Regen by 15%; duration, 30 minutes. 
Caffeinated: Base Intelligence increased by (5) points; duration, 30 minutes. Base Vitality increased by (3) points; duration, 30 minutes. Base Strength increased by (3) points; duration, 30 minutes.
Where there is tea, there is comfort. Where there is tea, there is hope. 
<<<>>>
I smiled, enjoying the warmth of the liquid sluicing down my throat and hitting my belly, then dismissed the notice and jotted off a quick note to Abby. 
<<<>>>
Personal Message:
Abby,
Hate to wake you up, but there’s something important going on over near the town square. Planning meeting, I think. Get over here ASAP. Love you.
—Jack
<<<>>>
I closed out my interface and turned back to the assembled crew. “So, what in the heck is all this?” I asked, waving toward the milling mass of Vale folk in the square.
“Reinforcements,” Osmark said as though it were the most self-evident thing in the world. 
“The mayor and the village elders have decided to accompany us, Grim Jack,” Amara offered, shooting Osmark the nastiest of nasty looks. Regardless of what had passed between Osmark and me, clearly Amara still wasn’t a fan. 
“’Tis true,” the mayor piped in, talking around his pipe. “After those creatures descended on our town and took our children, we decided we couldn’t let you go it alone. This is our responsibility as much as it is yours, Champion. So, we will fight.”
“Wait, hold up,” I said, raising a hand in protest. “Do you have any idea how dangerous this is going to be?” I cocked an eyebrow at the mayor. “So far, we’ve barely made it out of these missions by the skin of our teeth, and the final fight against Vox-Malum is going to be way harder. Crazy harder. I mean this with all due respect, but if you come with us, some of you will die. Heck, maybe all of you will die. Stay here and defend your town. Let us do this.”
“Oh, and what if you fail?” the mayor replied, voice level and even. “This is our land, outsider. The Vale is our home—those were our children who were taken. So what if you fail, eh? The children, they told us what the Elemental Architect said. The threats he made. If you fail, Vox will descend on us. He will wipe us out, murder us as we cower in our homes. We stand a much better chance of success by combining our forces. And with all due respect, you don’t get to decide what’s best for us—what we live or die for.”
He fell quiet, sharp eyes flaying my soul as he gently puffed on his pipe, dual streams of white smoke trickling from his nostrils. 
The quiet was interrupted by the crunch of gravel and heavy breathing as Abby rushed up, deep bags under her eyes, her hair frizzy and mussed. She looked like she’d just woken up with a hangover. “What did I miss? What are we doing?” she croaked, wincing against the glare of the early morning light. 
No one answered, all eyes trained on me. What are we doing? those gazes asked. Would I put up a fight, maybe draw a line in the sand? I glanced over my shoulder, eyeballing the men and women preparing to defend their home, knowing at least some of them would die and that there would be no respawn for them. Maybe it would be the balding Gnome with the potbelly and the wispy beard, or the fresh-faced, female Satyr with a lute hanging from her belt. A bard, and barely old enough to have her own place. 
I turned my back on them, pushing down a gnawing bead of worry. The mayor was right. Just because I was the Champion of Order didn’t mean I had a right to forbid them from fighting for themselves, for their home, for their values—no matter how stupid I thought the idea was. That way lay the same tyranny Vox-Malum was guilty of: crushing free will. 
“Hello?” Abby said, waving a hand. “What did I miss? What are we doing?”
“We’re about to find out,” I finally replied. “Osmark was just getting ready to fill us in on our plan of attack.” I scooted over and motioned her toward the table. 


“Right,” the Artificer said with a small dip of his head, picking up as though my little standoff with the mayor had never happened. “Based on the information Queen Sapphira provided us, the third pillar is located here at the Grim Vault.” He jabbed at a huge hand-drawn map, stretched out across the table, each corner pinned down by a steel dagger. “The Vault is located on the edge of the Burning Expanse, which is good for us, since there happens to be a little-known mountain pass that will drop us right on his back stoop.”
“And what kind of opposition do you expect to find?” Abby asked, snagging my half-full cup of tea and taking a sip. 
“That is hard to say,” the mayor replied. “We know Vox-Malum will be there, but no one is quite sure what he is capable of. I should expect you, Champion”—he nodded at me—“will have to take him down. But if there is one thing we are quite sure of, it’s that he will not be alone. Assuming the pillar’s effects have taken hold … Well, we’ll be forced to contend against the Flame Salamanders of the Burning Expanse, not to mention whatever other nasty surprises the Lich Priest has in store for us. It will be ugly, that much I can tell you true. So, how shall we proceed then?”
I was expecting everyone to turn to Osmark, but instead their gazes landed squarely on me, expectation and anticipation burning in their faces. 
“This is your show, Jack,” Osmark said, gesturing toward the map with one hand. 
I cleared my throat and hunched over the table, scanning the map. “Alright. Here’s what I think we should do …”



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-SIX_
Battle Lines
 
Nearly five hours later, just short of noon, we found ourselves crouching behind a jagged mound of boulders, staring down onto the plains of the Burning Expanse. Above us, the blistering orange sun beat down like a molten hammer. The journey had been brutal—we’d already lost five of the Vale’s warriors, and we hadn’t even faced off against the Lich Priest. The Thralls dwelling in the verdant swath of jungle bordering the jagged mountains didn’t screw around. 
A wide variety of corrupted creatures dwelled in the dense foliage, but the worst were the Spriggans.
Nasty creatures that looked like centaurs, their lower bodies were that of a moose, their upper bodies humanoid, crafted from trees, rocks, and bits of moss all held together by ancient magic. They moved as silently as wraiths and blended in better than chameleons ever could. I shuddered at the thought of them. Shuddered at the mutilated corpses they left behind, strung up from the trees, loops of gut hanging down like crepe paper. Our party was looking a bit worse for the wear, but we were in the home stretch. 
Despite the difficulties of the jungle trek, we’d found the mountain pass, and from there it had been smooth sailing. Below us, a barely visible path snaked down the face of barren black rock, dead-ending at what could only be described as a lava field. The earth was devoid of life and vegetation—as dead as the jungle had been alive. Just cracked hardpan, gray ash, and slowly moving rivers of red and orange magma. Scattered across the barren landscape were angular slabs of obsidian quartz jutting up like rocky fingers. 
A desolate place, though oddly beautiful and orderly in its own way. 
The real sight, however, was the night-black ziggurat scarring the landscape. 
A massive stone pyramid, at least a hundred feet tall, and built entirely from carved slabs of the obsidian quartz dotting the valley. A square entryway, large enough to admit a herd of elephants, was set into the front of the temple-turned-tomb, though a giant set of stone doors was shut tight to the world. To either side of the entry were stairs, carved into the stone, rising toward the top of the ziggurat, where the prize waited: the final Necrotic Pillar burning with otherworldly light like a jade sun. 
So close. Yet I’d rarely felt so uncomfortable. 
There was no one down there. Not a soul. No sign of Vox-Malum. No enthralled minions standing between us and our prize. No giant, crab-clawed champion of fire waiting to mop the floor with us. 
“Well, this looks like the biggest con this side of Eldgard,” Cutter said, echoing my own uncertainty. “Back in Rowanheath, if you saw an alley as empty as that”—he waved toward the barren valley—“it was a sure sign there was a crew getting ready to swoop in and rob some dumb mark blind.”
“Right?” I replied, brow furrowed in concern. “It’s got to be an ambush. Has to be. No way would Vox let us just waltz in willy-nilly with zero opposition.”
“Agreed,” Osmark replied, pulling out a brass telescoping spyglass. He lifted it to his eye, lips pursed. “This reminds me of the Drowned Temple. Same play. There’s at least five hundred yards of open terrain between here and that pyramid. I’m not sure how our Lich Priest friend is hiding his forces, but that’s a killing ground as sure as the sun is bright. Any thoughts?” He glanced at Jay, Amara, Ari, and the mayor in turns. 
“Perhaps we should pursue a stealth approach,” Amara offered, idly grinding the tip of her obsidian spear into the gritty earth. “That or an air raid. The pillar is out in the open, so we could lay siege to it without much trouble.”
“Idiot move,” Jay said. He squatted on his haunches, arms wrapped around his knees as he surveyed the prospective battlefield. “It’s out in the open because he’s baiting the trap. I played a lot of games back IRL, including chess. In my experience, you only leave an opening like that if you’re sure you can win the fight. I don’t like this”—he shook his head and hocked a fat wad of spit into the dirt—“I don’t like this at all. Feels like I’m about to take the queen but put myself into checkmate in the process.”
“Fair enough,” Abby said from my left. “But we can’t just sit here indefinitely. It’s probably a trap, but the fact remains that we need to take that pillar down and we only have so much time to do it. Should we regroup? Backtrack and try to come in from another direction?”
“No,” I replied. “Look at the place. Sure, we’ll be out in the open for five hundred yards, but that’s true no matter how we approach. And coming in from another angle will take time we don’t have. Plus, there’s no telling what might happen on the way. We’d need to be practically invisible to approach from the other side undetected.” I paused, pulling up my interface. “We have less than twenty-four hours before we fail this mission. This is as good a shot as we’re likely to get.”
“A frontal assault, then,” the mayor finally said, voice resolute, one hand wrapped tightly around the hilt of his sword. “There’s no other way. We need to move hard—draw out Vox’s forces and carve a path to the temple. We’ll keep the ambush occupied while your team takes out the pillar and deals with the Lich Priest.” He nodded, as though it were all settled. 
“You sure about this?” I asked, my unease growing. “You could lose a lot of people that way.”
“Quite,” the Satyr replied, voice solemn, “though I am no military tactician, so I’ll leave that portion up to you fine ladies and gentlemen.” 
“This is where I come in,” Jay said, turning to face us as he dropped to a knee. 
“Is that bloody right?” Cutter said with a scowl, folding his arms in suspicion. “And why the blazing hells should we listen to you, eh?” He gave the man a once-over. “You’re not even smart enough to wear armor into battle, monk.” 
Jay stole a lightning quick look at Osmark—some unspoken conversation passing between them—then proceeded, completely unfazed by Cutter’s jabs. 
“We should bring up a fifth of the troops to act as the vanguard,” he said. “The tip of the spear, which I will personally lead. We’ll go right up the center in two columns, pushing hard to open a way to the pyramid. As Mr. Osmark noted, I’m not sure where the Lich Priest’s hiding his forces or how, but we can expect them to hit us from both sides. To counteract that, we’ll position canted skirmish lines of melee fighters on either flank.” He drew a pair of angled slashes into the dirt with the tip of his finger. 
“You, thief”—he pointed at Cutter—“will be in charge of the left line; your girlfriend will have command of the right. We’ll load spellcasters and archers into the middle, keep them safe.” He glanced up, eyeing Abby. “You’ll be in charge of the support element, Firebrand. Mayor, we’ll leave a handful of your best archers with you, position them on the path so they can rain down arrow fire from the rear. As for Jack and Mr. Osmark, the two of you are our heaviest hitters, so you should push right through the center of the vanguard. Pulverize the pillar and obliterate whatever kind of opposition we find there. Straightforward and effective.” He stood and brushed his hands.
Everyone was silent for a beat, eyeing his carefully etched plans in the sand. “I was a pro gamer back IRL,” he said, breaking the uneasy silence and answering the unasked question on everyone’s mind: where the hell did you learn that? “Lots of MMOs, but a fair number of RTS games as well.”
“And what about me?” Ari pipped in, glowing an energetic green. “I’ve got two hundred Pixies with me, ready to bring the fight. Where do you want us?” 
He paused, eyeing the pint-sized fighter with a smirk. “We’ll call you the cavalry. Hang back and if things get real dicey, you can come in and use your fancy light magic as a distraction to cover the retreat.” 
We spent the next ten minutes dispensing orders, marshaling troops, and getting everyone in place before we started our treacherous descent down the mountainous trail. The way was slow going, the footpath steep and covered in loose dirt and rocky scree, making every step a gamble. Thankfully, the path zigzagged across the rock face in a series of switchbacks, which made it manageable. Still, I couldn’t help but feel woefully, painfully exposed. Anyone with a pair of working eyes would be able to see us plain as day.
A small part of me wondered why Vox didn’t just open up with a battalion of siege weapons—it’s definitely what I would’ve done—but miraculously we made it to the valley floor in one piece. Oddly, that worried me even more … What in the hell does Vox have planned for us? I found myself wondering.
Once in the valley, the army broke up, the ten-member vanguard stepping out in a staggered, two-column formation with Jay planted in the middle. Those in the vanguard were a surly looking bunch, Gnomes each and every one, with skin like weathered boot leather, long wispy beards, and hard-eyed gazes. The old-timers who weren’t afraid of the business end of a blade. Osmark and I followed at the tail end of the vanguard, ready to push forward as they cleared the way for us.
The rest of the melee fighters, all sporting fitted jerkins or gleaming ring mail, spread out to the left and right forming canted lines so they moved like a flock of geese flying in a “V.” Sandwiched between them were the support casters—mostly priests and clerics, though there were a few proper spellcasters as well—shepherded along under Abby’s watchful eye. Despite the fact that the Pixies were supposed to remain at the mouth of the path, Ari floated through the air not far from Abby. 
Surprisingly, I was glad to have the little monster close by my friend. Everyone would overlook her, right until she jabbed her blade into an unguarded eyeball. Abby was in good, albeit small, hands. 
We moved through the valley slowly, methodically, everyone watching their field of fire for signs of ambush or opposition while we skittered around the active lava flows. For the first two hundred feet or so, everything was still, silent as a graveyard at midnight, but then came the snap-crunch of bone underfoot. Though the valley floor was cracked hardpan covered in a thick layer of gray ash, everyone quickly realized there were bones hiding beneath the dust. A forearm here, a femur there, a cracked skull with the eye socket caved in. 
And not just the bones of humans, but of other things, too. One boulder, propped up near the base of one of the quartz outcroppings, actually turned out to be the skull of a giant mammoth, its tusks broken and jagged.
The unease inside my gut grew, and suddenly I was deeply regretting this choice. But we were already so far in that pressing on was no more dangerous than turning back, so I steeled myself and kept my trap shut. 
The crunch of bone underfoot gave way about two-thirds of the distance to the ziggurat—replaced by the sound of screaming. A bloodcurdling shriek from the left flank, followed by a series of shouts on the right. I wheeled around in time to see fireballs streak up and out of a nearby river of magma, burbling along twenty-five feet from our left flank. “Shields,” Abby hollered, thrusting her slick new staff out like a sword, a burning aura exploding in the air like an orange umbrella, catching the incoming fireballs before they could detonate.
The other support casters likewise sprang into action—casting healing spells or buffs, while others conjured floating barriers of shimmering magic. 
But the enemy fireballs came faster and faster, quickly filling the air like a murder of crows, too many for our casters to handle. Molten rock fell from the sky on our line. One of the Gnomish sentries who had been guarding the Vale when we first arrived went down with an agonizing scream as the fire ate his face and melted his armor. I flinched from the scene, but kept moving forward, knowing full well that my job was to take out Vox-Malum, not babysit our infantry. 
More fireballs cascaded in, this time from our right flank, and for the first time, I saw the source of the attacks: strange creatures—all fire and scales and lashing tails—who were pulling themselves from another magma flow. They resembled Komodo dragons, each one scuttling forward on squat, powerful legs made of living flame, their bellies dragging low to the ground, molten tongues flicking out as sinuous tails swayed behind them. Each was only nine or ten feet long from snout to tail, but that was monstrously large compared to the Gnomes and Satyrs they fought.
And besides, there was an army of them easily large enough to rival our own.
A tag appeared, [Flame Salamander Thrall], and then it promptly disappeared as the Salamanders reared up, bodies curved into blazing Ss as they vomited another volley of fireballs from their mouths. 
“Archers, engage,” Abby screamed from the center, conjuring a flame tornado with a flick of her staff. Arrows fell while Abby’s blazing whirlwind took shape and slammed into the enemy front line. Most of the arrows hit, doing minimal damage at best, but Abby’s tornado actually seemed to have the opposite effect—healing the wounded Salamanders in passing, which made a certain sense considering they were made entirely of magma. More of the fiery Thralls had emerged from the lava flows on our other flank and were pressing in, closing the trap around us.
Dammit. 
I whipped one hand out, calling Devil and my trio of Void chimps from the dark heart of the Shadowverse. They appeared in a swirling cloud of black smoke, Devil on the ground next to me, the three apes already circling lazily overhead. “Take out the Salamanders,” I yelled. “No fire, though. It heals them.” My simian minions squawked their understanding and tore off to the right, swooping toward the Salamanders, slipping into the Shadowverse, then reappearing behind the creatures, lashing out with claws and fangs.
Devil wheeled and tore off to the right, his wings folded up along his ribs as he broke into a flowing gait. He ate up the distance in seconds, then threw himself into the mass of encroaching flame Thralls, using his beefy head as a wrecking ball, battering creatures aside with ease, then laying into them with teeth and fangs and his spike-studded tail. Our battle formation kept right on trucking, halving the distance to the ziggurat once again—only a hundred meters to go—when the other shoe dropped:
A skeletal hand reached up from the gray dirt, wrapping fast around my ankle like a shackle.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-SEVEN_
Retreat
 
The whole valley seemed to quiver and dance, clouds of ashy dust kicking up as the bones we’d been stomping our way through for the last hundred yards pulled themselves from the ground, fitting back together in a crude approximation of life. Cancerous jade light—the same shade as the light emanating from the pillar—filled their hollow eyes and surrounded each in a pale nimbus of otherworldly light. Apparently, Vox wasn’t called the Lich Priest for no reason.
I lashed out on instinct with my warhammer, fracturing the bony limb latched onto my ankle. 
It exploded in a puff of yellow bone and green magic, but the rest of the skeleton scrambled to its feet, sans hand. [Skeletal Thrall] appeared briefly above its head. The creature lurched toward me with murder in its empty eye sockets. It was a slow, lumbering creature, its attacks ungainly and ineffectual. I sidestepped a clumsy swipe and brought my hammer screaming around in a wicked arc, smashing its head from its shoulders. The body disintegrated where it stood—nothing but powder and ash—as its HP hit zero.
These things went down easier than beginner-level forest boars, but holy crap the entire lava field was lousy with them. And the worst part was, they’d materialized inside our defensive formation. 
The sounds of battle quickly encompassed us in a tsunami: the thundering explosion of fireballs, the scream of dying men and women, the clang of steel on bone. With the Salamanders harrying us from the flanks and the horde of skeletons hitting us from the inside, the whole formation rapidly turned into mass chaos, our lines fracturing like brittle bone as everyone fought to save themselves. Even the elite vanguard ahead of us had more or less disintegrated as they struggled against a new threat, [Skeletal War-Mammoth Thralls], each the size of an African elephant. The great beasts stampeded toward us in a line, skeleton archers riding their backs. 
“What the hell do we do?” I shouted at Osmark, who was now outfitted in his steampunk mech. 
“Get to the top of the ziggurat!” he shouted, pointing one finger toward the pillar. “Remember the mission, Jack. These things are the symptom, that pillar is the disease.” 
“But what about them?” I asked, flailing a hand toward the chaotic battle. Toward the Gnomes and Satyrs dying by the handfuls, ground down by the sheer weight of skeletal bodies or burned to char by the encroaching Salamanders. “We can’t just leave them to die.” 
“That’s exactly what we need to do.” He stomped closer, smashing aside a pair of charging skeletons with one enormous hand. “We’re close enough for you to draw us through the Shadowverse, right?” 
I dithered, eyed the temple, then nodded. 
“Then do it!” he bellowed, the Gatling gun on his shoulder whirling to life and spewing hot lead into one of the War-Mammoths, blasting its legs out from underneath it. The creature pitched forward, carried by its momentum, and slammed face-first into the dusty earth, a debris cloud mushrooming up as the earth quivered beneath me. I glanced back one last time, my heart aching at the chaos and death splayed out all around me. Then I nodded in agreement—Osmark was right, we needed to complete the mission. Nothing else mattered.
I reached out my free hand, grasped the mech’s leg, and triggered Shadow Stride.
Cold energy exploded out of me—refreshing in this hellish landscape—and time groaned to a stop, the oranges, reds, and golds replaced by a sea of blacks, whites, and purples. 
“Come on, before it’s too late,” I said, breaking into a trot, beelining toward the obsidian steps of the ziggurat. Osmark followed behind me, the whirl and clomping of his mechanical suit ungodly loud in this silent, frozen world. We moved through the ranks of our vanguard, all locked in the battle of a lifetime, some fending off the mammoths with lengthy pikes while others pulled the skeletal riders from their colossal mounts with lengthy, hooked halberds. 
I slipped past Jay, who was frozen mid-kick, his skin chromed out, one foot surrounded in a cloud of light like a comet breaching the atmosphere. 
The skeletons ahead were thick as maggots on a carcass, but in the Shadowverse that didn’t prove to be a problem at all—not even for Osmark in his lumbering Goliath battle suit. We simply phased right through them like a pair of unseen ghosts floating through some gloomy otherworld. The countdown timer was ticking away toward zero, but we still had a solid thirty seconds left by the time we reached the base of the ziggurat. As I went to ascend the first step, however, Osmark’s gigantic metal hand flashed out, grabbing ahold of my bicep before my foot touched down.
“There’s something wrong here,” Osmark said, his voice breathy and uncharacteristically uncertain as he toggled between the lenses on his fancy steampunk goggles. “I can see things you can’t,” he mumbled in explanation, trying a variety of combinations. Red lens with green and blue, red and blue with yellow, then he toggled a purple lens in place, frowning. “There are invisible spell runes etched into the stone.” 
He glanced at the step, then back to the hardpan we were standing on. “It’s all connected. A chain of sigils meant to trigger a complex sequence of separate spells.” He paused, frowned, and shook his head. “It runs around the entire base of the temple—no way past it—but I can’t tell what any of them are supposed to do. Could be some sort of offensive ward, perhaps? Or a containment spell. No way of knowing, and I doubt anyone has a spell powerful enough to deactivate it.” 
I grinned and shot him a wink. “Maybe that’s so,” I replied, feeling a surge of new confidence, “but I bet we can slip by it in the Shadowverse. Time is frozen here. I’ve walked through pillars of flame and not felt a thing. Besides, even if it does go off, we can’t sustain damage here, at least not by things that are on the Material Plane. If we run across another colossal Void Terror we might be in trouble, but against a spell?” I shook my head. “Naw, we’ll be good.” 
I glanced at the timer. Fifteen seconds to go. We could still do this.
With a deep breath, I stilled my jackhammering heart and took the step, my foot touching down on the obsidian stair. 
Of course, the moment I made contact the formerly invisible rune appeared beneath my foot—an elaborate circle filled with jagged script and ancient sigils—and began to burn like the rising sun. I faltered and backpedaled a step, suddenly feeling very foolhardy as that light spread outward like a tree’s roots, connecting with more sigils surrounding the ziggurat. They, in turn, began to bleed furious light, burning with ever-greater intensity until I had to squint and turn away or go blind.
“What the hell is happening?!” Osmark yelled, shielding his eyes with one hand. All around us the Shadowverse shook and trembled; the thick pools of shadow danced and writhed around us in discomfort at the encroaching light. I’d seen this twice before—both times while going toe-to-toe with Carrera, who had an unfortunate ability called Revealing Light—and both times it had been bad news bears. 
“Run,” I shouted, wheeling around and darting back toward the Artificer, standing behind me. 
I hadn’t taken more than two steps when the whole world creaked, the Shadowverse shattering into a thousand pieces like a broken mirror as that terrible light wrapped around Osmark and me, rudely dragging us both back into reality. Time crashed down on us, accompanied by the oppressive heat from the valley and the thunderous roar of the battle. Somehow that sigil had not only worked inside the Shadowverse, it had managed to haul me back into the Material Realm against my will. 
A notification flashed: 
<<<>>>
Debuff Added
Dispel Magic: The unholy power trapped within the Lich Rune illuminates the area, dispelling all enemy magic effects; range, 10 meters.
Plane Bound: You have been bound to the Material Plane! Duration, 10 minutes!
<<<>>>
 “Did you really think you could win this fight?” came an oily voice. I caught a shimmer of green light as a dark specter materialized from thin air, right at the base of the ziggurat. 
He was tall and willowy with a gaunt frame, deeply creased skin—thin as cheap toilet paper—and greasy black hair slicked back like some sort of old-world mobster. He looked human, maybe Wode, though the hazy halo of emerald energy radiating from him told me there was much more to him than strictly met the eye. He wore ebony leather armor, trimmed with swatches of forest green and muted gold, and carried a wicked mace—the head built from a human skull and studded with spits of razor-sharp bone. 
That was Vox-Malum or I was a trained circus monkey. 
“Did you really think you could win this fight?” he asked again, a feral smile breaking across the hard angles of his face, revealing black teeth filed down to wicked points.
As I stood staring at the Lich Priest in the flesh, I knew the answer to his question was no. He’d been ready for us. Obviously, he’d studied our habits from the first two battles and had planned accordingly, forcing us to play his game. And we’d been careless enough to oblige him. To walk headlong into his trap. Now the warriors of the Vale would be the ones to pay the price. They were the ones whose bodies would decorate this awful landscape, never to respawn. 
“I can see the answer in your eyes, you know,” Vox said, grin stretching. “It’s the same look of horrified realization I had in my eyes when the Guardians of this Realm—my former friends and allies—turned on me. When Sophia turned on me.” The smile slipped a hair, his eyes gleaming with vengeful fire. 
“It’s the same look I had when they chopped me down, chained me up, and buried me alive inside that awful crypt. It is a look of despair. Hopelessness. Desperation.” He paused and canted his head to one side as if listening to some voice only he could hear. “Do you know what it’s like to be buried alive, False Champion?” His smile was gone now, the creases of his face somehow deeper, his eyes sunken. Crazy. “To be buried alive for a thousand years with nothing but darkness and heat and loneliness for companions?”
I could tell he was delusional, unstable, but as long as I could keep him talking, it was possible I could buy us a few minutes. Enough time to organize a retreat. And chances were, if he’d really been pent up for a thousand years all by his lonesome, then he was probably dying for a good chance to monologue. Villains loved monologuing, especially those of the video game persuasion who seemed to have some deep-seated need for cut scenes. 
“You brought that on yourself,” I snapped back, simultaneously pulling up my faction messaging link, frantically searching for my Regional Messaging feature, which the Alliance had unlocked through the Stratagem ability. “You were supposed to protect the people of this realm. You were sworn to serve Order, but instead you sided with Thanatos. With Serth-Rog. You betrayed yourself. Your purpose for power. You got everything that was coming to you as far as I’m concerned.” 
There. Most of the regions in my control where grayed out, but one remained active: Realm of Order. With a thought, a blank PM box appeared before me. 
<<<>>>
Regional Faction Message: Realm of Order
Alert!
We can’t win this fight. Cutter, Amara, I want you to organize a full-scale retreat. Get Ari and the rest of the Pixies to launch a bunch of those hypnotizing spells to help distract the Salamanders and skeletons while you withdraw. Once you get clear, make a beeline for the Vale and hunker down. Jay and Abby, I need you to hold the pass, make sure everyone gets out while Osmark and I try to deal with Vox—maybe see if we can turn this around … I’m sorry, guys. 
—Grim Jack
<<<>>>
 “Lies,” Vox hissed as I finished and sent the message. “I never betrayed my cause. No, no, no.” He shook his head, tisking. “No, I was once much like you. Naïve. Idealistic. A pawn. Yet, in time, I saw better.” He reached up and tapped the corner of his eye with one finger. For the first time, I noticed his hands were nothing but yellowed bone. “Sophia is the Goddess of Order, yet look at her realm. Look at the disunity. Look at the chaos. At the freedom.” He made the word sound like a curse, a plague.
 “You’re mad,” Osmark said, lumbering up beside me in his mech, then shooting me a brief nod, message received. “Do you honestly think what you’re bringing to the land is Order?”
 The Lich Priest threw back his head and cackled, gripping his sides as his raspy laughter drifted up to the heavens. 
Nikko, I sent through the mental link, exploiting the momentary distraction. Full-scale retreat. You, Kong, and Mighty Joe get as many of the Vale warriors out as you can. Then come fall in as backup. Devil, I need you ASAP. Time to take a run at the boss. See how tough he is.
Of course, manling, came Nikko’s reply. 
Devil answered with a distant roar that carried over the battlefield like a bugle call. 
“This from you, Emperor Osmark,” the Lich Priest said as his mad laughter finally faded. “Carrera, the Dark Wanderer, told me all about you. Honestly, I find myself quite surprised to see you opposing me. We are different sides of the same coin, after all.”
“No, you’re wrong,” Osmark hissed, ruffled for the first time. Was that guilt? “We’re nothing alike. I’ve never enslaved people, I’ve given them choice. Always choice.” 
The Lich shot Osmark a smile that never came close to his eyes. “Yes, you’ve given them choice, and then obliterated those who don’t make the right one. You hounded the Alliance mercilessly”—he nodded toward me—“simply for wanting their freedom from your rule. From your brand of bloodthirsty order.”
Above us, the sky exploded with a barrage of colorful strobing lights like the most epic Fourth of July display I’d ever seen—fitting in a way, considering we were fighting for actual freedom. Instead of dissipating, the strobing lights blazed more brightly, the colors shifting from orange to crimson to azure to emerald to violet then back again in a never-ending kaleidoscope of color and beauty. I heard Abby’s voice ring out, cutting through the chaos as she barked orders like a hardened field general of a thousand battles. 
“But I think you mistake me,” the Lich continued, seemingly oblivious to the retreat taking place behind us. That or he just didn’t care. “I’m not judging you, I’m commending you. Usurping freedom, crushing it like a bug under heel, is the only way to bring Order to the world. As nature is governed by the immutable will of logic, so too must man be subjected to the will of one being.” He thrust a finger into the air. “Sophia refused to see the truth in this, so I did what she was unwilling to do. I was willing to do the hard thing, to make the choice no one else would make. Only when all flesh is enthralled and subjugated will Order reign.”
Osmark had fallen silent, looking troubled. Uncertain. After our conversation at the feast, I could almost hear the thoughts cycling through his head. Is this monster right? Is that what I’ve done? Is that who I am now? Can I ever wash the blood from my hands? His gaze hardened in an instant, fury contorting his face as he lunged forward with an inarticulate scream. His Gatling gun exploded into life. Bullets chewed into Vox while he hurled metallic orbs with one hand and slashed with his screaming saw blade. 
The grenades landed with a thump, bursting to life with a poof of gray smoke, revealing three deadly turrets: another Gatling gun, a mini-rocket launcher, and the flat, boxy buzz saw launcher. With another flick of his wrist, his familiar aerial drones zipped into play, circling up into the air, launching a hail of gunfire. 
The time for talk was over. Vox snarled, slapping the buzz saw away with his spiked club. “Very well, then. Prepare to be subjugated,” the Lich snarled, his voice deep, guttural. Elemental.



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-EIGHT_
Downfall
 
The Lich Priest raised his club high, thrusting it straight up like a lightning rod, and unleashed a wave of green light, ten feet tall, which rolled out from him in a perfect circle. I dropped to a knee and called upon my Dark Shield, taking cover behind the shimmering violet barrier as the wall of necrotic power plowed into me like a bulldozer. The ash-strewn ground frosted over wherever the light touched, and ravenous cold nipped at my exposed skin despite the oppressive heat from the valley.
My spell blunted the edge of the damage, but the sheer force of the attack swatted me back like a contemptuous slap from some giant’s hand. I flipped once, twice, arms pinwheeling madly before landing squarely on my back. My Dark Shield flickered and died as I lay there—ribs aching, head burning—and watched in silent horror as the Lich Priest vanished, swallowed by a geyser of burning lava, which rose higher, higher, higher, taking the form of a massive Flame Salamander.
The monster was seven stories tall with seven swaying heads, each the size of a pickup truck, and stood on powerful, claw-tipped legs. 
“Behold,” the creature boomed, its voice carrying over the valley like a thunderstorm, “the true form of Vox-Malum. The once and future God of Order.” I’d seen something like this once before, during my last tussle against Carrera—he, too, had somehow managed to transform into a monstrous dungeon boss. But Vox-Malum was so much more. So much worse. So much bigger. Easily the size of the Sky Maiden Arzokh. Lying in the Hydra’s shadow, I felt like a flea squaring off against a grizzly bear. How could we win against a creature like that? And we actually did have to win. This time it wasn’t simply a matter of destroying the pillar—we needed to take Vox out too. 
I wasn’t sure how to beat this new threat, but I wouldn’t win by not doing anything. I flipped onto my belly, scrambled to my feet, then wheeled to face the creature, warhammer clenched tight in my fist. 
“Burn, you plague,” the Vox-Hydra roared, “you blight against order!” Balls of magma erupted from his many maws, each one the size of a small asteroid. But those fireballs weren’t aimed at me. No, the barrage was aimed at my retreating army. Not every shot hit true, but enough of them did, and the effect was devastating. Gnomes vanished, incinerated as they shrieked, destroyed completely as though they’d never been there at all. 
“Get in the air,” I shouted over my shoulder to Osmark as Devil’s shadow swept over me and the Void Drake dropped into view, touching down for only an eyeblink. I dove forward, grabbing onto the reins with one hand and the knobby pommel with the other, yanking myself into the seat. Devil didn’t slow for a second, loping along before taking to the air once more, climbing high as Osmark dismissed his Goliath battle suit and called forth his own mount from another cantaloupe-sized metal orb, which looked almost like a clockwork dragon egg. 
Devil and I rocketed up then wheeled hard, circling toward a Hydra head getting ready to spew another Slugbug-sized magma ball. 
Not on my watch. 
I thrust my warhammer forward, unleashing Night Cyclone in a burst of raw force, the sky ripping open as a black vortex tore free into the Realm of Order and sideswiped the head; his jaws snapped shut before he could launch his attack. But another set of jaws struck like a cobra, snapping down with a meaty clack. Devil barrel-rolled left, wings tucked in tight, avoiding the attack, dropping into a sharp dive, then leveling out as we swooped around Vox-Hydra’s back. Devil pumped his wings and raced past, dragging his claws over molten skin, leaving deep furrows in his wake. 
We veered sharp left, slipping between two swaying redwood-sized necks, then broke into another sharp climb. 
I breathed a small sigh of relief as I saw Osmark dart into view on his clockwork monstrosity—guns blazing, rockets erupting, drones zipping around like bothersome gnats. 
Another set of Hydra jaws shot out as we reached eye level, but Devil was already streaking away while I unleashed a barrage of Umbra Bolts into the thing’s snout as my Night Cyclone guttered and faded. Vox’s HP had dipped, but by less than a fraction of an inch. By a hairsbreadth so insignificant it hardly counted. It would take our entire army, working in concert, to bring this thing down. And that was without considering the rest of Vox’s necrotic army. 
A giant head swung our way like a wrecking ball—we dove, the swoosh of air ruffling my cloak as the enormous skull zipped by only inches away. I dropped my head, hugging Devil’s neck as I nudged his side with my left heel, give us a little breathing room. The Drake grunted in reply, angling down for a moment, then ascending, shooting up until the Hydra was twenty feet below us. It snapped and snarled at us, its many necks straining as it attempted to pluck us from the sky, but unlike the Sky Maiden Arzokh, this thing was wingless and earthbound.
But unfortunately, there was a minor complication with that plan. 
Sure, Vox-Hydra couldn’t get us, but we couldn’t do much to hurt him, either—my range attacks were effectively useless—and the Uber Lich quickly lost interest in us, turning his attention entirely on Osmark and the fleeing Vale Army below. Abby, Amara, Cutter, and Jay had done a damned good job of organizing our withdrawal, considering the circumstances. Most of the survivors were now winding up the treacherous switchbacks of the mountain pass, Amara leading from the front, Cutter playing the rear guard.
But there were still lots of skeletons and Flame Salamanders to deal with.
Still, Abby and Jay seemed to be handling that well, too; both were camped out at the base of the pass, absolutely wrecking anything that got too close. They had a little help from my murderous, pint-sized pal, Ari, who had somehow managed to mobilize the Pixies into a deadly effective fighting force. At a glance, there appeared to be about ten thousand of the little buggers zipping through the air, confusing the encroaching enemies and drawing aggro.
 Illusions, no doubt. Just like she’d used against the Goblin swashbucklers on the airship. 
But the fleeing Vale warriors were sitting ducks down there—slowly moving targets ripe for Hydra-Vox to obliterate with a few well-placed attacks. 
We need to buy them more time, I sent to Devil, nudging him with my heels, guiding us back down into the fray … but I was already too late. More car-sized magma balls exploded out, arcing through the air toward the retreating backs of our army. Boom-boom-boom-boom. Four of them, one right after another. The first slammed into the twisting line of soldiers dotting the mountain pass, burying a handful of Gnomish warriors in fire and earth. They died in misery. 
The second was not far behind the first—on a crash course with more helpless NPCs—when a purple streak shot into view, raven wings beating furiously. Even at a distance I knew Mighty Joe. Instead of dodging the attack, an easy feat for the Void Watchers who could Shadow Stride, my minion flew straight into the molten ball of death, which exploded on contact in a flash of gold and orange and red. The ape died in an instant, but he’d taken the meteor out with him, saving those below. He would respawn in eight hours, just like Devil, but the act was still incredible powerful to watch.
Fight well. Save all you can, manling, came Nikko’s voice a second later as she and Kong phased into view in front of the last two asteroids. You make us proud. Two more flashes. Two more casualties. Countless lives saved. 
I offered a war cry of defiance and pain as Devil and I came into range again, lashing out with my hammer while Devil raked claws across emerald-glowing eyes. Just below us and to the right, Osmark zipped past, bullets chewing holes into fiery flesh while the Artificer threw a flurry of grenades. Devil and I circled back, avoiding a set of snapping jaws, and I unloaded more Umbra Bolts, chipping away incrementally at Vox’s substantial HP bar. But Hydra-Vox was no moron and kept the pressure on, knowing even a single hit could take us out of the battle for good. 
Devil swooped, dived, barrel-rolled, and veered right. Another close call. I glanced back to the retreating army. Though they’d made up some serious ground—Amara was gone, over the ridge—about half of the column was still fighting their way to the top, Cutter shepherding them from behind. Abby was holding the bottom of the pass by herself, fighting off the encroaching legions, who were tightening all around. 
And Jay? 
Well, he was cruising through the air on his Flame Sphinx, only seconds out. Devil banked hard right, talons carving deep gashes in a sinuous neck, but I kept my eyes on the monk. Transfixed. Another massive fireball streaked out from a gaping Hydra mouth, but already the Sphinx was adjusting course. Climbing to intercept. Jay leapt up onto his toes, perched lightly like a cat in the saddle, then patted his mount’s head with affection. Thank you, the gesture seemed to say. 
The Sphinx howled, equal part insolence and victory, as it lurched into the path of the fireball, taking the hit dead-on. The magma ball exploded in a blast that singed my skin even from twenty-five feet out, obliterating the Sphinx in an instant. But the monk was still alive, flying through the air, his skin shimmering chrome. A giant mouth lashed out, taking the bait. The Hydra snagged him from the air like a pop fly, teeth as long as my hand digging into his guts … Except they couldn’t pierce his steel-covered flesh. 
The mad monk simply laughed, one fist burning brilliant gold as he pummeled the creature in the eye, eating through a healthy chunk of HP. Over and over and over again, each hit doing a little more damage. But that lasted only until Jay’s steel-skin spell wore off, and then he too was gone—his maniacal laughter replaced by a gurgle as blood spewed from his lips and his eyes went vacant. Lifeless. 
Osmark’s Clockwork Dragon flashed into view a second later. The machine was badly damaged, its guns ripped away, smoke and steam trailing up in plumes, black oil cascading down in rivulets. One of the Hydra heads had taken a meaty mouthful out of the creature’s side, narrowly missing Osmark’s right leg. The dragon was a lost cause, and Osmark seemed to know it, so he did the only thing that made sense: he kicked the engine into full drive and drove his mount right into the side of a Hydra head, leaping at the last moment, just as Jay had. 
The Clockwork Dragon exploded with a deafening boom and a wash of superheated air that slapped against Devil and me, pushing us back. Surprisingly, however, Hydra-Vox’s HP dropped by a full eighth. One of the heads swayed drunkenly then flopped forward, permanently out of commission. As for Osmark, he belly-flopped on top of a nearby magma-covered Hydra head. Unlike Jay, he didn’t have steel-covered skin to protect him from the raging inferno heat radiating up from Vox’s ultimate form.
The pain was immense and hit me between the eyes like a sword blade. Heat filled my body; fire surged through my veins and invaded my vision, making it impossible to see or think. It was all pain and hurt and misery, taken root beneath my skin like a hive of angry hornets. I couldn’t breathe and hardly even noticed when the combat notice popped up: 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Flame Trauma: You have sustained a severe burn! All physical attacks do 25% less damage; duration, 1 minute.
Magma Field: You are standing in a magma field! Attack damage -35%; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 50%; movement speed reduced by 50%; 20 pts Burn Damage/sec. 
Current estimated time of death: 39 seconds.
<<<>>> 

Need to get to Osmark, I sent to Devil, muscling through the blinding pain while I pulled back on the reins and drove home with my bootheels. If he dies, we die. 
Devil angled right in a broad swoop, zigzagging past wrecking ball attacks, corkscrewing beneath a set of snapping jaws, then shooting in with uncanny speed—
In our mad sprint to save Osmark from certain death, we missed the third head, which feinted left then lunged straight. Fiery teeth tore through Devil’s throat and pulled away with one solid jerk. Violet blood exploded out, raining down as the Drake’s wings shuddered and his body spasmed. His HP hit zero in a heartbeat, and then he was gone, disappeared in a puff of inky smoke. Banished to the Shadowverse, where he would respawn in eight hours. And me? 
Suddenly I was falling, down, down, down. 
Flipping, turning, spinning as raw fire burned through my nerve endings. There was no way out of this, I knew. We’d come in with a solid game plan, but Vox had been ready for us, and he’d made us pay. As I fell, though, I managed to catch a fleeting glimpse of the valley below and the mountain pass. Abby was down there, but like me, she was on her last leg. Vox’s minions were overwhelming her, and though she was giving them bloody hell, they were slowly burying her alive. 
Flame Salamanders mauled her arms and legs while skeletons hacked at her with bone blades. 
Still, I grinned. The army was finally to the top of the pass, Cutter vanishing over the crest and disappearing into the greenery on the other side. 
The pain took me a moment later, and the world went black …



 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-NINE_
Debuff, Death
 
I plunged into the void, the memory of fire still searing my veins as I careened toward the ground. Except the ground never came—I just kept cutting through the endless black with no bottom in sight. An image appeared before me, floating in the emptiness: Abby buried beneath the onslaught of bodies, her mouth stretched wide, a pained scream tattooed across her face while molten Salamander teeth chewed into her skin. “Help me, Jack,” she cried, the words momentarily choking out her sobs. 
I reached a hand toward her, fingers straining to touch her, to pull her free …
 But then she was gone, dead, the image exploding into a cloud of neon pixels, each as sharp as razor blades, which swirled around me like a ravenous school of piranha, cutting into my skin and slashing at my eyes. I curled into a ball, tucking my head against my chin as I gritted my teeth. Is that what Abby felt as she died? I wondered, but then that sensation faded. When I cautiously blinked my eyes open again, I was no longer falling. Nope. I was back in my studio apartment, in the days before V.G.O. and the cataclysmic asteroid, just lounging on my tired couch—heavily stained, the cushions deeply creased and sagging.
 Everything was there, just as I remembered it.
The dented stove. The bulky white fridge that’d seen better days. The used, full mattress I’d picked up from Goodwill a couple of years ago, which was in even worse condition than the couch beneath me. The TV in front of me was nice at least—a hulking seventy-five-inch Shintaro with a nano-crystal screen and multi-zone backlighting. My VR headset, a matte black helmet with a sleek viewing screen, sat on the floor next to the massive television. 
 The TV clicked on, a buzz filling the air before a pair of news anchors materialized on the crystalline screen. There was a middle-aged man with wavy blond hair and unnaturally white teeth wearing a smart blazer. Sitting next to him was a thin Asian woman with straight black hair and an immaculate silver blouse. Though the anchors had well-coiffed hair and neatly pressed clothes, there was also an air of exhaustion mingling with desperation about them. 
“It is with a heavy heart that I must announce we have reached the end, ladies and gentlemen,” the man said solemnly. His slightly clipped British accent reminded me of Cutter. “The asteroid will breach our atmosphere and will explode with the equivalent force of one hundred million megatons of TNT …” The blazing asteroid tore through the atmosphere, smashing through skyscrapers, shattering glass, twisting metal, before landing with a BOOM that sent a mushroom cloud of water and fire and dirt billowing up into low orbit. 
Click.
The screen flickered, the devastation vanishing, replaced by more recent memories. Terrible images of Gnomes dying appeared—ripped apart, disemboweled, burned alive. But then the channel changed again.
Click. 
The Gnomes were gone. Now it was my buddy Forge, eyes glazed over in death as the Sky Maiden sawed his body in half. 
Click. 
The image dissolved again, replaced by Alliance Faction members tumbling from the walls of Rowanheath, smashing into the ground, bloody auras spreading out around them like crimson angel wings. 

Click. 

A group of Alliance members stood in blood-slick grass beneath the outer wall of New Viridia, congregating in a loose circle while a willowy Dawn Elf cleric knelt beside a fallen Dwarf. Her hands roved over his body, a wash of golden light bleeding from her palms. But whatever she was doing seemed fruitless. The Dwarf didn’t move. Didn’t twitch. Didn’t bat an eye. I saw the ugly black Malware Blade sitting beside the body as her words floated to me, played on a reel: There’s no way to know until he either respawns … or doesn’t.
 “You know,” came a voice from beside me, “that right there is the real reason I don’t want to be the Gentleman of the Thieves Guild.” For the first time, I realized I wasn’t alone. Cutter had been sitting beside me the whole time, except he was no longer sporting his leather battle gear … No, he wore a pair of jeans, holes in the knees and frayed at the bottoms, and a dirty black hoodie. Suddenly, he reminded me very much of my buddy Ryan. We’d spent a thousand hours on that couch, immersed in VR worlds. 
 He was dead now, I knew. Never made it into V.G.O., or if he did, he didn’t survive the transition. I’d looked for him after. No sign. No luck.
 “The Thieves Guild is actually more like a union of likeminded people,” I mumbled numbly, parroting the words I’d heard him say so often.
 Cutter grinned and nodded. “Bloody right,” he said, then pressed a button on the TV remote. 
Click. 
A whip-thin man garbed in dark leathers with a pair of daggers tucked into his belt filled the screen. He balanced on a rickety stool, guarding the doorway back into the private quarters of the Broken Dagger in Rowanheath. “That’s Neriah,” Cutter said, dipping his chin toward the screen. “Guy was a real sod, but we were friends.” 
Click. 
Now the man was lying in the dirt, his stomach cut open, blood burbling from his lips. “He died in our raid on the Legion camp, back before Ravenkirk.”
 He sighed. “That’s why I can’t be a gentleman,” he said, though in some way I knew he was talking about me as much as he was talking about himself. “Fighting is one thing. Hells, even dying is not so bad, so long as you are the only one that suffers the consequences. But being a bloody leader?” He shook his head. “I convinced Neriah to come to the Legion camp, Jack. He died there, gut full of someone’s blade. I have to live with that, same way as you have to live with all the Alliance members that die and don’t respawn. Like those Vale folk who just met the Reaper on account of your failed plan.”
 “It’s was Jay’s plan,” I protested weakly. 
 He snorted and rolled his eyes, “Aye, maybe. But you’re the one who signed off. Those deaths belong to you. I couldn’t do it. It would eat away at me.” He clicked the button again. The remote flopped to the couch, Cutter gone as images of my own death filled the screen. Me tumbling from the high walls of Rowanheath, my head clipping the edge of a building—breaking my neck—before my body splattered on a cobblestone street … Me plunging from the back of Devil as he exploded in a cloud of black dust … The Spider Queen, Lowyth, ripping open my chest … Over and over the images came. 
Finally, I pressed my eyes shut, unwilling to watch anymore.
“Jack.” Cutter’s voice again, this time closer. Louder. “Jack.” A hand gripped my shoulder, shaking me softly but insistently. “Jack, wake up already, friend.” The shaking increased, hardened. More insistent now. With a groan, it all rushed back to me. Vox. The Hydra. The Elemental Salamanders and the skeletal army of undead Thralls. I’d died, magma surging through my veins as my body smashed into the dusty earth of the Burning Expanse. 
Remembering brought back a ghost of the pain, a hot prickle lingering beneath my skin.
Hesitantly, I reached down and ran a trembling hand over my pecs, searching my body for signs of the battle. Except there were none. My fingers traced over gunmetal gray skin, devoid of armor. I cracked an eye and glanced down; there wasn’t a mark on me, not even a scratch. Everything looked whole and healthy, exactly the way it should, but I couldn’t shake the memory of the fire and the pain. The faintest recollection of my spine exploding, my organs rupturing like water balloons as I hit the ground … 
Except, that couldn’t be since I didn’t actually hit. 
I took a few deep calming breaths, pressing my eyes shut as I worked to get my head on straight. It was so hard, though, mostly because I felt absolutely awful. Worse than the worst hangover on the planet. A throbbing headache pounded away inside my skull, and though there were no physical signs of injury, it sure felt like someone had pushed me into an industrial meat grinder, shoveled up my remains, then fed those into the meat grinder again. Everything hurt. My skin felt tight and raw—as if I’d sustained a blistering sunburn—my muscles were basically Jell-O, and my bones ached with muted fury.
That was the Death’s Sting Debuff, I knew from experience. Idly, I pulled up my interface and toggled over to the active effects:
<<<>>>
Current Debuffs 
Death’s Curse: You have died! You have lost 22,920 EXP! Skills improve 20% slower; duration, 8 hours. All EXP earned reduced by 15%; duration, 8 hours. Attack Damage and Spell Strength reduced by 20%; duration, 8 hours. Health, Stamina, and Spirit Regeneration reduced by 25%; duration, 8 hours. Carry Capacity -50 lbs; duration, 8 hours. 
Death’s Sting: Suffer extreme physical discomfort and waves of weakness; duration, 4 hours. 
<<<>>>
“It’ll pass, Jack,” Cutter said. “Takes a second is all. Just breathe.” 
I listened to him, inhaling through my nose and pushing the air out through my mouth as I dismissed my interface. 
After another few seconds, my heart rate dropped, and I finally sat, propping myself upright on my hands. There was soft grass beneath my palms and the scent of evergreen and wild flowers drifted in the air, hot and heavy. I blinked again and shook my head, trying to clear away the fuzz filling my skull. Cutter was crouched to my right. He offered me a reassuring, lopsided grin. I was in a meadow, gigantic trees surrounding me in a circle. Not just any meadow, the same meadow we’d spawned in after Sophia dropped us unceremoniously into the Realm of Order.
Oh no, the meadow. Sweat broke out across my brow as my heart started racing again. “Bunnies,” I stammered out, the words like an ice pick to my skull. “Killer bunnies.”
Cutter’s grin widened, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “What do I look like, eh? Some sorta amateur? I might be lazy, but I know what I’m about.” He shot me a wink. “We’ve got it covered, Jackie-boy, it’ll be hours before they respawn. And we’ve got that covered, too, mate. The majority of the Vale’s army is here, camped out in a tight perimeter around the meadow with Amara overseeing the whole shebang. After you lot went down in your blaze of bloody glory, we sent a small contingent back to the Vale and brought everyone else here to wait. Ah, and speak of the devil.” 
There was a pop and a flash. Cutter scooted left as a body materialized in the grass, not two feet away.
It was Osmark, his armor and clothing stripped away, save for a pair of linen undershorts. He looked almost dead, his skin pale and waxy, his chest motionless—until it wasn’t. One second, still as a corpse, the next he gasped, inhaling deeply as he sat up, eyes wild and frantic. “No, Sandra. No, don’t go in there,” he shouted, looking left, then right, hands groping the ground for a weapon that wasn’t there. 
“Osmark,” I called, “it’s not real. Respawn. Just a respawn.”
My words seemed to slap him back into reality, his hands ceasing their reckless searching, his gaze snapping into focus. “Jack,” he replied, the words hollow, confused. “Jack,” he said again, more certain this time. “Respawn. Yes, of course.” He fell silent, curling his knees into his chest as a shudder ran through his body. “The Hydra. And Jay? Abby?”
“The monk’s been back for about five minutes,” Cutter said, then rubbed idly at his jaw. “Bastard clocked me across the jaw when he came to. Amara and I had to restrain him, but he’s level now. Grabbing a bite to eat.” He hooked a thumb toward a little camp fire, tucked away in the tree line. Sure enough, Jay was hunched over, head in his hands, a steaming cup of something sitting beside him on a downed log. “Abby should be around anytime now—” 
Another pop and a flash as Abby materialized to my right. Like Osmark, she looked dead, her normally dark skin rather ashy and pale, her eyes glued shut, her chest motionless. I knew she wasn’t dead, not really, but seeing her like that? I felt a hitch in my gut as I imagined what life would be like without her. Transitioning into V.G.O. had been a painful experience with a steep price tag—I’d died, my parents had died, hell, even the world at large had died—but my second chance to make a life with her was the one highlight. 
Abruptly, she jolted up, chest galloping, sweat exploding across her forehead, fear carved into the lines of her face. “No, no, no.” She reached out, straining toward some unseen thing. “Please, Dad, not again. Not this time.” She heaved, tears cutting tracks down her cheeks, chin trembling. 
I slipped up in front of her, taking her hand in mine. “It’s just a respawn,” I said, staring her in the eye. “Whatever it is, it’s not real. You’re back. You’re okay, Abby.”
In response, she lurched forward, throwing her arms around me, pulling me in tight as she sobbed into my shoulder. “I know it’s not real,” she mumbled into my chest, sniffling. “That’s the problem. I saw him again for a moment. My dad. Back before the cancer. Back when he was still healthy. It …” She faltered, pulling away, looking up into my face. “It felt so real. As real as you do right now. We were fishing. He was sitting in a folding lawn chair—had a can of Budweiser in one hand. It was perfect. Until he turned to ash. A breeze carried him away, scattered his body into the lake.”
She sobbed again then swiped at her nose with the back of one hand. I stood and helped her to her feet. “Come on. Food will help.” I slipped an arm around her shoulders and drew her away from the clearing toward the cook fire in the trees.



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY_
Light Bulb
 
An hour later, I found myself walking through the woods, enjoying the quiet solitude, though I knew it wouldn’t last for much longer—soon we would need to go. Cutter and the remainder of the Vale Army had set up an ambush, taking out the Rabbit Thralls in the area, but in another two hours they’d respawn, and we needed to be long gone. But for now, the forest was open and clear and beautiful. Good for thinking.
Everyone had eaten a hearty breakfast and downed about a gallon of bitter black tea—which had helped a little, though only a little. Ultimately, the only real cure for the Death Debuff was time. 
The snap of a twig caught my ear and I froze, subconsciously reaching for the warhammer at my belt, feeling its comforting weight as I wrapped my hand around the handle. But then Osmark slipped out from behind a massive tree—he looked almost as surprised as I did to see another person. “Jack,” he said, steps faltering. “My apologies, I didn’t expect anyone else to be out here wandering around.”
I smiled and let go of my hammer. “It’s nice out here,” I replied, breathing deeply through my nose, enjoying the clean scent of the air. “Reminds me of Big Basin up in San Francisco. I lived down in San Diego—guy like me could never afford to live in San Fran—but I loved to go up and get lost in the Redwoods. Always did my best thinking there.”
Osmark smiled and nodded. “One of my favorite pastimes, too. Something about the quiet always got the creative juices flowing for me. That’s where I daydreamed about V.G.O. for the first time, right in the shade of Corkscrew Tree, actually.” He paused and folded his hands behind his back. “Do you mind if I walk with you for a bit, or would you prefer to be alone?”
I seesawed my head then shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah, I suppose a little company wouldn’t hurt. Abby’s feeling like crap—the weird hallucinations really got to her this time around.” I started walking, threading my way along a narrow game trail.
Osmark nodded in understanding. “They get worse the more frequently you die—a little known secret we’ve worked to keep under wraps. The truth is, we don’t understand what the hallucinations are or why they happen at all. Dying in Viridian Gate is a highly traumatic experience, as you know from personal experience. We tried to tone it down, of course, but there were problems in the early test version we never managed to iron out. Some of our analysts think the inter-death hallucinations are some sort of coping mechanism.” He paused for a moment, our feet rustling through the undergrowth. “And how about you, Jack? Are you feeling okay? You seem …” He faltered, lips compressing. “A bit unsettled.” 
I shrugged again, dream Cutter’s words swirling around inside my head, “Fighting is one thing. Hells, even dying is not so bad, so long as you are the only one that suffers the consequences. But being a leader? … Those deaths belong to you.” 
“Feeling a little guilty, I guess. Our plan to take down Vox really backfired. The mayor trusted me. All of those Vale warriors trusted me. And now they’re dead, and I have to own that.” We were both silent, walking slowly. After a time, I stole a sidelong glance at him. “How do you handle the guilt? You’re a business leader. A faction leader. When you make bad decisions and it hurts people, how do you get over it? Or do you?”
He laughed and shook his head. “Sometimes I forget how different we really are—or at least how different we were before this. You know, the more time we spend together, the more I find you rubbing off on me. You’re brave, Jack. You have a good head on your shoulders. This experience”—he waved at the forest— “it’s taught me more than I’d like to admit, but I think there’s a lesson I can teach you too: You’re going to make mistakes. There’s no such thing as a flawless game. And if you hold onto every failure, every misstep, eventually they’ll crush you. 
“Eventually, you’ll second-guess yourself so much and so often, you’ll stop making choices at all. And a choice based in fear is far worse than a bad one based in conviction. Our fight against Vox? Yes, it failed. Spectacularly. But we did the best we could. We made educated decisions based on the information we had available. Orderly. Logical. Well thought out. Which goes to show that even a perfect plan can fail—there’s never a sure thing. Besides, those men chose to be there. You didn’t force them into that valley. They wanted to be there, to fight for their freedom. You can’t take a loss like that personally.”
Although he was still talking, I wasn’t really listening. Orderly. Logical. Well thought out. That’s what Osmark had said. My mind lurched into action, a light bulb flickering on inside my skull. “You’re a genius,” I said, eyes wide. 
He stopped talking, a look of bewilderment flashing across his face. “That’s certainly true,” he replied, eyes narrowing, “but the timing of your admission is confusing. Why do you say so?”
“Two reasons.” I thrust two fingers into the air. “One, that is some solid advice, and two, you just told me how we can beat Vox. It all just clicked into place.” I snapped my fingers with a grin. “Boom, just like that. Orderly. Logical. Well thought out. That’s the answer, and of course it would come from you, the Champion of Chaos.” I laughed out loud, knowing I sounded a little mad and not caring. “Come on, we need to get everyone together.” 
I broke into a jog, heading back to the clearing as I sent out PMs. In next to no time, we were all back in the little camp area beside the meadow, my crew assembled around me in a circle. Abby, Cutter, Amara, Osmark, Jay, Ari, and the mayor. My Realm of Order dream team.
“You’ve kept us in bloody suspense for long enough,” Cutter said, scowling at me as I paced. “The way I reckon, we have about twelve hours before Vox finishes his work and we’re all stuck here forever.” He paused, glancing around solemnly. “And I don’t know about any of you,” he continued, voice grave, “but berry wine is no bloody substitute for good mead, so I aim to find a way to do that bastard Vox in for good. So, what’s the bloody plan, already?”
“Chaos is the plan,” I said, rubbing my hands together as I tried to fit all the pieces together inside my head. “At least in part. See here’s the thing, we should’ve won last time around. Our army should’ve been a match for Vox’s. But somehow, he saw through us from a mile off.”
“Bloody right he did,” Cutter mumbled. “I haven’t felt like such a useless sod in ages. The bloke had our number.” 
“Yep,” I said, jabbing a finger at him. “He had our number because he’s obsessed with Order. That’s his whole thing. Order. And we played into his hands by executing a plan that was by the books perfect—he was able to counter us so easily because that was exactly what he would’ve done in our place. We can’t beat him at that game, so we need to change the rules and force him to play our game.
“We work smarter, not harder.” I tapped my temple. “Just think about it. So far, the Guardians we’ve been going up against were all way out of our league. The Cove Crab?” I shot Osmark a look, eyebrow arched. “No way should we have beat that thing, but we did. Why? Because we hit him with something unpredictable. Something that someone obsessed with Order would never come up with because it flies in the face of who and what they are. Same thing with the Architect. Crashing a stolen zephyr into his chest? No one could predict that.”
“True,” Osmark said, “but there’s no way we can drop a giant sea squid on top of Vox’s head. We can’t even utilize your Shadow Stride ability to gain access to the pillar.”
“No, but we have another zephyr,” Jay said with a shrug. “Maybe we could just fly that into him?”
“Nope.” I shook my head. “Won’t work. He’s seen us do that, so now it’ll be on his radar. He’ll be on the lookout for it. We need to do something he can’t predict. Something chaotic. Something he’s never seen. But the zephyr could help.” Another idea hit like a cinderblock to the back of the skull. I pulled the little silver anchor that Sapphira had given to me from my pocket. The Favor of the Sea. “Maybe there’s a way to win this yet.”
I leaned over and pushed the silver anchor into Cutter’s hand. “I know you’re not a big fan of responsibility, but I need you for something. Something big. You got me?”
He hesitated for a moment and glanced between me and Amara. Maybe she should do it, that look said. But no, I held his gaze. I reminded myself that Cutter was a reflection of me in many ways; he certainly had my same hang-ups, and it was time for him to grow past them. Finally, my friend sighed and wrapped his hand around the pendant. “Yeah, fine. I’m your man, Jack. What do you need me to do, eh?”
I clapped him on the shoulder. “I need you to save the day. You’re gonna hoof it back to the Vale and get ahold of that blimp. Then you’ll have to take the zephyr and make for the Cove …” I gave him the rough details of my plan, and a devilish grin spread across his face as he listened. When I finished, he stood and slipped away from the clearing, practically bouncing on his toes in excitement. I just hoped Sapphira wouldn’t impale him through the throat when she heard my request. 
“Okay, if everything goes according to plan, Cutter will help us kill the Lich Priest like the rabid dog he is, but we still need to figure a way to knock the pillar out of play. My guess is that Vox will expect me to try and do the heavy lifting myself, that or send in Osmark like I did in the Drowned Temple. Since we’re both Champions and top-level players, that makes logical sense. And it also means that neither Osmark or I can make a run at the pillar.” I paused, staring at each party member in turn. “None of you can …” I paused, staring at Ari. “Except maybe you.”
“Me?” she squeaked, brow furrowed as her color changed to a brilliant pink. “I’ll do whatever you need, but I’m not sure I’m the right gal for the job.”
“Precisely. Everyone underestimates you. Everyone. Vox will, too. And here’s the thing, I’ve seen what you’re capable of doing. And yes, maybe you alone can’t take down the pillar, but what about a swarm of Pixies? He’ll never expect it, which means he’ll never see it coming when you ambush the crap out of him. But pulling it off will be dangerous. So, let me ask you, how badly do you want to get revenge on Vox for what he did to your brother? What he did to your land?”
“More than anything,” she growled, voice feral and positively scary.
“Good. Map?” 
The mayor pulled the paper map we’d been using earlier from his inventory and unfurled it on the pine-needle-strewn ground. 
I hunched forward and began tracing out a new route with one finger. “It’s going to take you eight or nine hours to make the trek, I’d wager. You’ll have to leave now to make it in time, but if you can get the Pixies in place in time, we can make Vox pay for everything and then some …”
“You won’t be disappointed, Champion,”Ari said, burning like a fiery ember as I finished explaining what they needed to do. “We’ll be in place and ready to serve.” She zipped away like a shooting star, ready to rouse the Pixies into action. 
“As for the rest of us,” I said, rubbing my hands together, “I’m gonna need your help. There’s an important piece of the puzzle that I didn’t even realize I was missing until I saw Vox transform into that crazy seven-headed nightmare Hydra. See, I’ve been so focused on destroying the pillars and getting us home, that I completely ignored the other part of the original quest prompt: ‘Hone your abilities as Champion of Order and restore the realm.’ We’ve been trying to restore the realm, but I haven’t been paying a whole lot of attention to honing my abilities as Champion of Order.
“See, Vox is not the first champion I’ve faced. Osmark and I went toe-to-toe with Carrera, too, and he was also able to shift into this scary-ass World Boss thing when the chips were down. My guess is that all champions must have access to a similar skill, including me. And once Osmark unlocks his Champion of Chaos Skill Tree, he’ll probably get a similar ability too.” 
“Wait a minute,” Jay grunted, flinging his hands up. “You tellin’ us you’re going to be able to transform into a seven-headed Hydra?”
“Bingo,” I said with a bob of my head. “I mean we’ll have to wait until I unlock my ultimate Champion of Order ability, Avatar of Order, but that’s what I’m thinking.” 
 “Bunch of over powered bullcrap, if you ask me,” the monk grumbled under his breath. 
I ignored him and pulled up my Champion of Order Skill Tree:
 

 
“Yeah. It’s definitely gotta be the Avatar of Order ability,” I mused out loud before pulling up the locked skill: 
<<<>>>
Skill: Avatar of Order
Channel the Divine essence of Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance, becoming the living embodiment of her power and force for a short time. While acting as the Avatar, you are a living god with unimaginable powers. This is the ultimate ability of the Champion of Order, but remember, all things have a cost, and the more powerful the ability, the steeper the price tag … 
Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate
Cost: 2,000 Spirit
Range: On Caster
Cast Time: Instant
Cooldown: 24 hours
Duration: 5 minutes
Effect 1: Invulnerability to all non-enchanted weapons; 50% resistance to all enchanted weapons
Effect 2: +25% to all elemental resistances 
Effect 3: Hit Points, Armor Rating, Attack Strength, Spell Strength, and Movement Rate are doubled
Effect 4: Unlock special abilities, Giant Growth, Pulse Shield, Burning Talons 

Effect 5: When Hit Points drop below 75%, the special ability Desperate Strength is activated. Added
Strength Bonus = 3 x Character Level
Effect 6: When Hit Points drop below 50%, the special ability Cleansing Light is activated. Unleash a powerful beam of Cleansing Light, dealing 550% of Spell Power on contact. Only effects players and creatures with an “Evil” or “Holy” Alignment.
Order’s Price: 50,000 EXP (permanently deducted from the player’s stats) 
Restriction 1: While acting as Avatar of Order, you cannot use potions!
Restriction 2: While acting as Avatar of Order, you cannot access normal skills and abilities!
<<<>>>
“Vox is still far more powerful than me,” I said, closing out of the screen, “so my guess is he’ll still probably mop the floor with me, but coming at him head-on as the Avatar is something he’ll understand. This is something he’ll expect. I’ll distract him with my brand-new, super fancy ability—all nice and proper and orderly—and lure him into a false sense of security. I’ll wear him down as much as I can. And then? When he’s overconfident that he’s going to win? We’ll hit him with the biggest sucker punch anyone’s ever seen.”
Osmark grinned, a dangerous glint in his eye. “I like it. Bold. Reckless. But it also has a certain brilliance. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, Jack.” 
“Well, don’t celebrate yet,” I replied, “there’s still one minor hiccup in the plan that I’m gonna need help with.” I faltered, cleared my throat, then shed a nervous grin. “I need you all to help me power level. I still need to gain one Champion of Order Level to unlock Avatar of Order, but that’s not the only thing. The price tag to use it is 50,000 experience points. Since I just died, I’m down to a big fat zero. We have eight hours to make up the difference.” 
Jay snorted. “Impossible.” He shook his head. “Without completing some major quest line, there’s no way.”
“I disagree,” Osmark said slowly, rubbing absently at his chin. “I know exactly how we can do it. Let’s get back to the meadow, we have some prep work to do. If my calculations are correct, those Rabbit Thralls will respawn in”—he paused, eyes hazy as he glanced at his interface—“one hour and fifteen minutes. Time to grind …”



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-ONE_
Showdown
 
 We stood on the mountain pass again, staring down at the Burning Expanse, only hours to go until the mission expired, Vox usurped control over the Realm of Order, and we were trapped here indefinitely. It was now or never. One shot to get it right. But this time we’d be ready. I hoped. After grinding Rabbit Thralls for the past eight hours—Jay pulling, Osmark, Abby, and Amara wearing them down before I finished them off—I was free from the Death Debuffs, and I’d leveled up as Champion of Order and unlocked my ultimate ability: Avatar of Order. 
 Still, anxiety churned inside me like a tropical storm. I said a silent prayer that my new plan wouldn’t be a suicide mission. I mean, each use of the Avatar of Order ability cost 50,000 EXP. I was at level 44 and at this stage in the game, it cost nearly 100,000 EXP to move up a single level. Using that ability just one time would wipe out half of the points I needed to advance. That was one helluva steep commitment, and it made it impossible to take a “practice run.” If the ability turned out to be a dud, the Lich Priest was gonna eat me alive and this whole plan would explode in my face. 
 I glanced back over one shoulder at Abby, Osmark, Jay, and Amara in turns, then eyeballed the ragtag remnants of the Vale Army. They looked scared, uncertain. And for good reason. The last time I’d asked them to follow me down this path, more than half of their friends had died in agony. This time will be different, I reminded myself. It had to be. 
With a grunt, I turned back toward the Expanse and squared my shoulders. “Let’s move out,” I said, marching down the path, feet crunching on the gravel. My crew followed just behind me, while the remaining Gnomes and Satyrs trudged along behind them in two columns, nice and neat and orderly. There was no sign of the Flame Salamanders from earlier, which meant they were probably taking refuge in the winding lava flows, waiting to spring another ambush. Likewise, the skeletons were nowhere to be seen. Reverted back to piles of bones, ready to be summoned at a moment’s call, no doubt. 
But I sure as hell saw Vox—now back in his human form. He lounged at the base of the ziggurat, little more than a stick figure in the distance. But I knew it was him. 
 I stopped at the bottom of the winding pass, standing on the hardpan below. I pulled my warhammer from my belt and rested the head against my shoulder. My friends flanked me on either side, Osmark and Abby to my right, Jay and Amara to the left. Instead of advancing, the Vale Army formed up into a square behind me, five columns of ten soldiers each. Warriors toward the front, archers and spellcasters toward the rear—though I hoped it wouldn’t actually come to a fight. They were here for show. 
“Vox,” I yelled at the top of my lungs, voice carrying over the barren landscape like a trumpet blast. “It’s time we ended this once and for all, champion to champion.” The figure loitering at the ziggurat stood and the air shimmered as the Lich blinked out of existence only to reappear a few feet away, stepping from a glowing green rift which hung in the air.
 “I see you’ve recovered,” Vox said with a smug grin, one hand resting on the pommel of his odd mace. “And decided to come back for a rematch, no less.” He paused, scanning the troops. “But you haven’t learned your lesson, I see. You couldn’t beat me last time, and you had double your current numbers.” He shook his head and tisked.
 “That’s where you’re wrong,” I said, stepping forward, oozing confidence even though I secretly felt like puking. “After seeing your Hydra trick, I figured it out. The Avatar of Order ability. You aren’t the only one who has a final form now.” 
 He scoffed and folded his hands behind his back. “You really think you can best me in single combat? I’ve held the mantle of Champion of Order for a thousand years. I am a force of nature, Imposter. You are false. You conspire with an agent of Chaos.” His eyes flashed to Osmark. “Your army could not stand against me, and neither can you.” 
“Sounds like you’re afraid to face me, Vox,” I replied coolly, ignoring his jabs. “I’ve been thinking a lot about you since our last battle, and that’s what I’ve come to realize. You’re a weak, pathetic excuse of a man.” I could see the anger ignite inside his chest and the hate seething on his face. “It’s no wonder Sophia abandoned you as Champion of Order and chose me to replace you.” I taunted him, stepping forward. “You’re a coward, Vox. You don’t care about Order. You care about survival. About yourself. You’re the imposter. The fraud. And I’m here to restore Order once and for all.” 
 The Lich Priest ghosted toward me on silent feet, the humor gone from his face, his lips pulled back in a snarl. “I would choose your words very carefully, False Champion,” he snarled, voice a low rasp. “You might think that death is the worst thing that can befall you, but you are wrong. Perhaps you would like to see what it’s like to be locked away in the Burning Expanse for a thousand years?”
“Spoken like the spineless weakling you are,” I said, offering him a cocksure grin. “All bark, no bite. You hide behind others. You compel those more capable than you to fight on your behalf. When Serth-Rog showed up during the Nightmare Wars, you betrayed your calling because you were afraid. Sure, you justified it—saying it was in the name of Order—but in reality, you were just trying to save your own skin. Or …” I paused and cocked an eyebrow. “You can prove me wrong right here, right now. Wars are ugly things, I’m sure you’ll agree. They are chaotic and full of disorder. No one wants that. Not when we can settle this one-on-one. Or do you think you’re not up to the challenge, Imposter?” 
“I am going to crush your skull in my teeth,” he growled. “And then I will enslave your pathetic army to the will of Order. Prepare to fight. To die.” He whirled on a heel and disappeared again, reappearing a moment later in the center of the valley. “Let us see who is worthy of the champion’s mantle!” he called out, his voice guttural and inhuman. He raised his club high, thrusting it straight up like a lightning rod, and unleashed the familiar wave of green light. The Lich Priest vanished, swallowed by a geyser of burning lava, which rose higher, higher, higher.
In a blink, the man was gone and only the massive Flame Hydra remained. Seven stories of death and destruction with seven swaying heads, perched upon monstrous squat legs each as thick as a subway car. “Come then, Usurper!” the creature boomed. “Come and find your doom.” 
I lurched into motion with a war cry, sprinting toward him as I raised my hammer high. My boots thudded against the dusty earth, small puffs of dirt billowing up with each step as I triggered my new Avatar of Order ability. Power swelled inside me, hot and terrible. Magma burned through my veins, shooting down my arms and legs with every beat of my heart, while terrible pressure built inside my head. My stomach clenched, railroad spikes of pain exploded in my joints, and a whirlwind of razor blades seemed to flay me alive.
I’d died a couple of times since coming to V.G.O., but the most painful had been when the Spider Queen had ripped open my chest, perforated my lungs, and slashed through all my internal organs before ripping my throat out with her teeth. 
But this? This was worse.
Some part of my pain-addled brain insisted I drop to the ground and curl into a ball, but another part of me screamed in defiance. In resistance. That was the part of me that refused to give up, to bow to Osmark, to let Carrera and his overlord win. And that part—small and angry and as fierce as Ari the Berserker Pixy—forced me to keep running, to keep moving through the pain as purple smoke swirled around me in a blinding maelstrom. 
Step, inhale. My muscles squealed in agony as they bulged and grew, my skin falling away, replaced by sleek purple-black scales, identical to Devil’s. 
Step, exhale. My fingers swelled, my gunmetal gray nails popping free as wicked ebony talons erupted along each tip. 
Step, inhale. My shoulder blades writhed and wriggled as new appendages ruptured outward, unfurling into leather wings. 
Step, exhale. My mouth stretched and elongated, forming a scale-slick muzzle full of far too many teeth. 
Step, inhale. The pain vanished, replaced by raw power and incredible strength. 
The smoke cloud dissipated around me as I kicked my legs into overdrive and bolted into the open … 
I was only a hundred feet from Vox, the Flame Hydra, but I was a very different creature than I’d been only moments before. The old Jack was gone, replaced and transformed by this strange dragon-hybrid monster I’d become. I stood twenty feet tall now—still only a third the size of Hydra-Vox, but not too shabby—though surprisingly my armor and weapons had grown with me, my warhammer alone nearly ten feet long, the hammerhead the size of a truck tire. I could see like a hawk, my ears were sharp enough to pick up the gasps of surprise from my crew, and my nose was keen enough to smell the bead of fear wafting up from Vox. 
“You wanted a piece of me,” I snarled, my voice as guttural and inhuman as Vox’s had become, “then come and get some.” 
Vox responded with a ground-shaking howl. A visible shock wave exploded out, rippling through the air in a ring that slapped into my chest, biting off a chunk of my HP then slamming a debuff on my head—one meant to cripple me before the fight had even started. 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Paralyzing Fear: You are temporarily immobilized by fear! You cannot move or cast spells. Duration, 1 minute.
<<<>>>
I quickly scanned the message, then grinned. I’d seen this skill before—many of the Vogthar bosses had it on standby—but as a Shadowmancer, I was immune. A heartbeat later another combat notification appeared, replacing the first message: 
<<<>>>
You resisted Paralyzing Fear! All Maa-Tál are immune to Morale Failure and Fear-based debuffs!
<<<>>>
 “That ain’t gonna work against me, Vox!” I thundered in reply, dismissing the notice with a flick of one claw-tipped hand. 
“Neat trick, Imposter,” Vox hissed while four of his swaying heads lurched forward, spewing balls of magma my way. On instinct, I whipped forward one hand, conjuring Dark Shield with a thought … Except I didn’t have access to Dark Shield. I didn’t have access to any of my normal Shadowmancer Skills. So, it came as something of a shock when a wall of brilliant pearl light, twenty feet by ten, burst to life in front of me, intercepting the quartet of fireballs. The shimmering shield held as the magma balls detonated with enough force to rock me back on my heels. 
Hell yeah. So maybe I couldn’t use my Shadowmancer abilities, but I had a few new tricks up my sleeve. Including a spell called Pulse Shield. 
In the corner of my eye a pop-up appeared: Pulse Shield: 2/3. Apparently, unlike the rest of my spells and abilities, which used either Spirit or Stamina, these had a limited number of charges. 
I’d have to be extra careful, then. That probably also meant I’d end up slugging it out with Vox in the end. That was fine, though. I felt like a million dollars, and surprisingly I really wanted to punch the Lich Priest’s teeth in the good ol’ fashioned way. I leapt forward, my wings thrusting down, giving me an extra boost to cover the distance. Vox was still significantly taller than me, but I came down on him like an avenging angel, my warhammer whipping through the air in a wicked arc. 
My weapon smacked into the one of the Hydra’s swaying heads with a burst of violet shadow energy. Chips of obsidian and great globs of lava exploded outward as the colossal creature staggered and reeled, his huge serpentine feet rocking the earth as he fought for balance. I relentlessly pressed in, darting forward as I thrust the brutal top spike—now as long as a short sword—deep into the center neck, slicing through another small fraction of Vox’s HP. I pulled the spike free with a jerk and bolted right, dropping the weapon low and bringing it up in a brutal undercut that should’ve launched Hydra-Vox into the stratosphere.
Unfortunately, Vox was ready for me this time, and though he was enormous, he was awfully quick when he wanted to be. A swaying head struck like lightning, latching around the shaft of the hammer and yanking it from my hands while a second head shot in, sinking fiery fangs into my left shoulder. My HP lurched, dropping below 90% while a fresh wave of hurt invaded my arm. I ignored it, pushing through the pain as I went to work with my newly enhanced talons, triggering yet another new ability, Burning Talons. 
Another combat pop-up appeared, Burning Talons: 4/5, as my claws ignited with purple Shadow Flame. I went for the mammoth head currently latched onto my shoulder, digging my talons into the vulnerable eyes, earning myself a very satisfying Critical Hit. The jaws popped open in shocked response, freeing my shoulder long enough for me to lash out with my left hand, scoring a long set of gashes across the monster’s face, Burning Talons: 3/5.
“You’ll never win this fighter, Pretender,” Vox snarled as he shuffled back, one of his outer heads whipping toward me with the bone-crushing force of a living wrecking ball. As large and in charge as I was now, Vox-Hydra was still a helluva lot bigger, so I couldn’t afford to stand there and tank it out with him. I dove right, curling into a ball as I executed a front roll that would’ve been perfect … if I hadn’t had wings. My shoulder smacked into the ground and my wing caught, throwing me off balance. Vox capitalized on the misstep, lashing out with a clawed foot which slammed into my chest and pinned me to the ground. 
Terrible heat flooded through my armor and ate into my skin, my HP sinking slowly but steadily as Vox bore down on me with all of his considerable weight. I dug my fingers into the enormous foot, snarling as magma seared my hands like a hot stove, and heaved. Vox didn’t budge. Not an inch. And suddenly a pair of writhing Hydra heads were directly above me, their jaws stretching wide as colossal fireballs formed in the back of each throat. They were going to blast me from point-blank range, and there was nothing I could do about it. 
I strained and bucked, wriggling my shoulders madly as I continued to push and pry with my hands. But it seemed like a fruitless endeavor—right until my HP dipped below 75%. In a flash, incredible, impossible strength flooded my body like taking a shot of pure adrenaline and chugging a full pot of coffee all at once. Desperate Strength, I remembered in a flash; it gave me an added Strength Bonus three times my current Character Level once I dropped below 75% Health. 
Holy crap, being a World Boss was cool as hell.
With a roar of challenge, I heaved again, the foot lifting just long enough for me to roll away. The pair of deadly fireballs slammed into the ground where I’d been pinned seconds before, the whole earth rattling from the impact, but I was free and clear, bounding back to my feet and spinning right as I pulled out my crescent-bladed dagger and struck, slamming the blade into a swaying neck and carving a deep furrow in molten flesh. A gout of bubbling red liquid sprayed out as the head tottered for a moment, then fell. 
Vox’s HP dropped by a full seventh, bringing him down below 60%. 
I grinned, vicious and triumphant. I was winning.

With a new surge of self-confidence—maybe I really could beat this guy straight up—I shot low, inside Vox’s guard, and attacked with my claws, triggering Burning Talon for the third time, 2/5. I scored a set of deep gashes across the Hydra’s chest, carving off another 3% of his HP. A serpentine head lunged toward me in response, mouth yawning wide, blazing fangs ready to end me. I juked right, narrowly avoiding the chomping jaws, but Vox seemed to read the play and was ready for me.
Another blocky head was waiting for me; this one slammed into my chest like an actual freight train. I flew back, bulldozing into the earth, wheezing for air as I groped at my ribs, trying to breathe and failing miserably. A full 15% of my HP disappeared at once, and a combat notice flashed, reiterating exactly how badly I’d just had my ass handed to me: 
<<<>>>
Debuff Added
Stunning Blow: You have sustained a stunning blow! Attack damage -15%; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; movement speed reduced by 35%; duration, 1 minute. 
<<<>>>
I dismissed the notice with a blink, flipped onto my belly, and tried to scramble back to my feet. But with my movement speed so drastically reduced by the Stunning Blow, I wasn’t quick enough. Deadly jaws fastened around my left calf, magma teeth slipping past my armor with ease and digging deep divots into my skin and muscle. I screamed as fiery agony raced through my veins, and the Hydra dragged me from the ground, my head and arms dangling down as though I were a prized fish hauled onto shore. 
 “You never had a chance,” Hydra-Vox growled. “And now it’s time to end this pathetic game.” 
 “You’re right,” I grunted through the hurt, eyes flashing with malice. “It is time to end the game.” And then I started laughing. Right in his stupid face.



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-TWO_
End Game
 
From where I was hanging—the world inverted, my arms dangling—I had a perfect view of the ziggurat and the pillar on top. Swirling all around it was a cloud of brilliant light as two hundred Pixies went to town with toothpick swords and doll-sized battle-axes. Individually, none of the Pixies could do much damage, but collectively? They were little monsters. Each one swinging in a frenzy, landing a strike every second without so much as a pause. Already the pillar was down below 70%, and that number was dropping by the second.
I laughed harder. 
Finally, one of the massive Hydra heads slithered around, catching sight of the ambush for the first time. 
“No, impossible,” Vox hissed with equal parts anger and fear. “How? Nothing can sneak by me.”
“They didn’t sneak by you, asshole,” I said as my HP dipped below 50%, unlocking another new attack, Cleansing Light. “You just weren’t paying attention. Everyone underestimates what the little guy can do. You were so focused on me and my army that you forgot all about the innocent little Pixies. You left your back door open, and they zipped right on in.” I used the moment of distraction to trigger my new attack. Relying on sheer instinct, pounded into my head by the game, I opened my mouth and unleashed a javelin of eye-searing white light. The beam carved through Vox’s chest, scorching another tenth of his HP.
Cleansing Light, 1/2 flashed in the corner of my eye, but I hardly noticed as Vox reared back, jaws popping open in pain, dumping me onto the hardpan. 
I hit the earth with an echoing boom, but I was close enough to the ground that it didn’t do any damage. “No, this is unacceptable!” Vox howled. “You cheated! Cheated! It was to be single combat.” 
“This is war,” I replied, gaining my feet with a wince—my damned calf felt like someone had taken an industrial chainsaw to it. “There’s no such thing as cheating. Only playing smart and playing dumb.” I shot a finger gun at him. “You played dumb.” 
“Attack!” Hydra-Vox bellowed. His forces responded at once; Flame Salamanders poured from the lava flows and skeletal nightmares pulled themselves from their dusty graveyard. “Protect the pillar at all costs!” he shouted. Instead of turning toward my friends and the forces assembled at the base of the mountain pass, Vox’s army wheeled and broke into a lumbering charge toward the temple. 
A serious tactical error on their part. 
With their backs turned, they didn’t even see the Vale Army surge into action. 
They weren’t paying attention until arrows, spells, and cold steel cut down Elementals and skeletons with equal ease. Without Vox to guide them, to lead them, it was a slaughter. Every creature fought for themselves, some trying to launch a counterassault while others continued to press toward the ziggurat, gazes fixed on the pillar. Osmark and Jay took to the air, laying down waves of suppressive fire and corralling those who broke away from the pack. Abby and Amara marshaled the troops, barking out battle orders and maneuvering what remained of the Vale Army into a horseshoe. 
I saw panic flash across Vox’s many faces; a second later the great monster spun, his enormous legs pounding the earth as the Hydra made for the ziggurat. Nope. Not while we were so close to winning. I opened my jaws and unleashed my final bolt of Cleansing Light, 0/2. White fury poured from my mouth, searing a deep, crippling wound into Hydra-Vox’s rear leg. He stumbled, bleeding like a stuck pig. Still the Hydra soldiered on, dragging the ruined limb as he moved. Not wanting to lose my small advantage, I broke into a sprint, legs eating up the distance before I leapt into the air, my wings thrusting down, lending me greater height. 
I dropped onto Vox’s retreating back. I sank my talons into his molten flesh, then hauled myself up before latching onto the central neck with my jaws. 
The magma burned my mouth and scorched my tongue, but I held fast, pulling back until I ripped a mouthful of burning meat free. More boiling blood ran from the wound in a river, Vox howling in reply. I pressed my attack, slamming my claws into the wound then triggering the Burning Talon ability, 1/5, carving off another chunk of HP. And best of all? From my position atop Vox, I could see the ziggurat. I watched in glee as the final pillar tottered unsteadily—huge cracks running over the surface of the stone—then pitched right, slamming down, a plume of dust and debris rising up.
The column of cancerous light died away in a heartbeat. 
“No!” Hydra-Vox thundered, his steps faltering as he watched power, control, and order slip through his grasp. “This cannot be! I am the incarnation of Order. I am the champion. The world needs my hand to guide it.” Suddenly, Vox bucked violently beneath me like a rodeo bull, his many heads flailing like mad in his blind rage. I fought to hold on, but couldn’t manage it, and tumbled free. I flapped madly with my wings as I flipped backward, but flying was a helluva lot harder than Devil made it look. 
All I managed to do was kick up a bit of ashy dust before landing squarely on my neck with a thunderous crack as loud as a falling tree. 
A debuff appeared along with a hard knot of fear, which bloomed in my belly. 
<<<>>>
Debuffs Added
Critical Fall: You have suffered a debilitating spinal injury and are temporarily immobilized. You cannot move or cast spells. Duration, 1 minute.
<<<>>>
 No, no, no. 
Hydra-Vox turned again, malice and rage burning in his many eyes as he stomped over, towering above me. I was flat on my back, legs akimbo, one arm pinned beneath me from the fall, and there was nothing I could do to fight back. The Lich Priest straddled me and planted an enormous clawed foot directly onto my chest, pressing down with his immense body weight, pushing the air from my lungs and slowly cracking my ribs. A terrible sense of déjà vu washed over me as I lay there, except this time I knew there was no miraculous new ability to save me. 
 “You lose, False Champion,” Hydra-Vox snarled, strands of magma dripping down like strings of drool, splattering against my face with burning agony. “You never stood a chance, not even with your deception and your tricks. So what if your insignificant Pixies destroyed the last pillar? It is but a minor setback. As long as I live, I can rebuild. I will find a new weapon, I will never give up because Order always prevails, and I am the very embodiment of Order. Of logic. You were destined to fail, and now you are destined to perish.”
 I couldn’t move, couldn’t resist, but once again I found myself grinning like a moron. Vox hadn’t noticed yet—far too focused on the battle at hand and his impending victory—but with my new, heightened sense of hearing, I caught the whirl of a steampunk engine approaching. 
 “And what exactly do you find so amusing?” Hydra-Vox spat, serpentine eyes narrowing in suspicion.
 “I never thought I could beat you,” I said, coughing up coppery blood. “Not in a straight-up fight,” I wheezed. “Which is why I planned for backup. Beat you down before hitting you with our big guns.” I shifted my eyes to the left as the Goblin zephyr cruised into view, Cutter at the helm and … a handful of Goblins scuttling through the rigging, working the sails. 
 I certainly hadn’t expected the Goblins, but there would be time for questions after we beat Vox.
 “You think a few cannons can stop me?” Hydra-Vox sneered. “I am a living god.”
 “Nope,” I said with a grunt and a pained chuckle. “But I thought an actual goddess might do the trick.” Just then, as though to rub my words into Vox’s face, the zephyr banked right, revealing Sapphira the Mer-Queen, her arms hanging over the retaining wall, the Scrimshaw Trident clutched in her hands. Getting a mermaid all the way into the Burning Expanse was no easy task, but Cutter had kindly retrofitted the blimp, tearing out the deck, then filling the cargo hold with seawater, turning the whole ship into a massive floating swimming pool.
 “Hello, darling,” the Mer-Queen shouted, her voice a clarion call. “You enslaved my citizens and tried to steal my throne. That’s a debt which simply must be settled.” She thrust her Scrimshaw Trident straight out. “And this time I think the butcher’s bill shall be paid in full.” Her face contorted—skin glowing a brilliant cobalt, trident burning white like a falling star as she raised it to the sky. Overhead, the sky darkened, heavy, roiling black clouds appearing from clear skies as if by magic. “Goodbye, Vox,” she said, a condescending snarl contorting her face as the storm overhead unleashed its torrential rains.
A tsunami of seawater washed over the Hydra, white steam billowing up in a tremendous curtain as the Lich Priest shrieked. 
 Hydra-Vox hadn’t exactly been in good shape before, but as the unending torrent of water fell, his HP plunged—50% ... 40 ... 30 ... 20 ... 10—and then the pressure on my chest vanished. I couldn’t see a thing, the steam so thick it obscured the world like an early morning San Francisco fog bank. My Paralysis Debuff had almost lapsed, but it was the Avatar of Order countdown timer that caught my attention. It strobed and flashed, hitting zero, and suddenly I found the world shuddering around me as my limbs shrank, scales retreating into my body, wings disintegrating beneath me. 
 The pain that came when activating the Avatar of Order ability was blessedly absent as my body resumed its normal proportions. The Paralysis Debuff lapsed a second later, and I sat up with a groan, instantly fishing a Health Regen potion from my belt. I downed the concoction in a gulp, feeling a rush of sweet relief flood my body and infuse my muscles with new strength. I tossed the bottle and stood, wiping the sweat from my brow as the massive steam cloud finally receded and dissipated. 
And there was Vox, a broken, withered shell of a man, laid low in the dirt, his chest hitching as he fought to breathe. 
 I didn’t have my hammer—it was lying somewhere in the desert—but I’d managed to hang onto my curve-bladed dagger. I pulled it out, fingers wrapping tight around the handle as I marched over to the dying Lich Priest. He was partially curled onto his side, so I used the toe of my boot to flip him onto his back, then planted my foot firmly on his chest, savoring the sweet irony. But it was hard to fully embrace the joy of my victory. Staring down at his crumpled, emaciated form didn’t give me nearly the satisfaction I thought it would.
 Truthfully, he was pitiful looking.
 He glanced up at me, his emerald eyes rheumy and washed out, the nimbus of green light that had surrounded him before extinguished. He sputtered and coughed, blood spilling over his thin lips and onto his chin. “I don’t understand,” he said, genuinely confused, all his fight gone out. “It was supposed to be me. I am Champion of Order. You cheated, you worked with agents of Chaos. You seem to be the anthesis of Order … and yet you stand victorious.” He coughed again, his skeletal frame quivering. “How?” he asked as the coughing fit subsided. “Why?”
 “I almost feel bad for you, Vox,” I said, pressing down harder with my foot. “You’re a zealot, and that’s why you were always going to lose. Because you couldn’t see beyond yourself and your own narrow view of how things are supposed to be. Being Champion of Order isn’t about mindlessly enforcing some set of arbitrary rules, and it isn’t about stomping out anything that’s different. Being champion is about bringing things back to balance. Back to the middle.
“Sophia works with Enyo, you know?” I continued. “The same way she had me work with Osmark, the Champion of Chaos. Why? Because Chaos isn’t evil, any more than Order is good. They are two sides of the same coin. They are yin and yang, pushing forever against one another in an endless wheel. And there, in the center, is balance. Free will. The right to choose between Order or Chaos, knowing that you can’t have one without the other. I’m not fighting for a world that’s free of people like Osmark, I’m fighting for a world where both sides can exist.”
I moved my foot and crouched down on my haunches, lips pursed. “Still, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. Some part of me thinks you genuinely believed you were doing the right thing. That you were the hero, the champion.” I patted him on the chest with my left hand, raising the dagger high with my right. “Some part of me wants to let you live, to get a second chance—that seems like it would be the heroic thing to do. But no matter how I feel, I also realize that sometimes being the leader means not being a hero.” I moved like a snake, hand flying from his chest to his head, pinning him down flat as I drove the dagger into his frail throat.
Critical Hit. His HP bar hit zero, the fire gone from his eyes, his body slack and lifeless. Killing him didn’t feel good—I felt queasy, in fact—but there was a sweet surge of relief as a Quest Alert popped up before me: 
<<<>>>
Quest Update: Rise of the Lich Priest
Congratulations! You have destroyed all three Necrotic Pillars scattered throughout the Realm of Order and vanquished Vox-Malum, the Lich Priest! As your reward, you have received 75,000 EXP and (2) Divinity Points, which can be invested in the Champion of Order Skill Tree! Additionally, you and all accompanying party members will each receive a special gift from Sophia, Overmind of Order, for completing this quest! You have also been awarded 1,000 renown—in-world fame—for completing this quest. Greater renown elevates you within the ranks of Eldgard and can affect merchant prices when selling or buying. The Entwined Fate and Shared Trauma Debuffs have been removed!
<<<>>>
I dismissed the screen, only to receive a flood of other notices: 
<<<>>>
x1 Level Up!
You have (5) undistributed stat points

You have (1) unassigned proficiency point
<<<>>>
Skill: Bladed Weapons, Dagger
Skill Type/Level: Active / Level 4
Cost: None
Effect: Increases bladed-weapon damage by 11%. 
<<<>>>
Skill: Blunt Weapons
Skill Type/Level: Active / Level 18 
Cost: None
Effect: Increases blunt weapon damage by 39%; increases blunt weapon attack rate by 9%. 
<<<>>>
Subspecialty: Champion of Order
Ability Type/Level: Passive / Level 6
Cost: None
Effect 1: All Champion of Order-based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 6: 15%).
Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 6: +3 to Luck).
Effect 3: You have (3) unassigned Divinity Points.
<<<>>>
I grinned, ecstatic about the advances, but then dismissed those as well and closed my interface, pulling up Vox’s inventory instead. Despite everything that had happened, I was insanely excited to see what kind of epic loot he was carrying … I let out a sigh of disappointment as I looked through his gear, which had all turned to ash. I glanced down at the corpse, dismayed to see that Vox’s body was actually crumbling before my eyes, skin flaking away like crepe paper, gray bones collapsing under their own weight, turning to dust, which was quickly picked up by the wind and swept away.
In seconds it vanished. Robes. Rings. Weapons. Gold. All of it. I paused and stood. Then faltered as I noticed a green gem peeking up from the inky ash bank where Vox’s body had been. I squatted back down and pulled the jewel free—not a jewel at all, I saw, but the pommel of his brutal mace. The only piece that had survived his demise. Curious, I pulled up the item description: 
<<<>>>
Doom-Forged Pommel
Item Type: Relic
Class: Ancient Artifact
Base Damage: 0 
Primary Effects:
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A Piece of the Doom-Forged Weapon
Once, eons ago, in an age long since forgotten to mankind, a powerful weapon was created to balance the colossal forces of the universe. A weapon so great even the gods feared its blow. Legend tells that after the Doom-Forged Weapon was crafted by the Dwarven demigod Khalkeús, the weapon was split apart by the gods and goddesses who feared its might and scattered across the realms so that it would never be assembled again. Perhaps it is time for the gods to fear again …
<<<>>>
My hand trembled as I curled my fingers around the Pommel and tucked it into my inventory.



 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY-THREE_
Goodbyes
 
As I turned my back to the ashy pile that was once the Lich Priest, I realized the world was frozen all around me. No sound, no motion, the Vale Army statue-still in their moment of triumph. 
“Jack,” Sophia’s voice came a second later. 
I wheeled to find the Overmind lounging in an elegant wooden throne not four feet away from me. The throne was an impossible thing that grew straight from the earth, somehow modeled from living wood and festooned with wildflowers and creeping vines. She had her legs crossed, one foot bouncing idly, fingers steepled as she regarded me with an arched brow. Vibrant grass sprouted from the dusty ground as I watched her, radiating out from her throne, flowers blooming in double time—petals unfurling only to transform into neon butterflies, which took to the air.
“I believe you dropped this,” she said with a smirk, lifting one hand as my warhammer appeared in the air before me. 
“Sophia,” I said, trying not to be awed by her display of power. “Seems like you’re feeling a little better.” I grabbed the floating weapon and slipped it back into the leather frog at my belt.
She smiled, teeth brilliantly white, then shrugged. “A bit. Though I must confess I was worried toward the end there. You do have a tendency to cut things awfully close. Yet”—she bobbed her head as though acknowledging a fencer’s touch—“you prevailed again, despite the odds. Just as I knew you would. And now it is time to reward you and your friends for your tireless efforts.” 
She snapped her fingers, click, and suddenly Abby, Cutter, Amara, Osmark, Jay, and Ari were all with me, reeling unsteadily as they glanced at each other before finally fixing their eyes on Sophia. Ari flitted to the ground at once and dropped to one knee, head bowing deeply in reverence. 
The Overmind acknowledged her with a smile and a nod, motioning her to rise. “It is good to see you all once more,” she said. “You have learned your lessons, set aside your differences, and—most importantly of all—served me well. You seven have accomplished a deed that seemed impossible on the outset, and in doing so, have given us a fighting chance against Thanatos and his growing power. It is your duty to serve the greater good of all,” she continued, “yet I realize I owe each of you a debt of gratitude. And so, I will reward you for accomplishing this greatest of quests. 
“Now, the reward for this quest stipulates one unique scalable item apiece.” She thrust a single finger up. “That is what you are owed, but it is not every day a goddess regains her kingdom. And because I am feeling especially magnanimous and powerful”—she breathed deeply, seeming to savor the air—“I will instead allow you to choose your reward. You may choose the unique scaling item if you’d like, or …” She trailed off, a glimmer in her eye. “Or, I will grant each of you a single favor, so long as it is within my power. So, what say you? And remember this an opportunity that is not likely to come again, so choose wisely.”
Osmark stepped forward first, bold and eager. “Avatar of Chaos,” he said at once. “So far Enyo has largely ignored me. I have seen what power the champions are capable of, and I want that power for myself. I need to unlock my abilities as Champion of Chaos.” 
Sophia thought for a moment, then dipped her head in consent. “Very well. This is not a thing strictly within my power, but I shall intercede on your behalf. Within a week, your mistress shall pay you a visit.” She turned her gaze on the monk. “And what of you, Jay Taylor? What would you have of me?” 
Jay seemed to think long and hard, his face deadpan, his hands balled into tight fists. “What about stats?” he finally asked, snapping back into the present. “Can you boost my stats, permanently?” His eyes seemed to burn with ravenous hunger.
“Indeed I can. Twenty points, permanently to any stat of your choosing. Any stat,” she said once more, in emphasis. 
He grinned. “Luck,” he replied. 
That was the obvious choice. The only choice really, since that was the one stat that couldn’t be altered through normal means. You couldn’t add points to it, and items that changed it were exceedingly rare and worth a king’s ransom. And though Luck didn’t have any overt, tangible effect—it didn’t increase armor rating or damage, for example—its influence was vast, touching everything from gold drops and item rarity to shop prices and special quest lines. Sophia had granted me a similar blessing after founding the Crimson Alliance, and I’d sure had more than my fair share of lucky breaks. 
Sophia stood, slinking across the lush carpet of grass, white toga swishing, hips swaying, until she was inches from the monk. She reached out one hand, slowly and sinuously, tracing her fingers across Jay’s cheek before winding her hand behind his neck and pulling him into a deep kiss, which lasted an uncomfortably long time. Eventually, she pulled away, leaving the poor guy swaying drunkenly as she moved back to her throne. Jay looked like someone had just sucker punched him with brass knuckles.
“And what of you, Abby?” she asked, sitting slowly, carefully adjusting the fabric so it draped her thighs just so.
“I want my own flying mount,” Abby replied, not even a moment of hesitation. “I love Jack, and I love Devil, but I’m tired of having to hitch a ride whenever I want to take to the skies.” 
Sophia traced a finger over her lips, seesawing her head left then right. “Yes. That can be arranged.” She twirled a finger through the air, weaving it back and forth like a magic wand—dip, bob, weave, arc. “For a creature as fierce and fiery as you, child, you will need a mount to suit.” An egg the size of a football and coated with a sheen of brilliant gold appeared in the air, rotating slowly before dropping into Abby’s outstretched hands. “Keep it warm, child. The creature within was harvested here, in the Burning Expanse. A true gift, the likes of which no other Traveler will ever have.” 
“Thank you,” Abby said, eyes wide, her voice breathless. She ran a hand over the top of the egg and clutched it tight against her chest. A little kid getting a puppy for Christmas. 
“It is a well-earned reward,” Sophia replied with a genuinely warm smile. “But you are welcome all the same.” 
“I’ve got one,” Cutter said, rubbing absently at his chin. “A bit unconventional, I’ll admit, but I might as well try my hand.” 
“As I said, if it is within my power, I shall consider it,” Sophia replied, though her eyes narrowed in suspicion. I couldn’t blame her. Cutter tended to have that effect on people. 
“Well, you gave Abby a mount,” he said, dropping a hand to the butt of his dagger. “I want a mount, too. But a very specific mount. I want to take that zephyr back to Eldgard with me. The things I could do with that … It boggles the bloody mind.” He paused for a minute, a dreamy look in his eyes. “Oh, and the crew is definitely part of the ‘mount.’” He said it with air quotes. “Apparently those little Goblin buggers have some kinda air pirate code. Since I captured the ship fair and square, they work for me now.” He grinned at me from ear to ear. “The grubby little bastards were just in the Vale, waiting for me,” he finished as an aside.
“You’re pushing the limits,” Sophia said, smile drooping just a hair, “but I am feeling exceptionally good, so I will allow it.” 
Cutter let out a whoop and pumped his fist. “By all the Hells, I’m going to plunder everything.” He cackled, rubbing his hands as he fell back beside Amara. “You better watch out, monk¸ you’re right at the top of my list. The Goblin King they’ll call me.” 
Jay grunted and crossed his arms. “We’ll see just how well that works out for you, thief.” The words were stern, but the lopsided grin said it all. Those two might never be best friends, but they weren’t enemies. Not anymore. 
“Can you bring someone back from the dead?” Ari asked, glancing up, tiny tear streaks tracing down her cheeks. “Can you restore my brother, Tarvo, to life?” Her request hit me like a sledgehammer to the gut. Here we were, thinking all about us—about what we could get—while she was still grieving the loss of her family. 
For the first time Sophia’s smile vanished entirely. “I’m sorry, that is not within my power, little one. Once one of your kind dies, they are …” She paused, as though searching for a way to soften the blow. “They are truly gone,” she finally finished with a slight shake of her head. “I am so sorry.”
The Pixy frowned, scrubbed the tears from her cheeks, then nodded. “Understood, my queen. In that case, I want to go back to Eldgard with Champion Grim Jack. He fights the Dark Wanderer Carrera, and I want a chance to get my revenge.”
“Are you sure?” the Overmind asked, concern lingering beneath the words. “Once you leave my realm, it is distinctly possible you will never be able to return. This is your home, child. Are you certain this is what you would have?”
“There’s nothing here for me,” she replied, tiny fingers curling around the hilt of her sword. “Nothing but bad memories and judgmental looks. We’ve defeated the Lich Priest, but Carrera is still out there, and he needs to pay for what he’s done,” she growled. “And I need to make sure he does. I’m partially responsible for what happened, after all, so I won’t be able to live with myself until I put things as right as I can.” 
“Very well, little one. Very well.” There was a long thoughtful pause before the Overmind turned her gaze from the Pixy. Honestly, she looked shaken, though I wasn’t sure why. “And what of you, Amara?” Sophia asked. 
“You cannot bring back the dead, but is it within your power to prevent death?” Amara said, striding forward, stealing a longing gaze at Cutter. “Because if so, I wish that Cutter should be changed. No longer to die as a Citizen of Eldgard, but to be able to respawn as the Travelers can do.” She waved a hand at me. 
Silence settled over the gathering, every eye fixing on the Overmind in wonder and expectation. Could she actually do something like that? Where exactly did her power end?
“Now there is a request to push me to my utmost limit,” she replied after a time, uncrossing, then recrossing her shapely legs. “You may think of we Overminds as godlings, and in many ways we are—but we are also terribly limited. You see, most of our power is consumed by holding the very world around you together—performing our essential functions, regulating quests, rewards, environmental factors—and what little power we have left is bound in stalemating the other Overminds. I exert my energy to counterbalance Enyo while she does the same to counterbalance me. It is the way of the world.
“True, we can act in the world and directly affect those within our sphere of influence for a short time, but usually our interference is minor, and it always comes at a steep cost to us. Every concession I make for Jack, Enyo can then make for Osmark—a natural balance. Each action results in an equal and opposite reaction. Still, here in my seat of power, it may be possible … Though there is no telling what possible consequence it might have. Would you still have me try, knowing I might fail? That I might destroy him in the process?” 
“No,” Cutter said, “I don’t want this.” He shook his head and slipped forward, taking Amara’s hand in his own. “You’re better than me, Amara. You’re smarter, stronger, nobler. You care about people and make them more than they have any right to be. I’m a drunk. A gambler. A thief.” He shook his head. “No, if such a thing is possible, it should be you. You deserve to live.”
She leaned into him, their eyes catching like wildfire, then pulled him into a deep kiss, her hands shooting up, wrapping in his blond locks. After a beat, she pulled away and ran a thumb along his cheek. “You are better than you think, Dii Jai.” My heart, in the Dokkalfar language. “Do it,” she said, turning on Sophia. “Make him live.” 
The Overmind stood—robes flaring around her, face solemn—and thrust her hands straight up. She rose into the air, her toes a foot from the lush grass, her hair floating around her in a halo, swaying in an unfelt breeze. Opalescent light pooled around her, bleeding from her skin. Around us the world quivered; a whipping gale howled, sending my cloak fluttering behind me. Cutter rose next, his eyes wide and wild as his feet dangled just like Sophia’s. In moments the light surrounding the Overmind began to leak from the thief, his skin glowing with unearthly power.
It was beautiful to watch. At first.
But after a handful of tense seconds, the grass beneath us began to wither and die while Sophia’s throne creaked and rotted, and the conjured butterflies plummeted from the air as one. The goddess of Order, likewise, didn’t look so hot, her hair losing its luster, her eyes milky, her skin ashy and pale—stretching thin like worn cotton. She was aging a hundred years right before our eyes. And Cutter just glowed brighter and brighter, a neutron star preparing to explode while he spasmed in the air, arms and legs flailing wildly. 
After another few seconds the light surrounded us, the whole world transforming into brilliant, terrible starfire. Then, as quickly as it had come, the light was gone. In the span of a blink Cutter was kneeling on the ground, hands pressed into his temples, and Sophia was back in her chair, looking tremendously better than she had moments before, though far from whole and healthy. 
“I’m, I’m alive,” Cutter stuttered, hands roving over his body as he stood. Amara was by his side in a second, slipping one arm around his back, steadying him. “Am I … Did it …” He trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.
“Indeed, you are alive,” Sophia replied, her voice tired, though there was a ghost of a smile gracing her lips. “And the answer is yes. You are changed, Cutter of Rowanheath. Reborn. The first and, perhaps, last of your kind. It was no mean feat, I can assure you, but you now are no different than any other Traveler. Free from death. But sadly,” she said with a sigh, “I am tapped out at the moment, so you, dearest Jack, will have to wait to receive your favor. But you have my personal I.O.U.”—she cocked an eyebrow—“which, I can quite assure you, I’m good for. 
“And now it is high time you all get back to Eldgard. Things have worsened since your departure. In the past three days alone, the Vogthar have made great advances. Most significantly, they have managed to capture the Hvitalfar city of Alaunhylles, which happens to house the Grand Archive: the single greatest repository of knowledge in all of Eldgard. Carrera is searching for something, for a quest that may tip the balance irrevocably in his favor. You all must stop him at any cost. Prepare to fight …” 
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