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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max lowered his hands and released the breath he’d been holding. The Soul Lens screen hovering beside him flickered as the words across its surface changed. 
 
      
 
    Spirit Binding successful! 
 
    Spirit Familiar restored! 
 
      
 
    Nessy 
 
    Spirit Familiar 
 
    Soul-Bound to Maximo Strident (Permanent) 
 
      
 
    White-blue light fell from his palms to envelop the tiny, ragged pile of torn flesh on the floor. The radiance faded quickly, leaving behind a small, furry winged form. Max couldn’t stop the tired grin that forced its way across his face. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “Hey yourself!” Nesura snapped back. The bat raised her head and glared at Max. “Is that all the welcome I’m going to get? Where are the songs of praise to my beauty and prowess? I don’t see anyone weeping and wailing over how much I’ve been missed while I was gone!” 
 
    “Well, you were only gone for a few hours, Nessy,” Trisha said, her voice laden with weariness. The Elementalist was standing a pace or so behind Max. She pushed back a stray lock of her long, white hair, which she’d taken to wearing in a simple ponytail, and chuckled. “That’s not very long at all.” 
 
    Nesura’s angry gaze snapped to Trisha, but before she could say anything, a pair of graceful and strong hands scooped her up. 
 
    “You were missed, Nessy,” Sava said, giving the bat a kiss on the top of her head. Nesura cackled lecherously and nuzzled her snout into the nape of the beautiful Duelist’s neck. Sava smiled. “You were missed.” 
 
    She was right, Max thought, as he got up from his kneeling posture. Nesura had been missed, or he wouldn’t have led a cohort into a Special Challenge Dungeon called the Colossus of Endless Night and slaughtered his way through an army of vampires to get her back. 
 
    “That turned out well, Strident,” Jonn said. The heavily armored Warmonger had been standing a few paces away during the Spirit Binding process. His gauntleted hands were empty at the moment, but Max knew that Jonn carried a small arsenal of weapons on his person, stashed out of sight within a Ring of Holding customized to his eclectic fighting style. 
 
    “It did.” Max gave Jonn a grateful nod. “Thank you for helping me get Nesura back.” 
 
    “Vix is one of us,” Jonn replied simply. The Warmonger glanced over his shoulder at the other Apocalypse Knights milling around the Warden Chamber of the Dungeon called the Deepshadow Mines. One of them, an Infiltrator, had an enchanted dagger poised over a violet sphere—the Dungeon’s core—floating in midair. He noticed Jonn’s and Max’s regard and gestured questioningly at the core. Jonn turned back to Max. “Are we done here?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Max said. He waved to the Infiltrator. “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander,” the Infiltrator said, before stabbing his blade into the core. 
 
    The violet sphere shattered upon impact. The stone columns and raised dais in the chamber flattened out, as if they were two-dimensional pictures strewn over an unnatural canvas. Cracks, like those in a broken mirror, began spreading across the air. The Dungeon fell apart, filling Max’s vision with darkness as it did so. 
 
    He blinked reflexively, only to find himself standing in the central plaza of Reysatown, where the Deepshadow Mines had been. A clock tower of green light had replaced the Dungeon. As Max looked up, the bell on its summit tolled, and its radiance spread out in a dome that he knew would encompass the entirety of Reysatown, reducing every monster beneath its radius to Level 35. 
 
    “We can take it from here,” Jonn said, pointing to the Warp Dais nearby. It had been set down by one of Subotai’s men. “Go get some rest, Strident. You need it.” 
 
    “I definitely do,” Max agreed. He turned to Sava, who was still cuddling Nesura. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sava said, a hungry light in her eyes. She strode over, slipped an arm over the crook of his elbow, and began dragging him to the Warp Dais. “Let’s.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re not getting much sleep tonight, Max,” Trisha said, cackling as she followed in Sava’s wake. “Just try not to make so much noise, if only for the sake of everyone sleeping near your tent.” 
 
    Max didn’t bother wasting his time with a reply. He paused just before he stepped onto the Warp Dais and glanced back over his shoulder at the clock tower. One of the Apocalypse Knights who’d come with Jonn placed her hand on its surface. She vanished, and Max knew she would reappear at the top of the clock tower. There, she would then be able to see the next wave of Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon, and according to standard procedure, she would log their names and locations, before transcribing that information to the Command Table back at base camp. 
 
    I’ll follow up on that later, he thought, ascending the Warp Dais. Blue light flared briefly across the sides of the artifact, signaling the activation of its enchantment. When he stepped off its surface, he was back at base, within the tent that served as the Apocalypse Knights’ central hub for the network they’d established across the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    Sava, Nesura, and Trisha appeared behind him moments later. The familiar, for all her earlier rancor, had dozed off in Sava’s arms. The Duelist handed Nesura over to Max. He shoved her unceremoniously into his belt pouch. 
 
    Muted grumbles and vague death threats rolled from her lips as he did so, but she didn’t open her eyes, which was a bit worrying. Max checked the link between them. Much to his relief, it was intact, strong, and bright, despite its recent restoration. Nesura’s mana reserves and spells were his to command, as they always had been before her death beneath the Slaughterman’s whirring blades. 
 
    But she wasn’t dead, at least not anymore. Nesura was back where she belonged, with him. 
 
    “She’s probably just exhausted,” Sava said. The Duelist’s smile was heavy with fatigue. “She’s had quite a day, after all.” 
 
    “So did we,” Max said, shaking his head and buckling the fold of his belt pouch over the snoring familiar. “But it turned out well, all in all.” 
 
    “I’d say it did,” Trisha agreed. She raised her left wrist. A Soul Lens screen appeared in the air next to her. “We got a lot of Victory Shards from that Dungeon, enough for me to gain two Levels in a row, in fact, which is pretty ridiculous. What about either of you? Have you checked?” 
 
    “Two Levels?” Max blinked in surprise. Trisha was right. That was pretty ridiculous. Even with Artur Brightblade increasing the Victory Shard acquisition rate in the Apocalypse Horizon, ascending in Level was still an arduous and time-consuming ordeal. An Apocalypse Knight—no, any Knight-Errant—would usually have to grind through a dozen or more Dungeons before gaining a Level, but here Trisha was saying that she had gotten two. 
 
    Max took a closer look at her screen and saw that she hadn’t been lying. The Elementalist was now Level 38. The last time he checked, she’d been Level 36. He raised his left wrist, projected a Soul Lens screen as well, and couldn’t help but whistle through his teeth. “I’m Level 39, with just a little bit to go before Level 40.” 
 
    “So am I,” Sava said, her eyes wide with astonishment. The Duelist took out a sphere of white light from her ring of holding and bounced it on her palm. “And we each still have a Warden item to claim.” 
 
    “I already did with mine,” Trisha said, flashing a ring—one of several—on her left hand. It bore a huge, ruby-like gemstone. She projected another screen from her Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Salamandrix Coil: Epic Soul-bound item 
 
    Ring +37 
 
    On equip: 
 
    +550 Mana Points 
 
    Gains access to all Fire Elementalist spells of wearer’s Level 
 
      
 
    “Now I can throw fireballs as well as boulders,” Trisha went on. Her smile held a tinge of sadness, and Max knew why. Her deceased sister, Velia Weis, had been an Elementalist as well, only one who wielded fire instead of earth. Now, Trisha could do the same. 
 
    Sava shrugged and claimed her Warden item. The sphere in her hands fell apart into flakes of light, before coalescing into a single metallic bracer. She scanned it with her Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Sunder Scar: Epic Soul-Bound weapon 
 
    Arc Blade +37 
 
    Greater Swiftness +20, Sundering +14, Keen +8 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t look like a weapon to me,” Trisha pointed out. 
 
    Sava slipped the bracer over her left forearm. She tapped a stud near its wristband. A sleek, backwards-curving blade emerged from the lower surface of the bracer. It hummed with power. The Duelist grinned savagely. “Yes, it does.” 
 
    I might as well check mine out now, Max thought, extending his will to his Ring of Holding and commanding it to deposit the Warden item he’d gotten from defeating Ollunara into his hands. A sphere of light appeared upon his palm. He could use it to upgrade his existing gear or claim a new soul-bound item. Max chose the latter and found himself holding a small black coin. 
 
      
 
    Emblem of Shifting Amplification: Epic Soul-Bound accessory 
 
    Emblem +37 
 
    +18 to all Physical Attributes 
 
    Amplifies the effectiveness of one aspect of an equipped enchanted item by 100%. 
 
    This amplification can be shifted to another equipped enchanted item at will every 5 seconds. 
 
      
 
    If I apply this to Storm Bolter, I can get four shots out of it instead of two. If I put it to work on Stridentsong or Megalo Maw, it’ll make their blades keener, Max thought as he turned the enchanted emblem over in his hands. Using this on my Magus Staff will give me more free castings of my costliest spells. Not bad. Not bad at all. 
 
    He put the emblem away into his Ring of Holding. Such enchanted items only needed to be in their owner’s possession to take effect. Over the last few months, Max had already acquired a small assortment of them. 
 
    “Nice. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get myself cleaned up,” Trisha said, before pushing her way past Max and making her way toward the tent’s entrance. “I’ve got an appointment with his Highness this evening.” 
 
    Max scoffed wordlessly. He’d made no effort to hide his contempt for Prince Irvin Vaustika and his mutually conniving relationship with Trisha. The Elementalist glanced over her shoulder and flashed him a grin in response. 
 
    “Not jealous, are you?” she asked. 
 
    “As if,” Max sneered, waving her dismissively away. “Go have fun. I’ll see you when you get—“ 
 
    His words trailed off as Trisha raised the tent flap. Jargal and Subotai were outside, their faces streaked with sweat, blood, and grime. The two Hunnites skidded to a halt just before they would have collided with Trisha. 
 
    “Khan-killer!” Jargal barked, reverting to his old form of address for Max, which meant that he was flustered… anxious, even. “We were just about to go fetch you! Fire Gods be praised! Legion attacked while you were gone!” 
 
    “It did? Why?” Max emerged from the tent with Trisha and Sava following closely behind. Jargal and Subotai took a few steps back to make room for him. 
 
    A small host of Apocalypse Knights had gathered there as well. All of them were battered and bloodied from a recent fight. Max swept his gaze briefly around the section of the base camp where the Warp Dais tent was located, taking in whatever details he could. 
 
    The Command Tent, which was nearby, was still standing, as was the Artificer Tent where Corvis and his young charges worked. All the vendor booths in eyeshot were intact, too. The dirt underfoot was covered with bootprints and wagon trails, but in a pattern that spoke of daily traffic, not warfare. 
 
    If there had been battle, it hadn’t been at the base camp. Max turned in the direction of the stone maze, a startled hiss escaping his lips. “Status report, now.” 
 
    “Legion attacked us roughly one hour ago, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said, snapping crisply to attention as he did so. “Its force comprised thirty avatars and forty shadows, at approximate count. We prevailed, but we lost thirty-seven Apocalypse Knights. Knight Captains Maruis and Jesslyn perished in battle, as did every single member of the Cohorts under their command.” 
 
    One-on-one, an avatar or a shadow outclasses a Knight-Errant, but if Legion attacked the portal, it would have gone up against the traps and fortifications we’ve set up there. Those casualty numbers sound about right, Max thought. He clasped Jargal on the shoulder. “Pull yourself together. We prepared for this, and our preparations worked out, since we won.” 
 
    “We did, yes, but Subotai isn’t done yet,” Jargal said, sighing as he tried in vain to smooth out the singed ends of his mustache. The Hunnite nudged his younger countryman. “Go on, lad. Let’s have the really juicy details.” 
 
    “One shadow managed to slip past our defenses and make it through the portal into the main timeline, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said, wincing. “I guess I should have led with that. My apologies.” 
 
    “You should have, but it’s alright,” Max said, fighting down an exasperated sigh. “One shadow got through, you said? That means it’s out and about somewhere in Hisktown by now.” 
 
    “We’ve sent a few cohorts, all of them averaging around Level 32, after it,” Subotai said. “I would have taken my Scouts, but…” 
 
    “It’s good you didn’t,” Trisha said. “A group of armed Hunnites riding around Hisktown would create quite the uproar.” 
 
    “Call the cohorts back and put them on standby for quick deployment,” Max said. “They’ll never be able to track down a single shadow if it doesn’t want to be found. And if it does want to be found, we’ll have our people ready and waiting to hit it hard and fast.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said, saluting. The Hunnite turned and pushed his way through the gathered Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “Trisha, I need you to do a few things for me.” Max turned to the Elementalist next. “You’re probably going to miss your date with Vaustika tonight.” 
 
    “Eh, I already figured as much.” Trisha frowned wearily. “This is such a mess. Did Legion lure you, me, and Jonn away from the base camp just so it could stage this attack?” 
 
    “It looks that way,” Max said, rubbing his jaw. “And it did this just to slip a single shadow through the portal and into the main timeline.” 
 
    “This is going to be bad, isn’t it?” Trisha said. “What Level is Legion again? If it starts rampaging in Hisktown, who knows how many Mundanes it’ll kill before we can stop it.” 
 
    “We can consider ourselves lucky if all it wants to do is go on a rampage,” Max said. “It lost seventy or so of its avatars and shadows today, and if all that costs us are the Apocalypse Knights who died and whoever it can reach in Hisktown, we can consider ourselves lucky.” 
 
    “Your friend and his family live in Hisktown, Max,” Trisha said, arching her brow. “Corvis Tober? His wife and son? The actual, real-life individuals and not the poor, broken souls we found in the Apocalypse Horizon. Remember them? And so is Sava Saree, the one in the main timeline and not this… ah, I’m sorry, Sava. I didn’t mean any offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” Sava said, shrugging. “I know who I am, and I know which Sava Max prefers.” 
 
    “Corvis’s house is on the outskirts of Hisktown. The shadow will have to slaughter its way through a lot of people to get to him, and we would have taken it down long before it can do that,” Max said absently. “As for the Sava in the main timeline… well, she can take care of herself.” 
 
    “Cold as ice, but I expected no less from you,” Trisha said. She nodded at the rest of the gathered Apocalypse Knights. “So what do you want me to do? Clean up the mess at the portal? Inform the families of the fallen?” 
 
    “No, Jargal, you’re in charge of that,” Max said. The Hunnite opened his mouth, as if to protest, but Max held up his hand in a forestalling gesture. “You fought alongside them in the battle that claimed their lives. As their field leader, it is only fitting that you see to their final affairs amongst the Apocalypse Knights. I’ll come along with you too, but you’re taking the lead on this.” 
 
    “By the Fire Gods, you’re right,” Jargal agreed somberly. He glanced over his shoulder at the battered Apocalypse Knights behind him. “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, let’s see to our fallen. As the Knight Marshal in charge, I’ll be sure to give them an honorable farewell.” 
 
    A chorus of muted assent rose from their ranks. Max saw the edges of grief and fear in their eyes soften somewhat, and some of them stood a bit straighter and taller, evidently taking heart in their Knight-Commander’s concern for their fallen comrades-in-arms. 
 
    But in truth, if Max had really wanted to raise his own stature in their eyes, he would have overseen the cleanup and the informing of the dead Apocalypse Knights’ families personally. In letting Jargal take the lead, he was instead raising the Hunnite Knight Marshal in everyone’s regard. 
 
    Jargal was a talented warrior and a leader, but he spent too much of his time and attention with his countrymen, not just because he wanted to, but also because there still existed a rift between the Hunnites and the Valerisens. If he became more popular among the latter, chances were he’d work with more of the Valerisens and the Banelings among the Apocalypse Knights too. Having his talents dispersed a bit more evenly through their ranks could only be a good thing. 
 
    “Go on ahead first,” Max told Jargal. “I’ll catch up quickly enough.” 
 
    “Alright, I got it.” Jargal nodded. He turned and began rounding up the Apocalypse Knights. Within moments, the area outside the Warp Dais tent was empty again, except for a few wide-eyed and anxious-looking Truesteel clerks, whom Sava sent hurriedly back on their business with a cold, flat glare. 
 
    “Alright, the mustached oaf can handle that much, I guess,” Trisha said, when there was nobody in easy earshot. “So what is it exactly that you need me to take care of?” 
 
    “The shadow that got through probably won’t go on a rampage,” Max said. “If it does, it’ll be hunted down quickly. Legion can’t kill enough people in Hisktown to make losing all those avatars and shadows worth its while.” 
 
    “So why did it go to all this trouble, then?” Trisha asked, furrowing her brow in thought. A moment passed, and then her eyes snapped wide open in sudden understanding. “It sent a shadow! Shadows can talk, even if they usually don’t, and they can definitely pass as humans in poor lighting! It’s trying to reach someone, and I think I know whom!” 
 
    “It’ll get there before you can, and when it does, things can play out in a few ways,” Max said. “If we’re lucky, it kills Vaustika. We’ll suffer a bit with logistics without his backing, but we should still be able to get by. If we’re not…” 
 
    “We cannot trust whatever he tells us if he lives, because we’ll have to assume he’s been compromised, whether he really is or not,” Trisha said, groaning. “Damn it! I was going to be Empress!” 
 
    “You still can, if you play your cards right,” Max replied. “But you will have to worry about that later. Right now, I need you to go get Jonn. The two of you head to the Errantry Mansion and find Flora. After that, you…” 
 
    Trisha listened attentively while Max rattled off his instructions. He couldn’t help but grin at the thought of the intrigues and battlefields Legion’s actions had made possible. Things were looking interesting indeed. 
 
    “There will be blood, won’t there, Max?” Sava asked suddenly, cutting him off in midspeech. The Duelist’s fingers danced over the hilts of her swords. Her eyes were distant and dreamy. “Bones to break, flesh to tear, screams to drink, and blood to spill…” 
 
    “Uh… Max, looks like we have a question. You want to answer it?” Trisha tugged uneasily at her collar. She wasn’t the only one amongst the Apocalypse Knights who’d found Sava’s recent behavior and mannerisms disturbing. 
 
    Max thought she was perfect. 
 
    “Yes, Sava. There will be blood,” he promised her. “Whichever way this turns out, there will be blood.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I should have killed Vaustika, Max thought, as he galloped Garlocke across a walkway of woven wood. The day Legion got through the portal, I should have just gone to his mansion and killed him. Or sent Kerana to get the job done. 
 
    “Of course you should have, and you know you should have,” Nesura said directly into his mind. The familiar was nestled in his belt pouch, as she usually was. “But where would have been the fun in that?” 
 
    “There wouldn’t have been any,” Max admitted. Since her resurrection, Nesura’s link to Max had become stronger. He heard her voice more clearly in his head, and her thoughts were an open book to him. The same applied the other way around, of course. She knew exactly what he was thinking at all times, often commenting on an idea floating around in his consciousness before he’d actively become aware of it. 
 
    “What? No false moralizing this time? No roundabout rationalization of what you’re doing now is actually part of some grand, overarching plan to bring about the total defeat of your enemy?” Nesura pressed, her mental voice laden with mirth. 
 
    “I am going to defeat Vaustika totally,” Max replied. “And you’ve got to admit that my plan did have some grand, overarching angles.” 
 
    “Alright, fine. I do,” Nesura conceded. “And maybe I did overstate things. Killing Vaustika might have put an abrupt end to Legion’s plans, but more likely than not, the damned thing would have simply slipped away somewhere to find someone else to slip its hooks into.” 
 
    “All the while leaving me to deal with the fallout of murdering one of the Dominion’s Ten Oligarchs for seemingly no reason,” Max added. “But right now, Legion’s stuck with Vaustika, for better or worse, and everyone knows what he’s become.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much that last part matters. Anyway, here are some idiots that need killing,” Nesura said. Max felt her regard shift to the trio of heavily armored riders charging toward him with their lances leveled and ablaze with some kind of fiery enchantment. 
 
    Not too long ago, they’d been Enforcers of the 237th Heavy Cavalry Division, elite soldiers of the Dominion that fought under Oligarchic Prince Irwin Vaustika’s banner. But they’d also been Mundanes, people without Soul Lenses and any ability to cast spells or rise in Level, which meant that for all their martial might and professional training, any Apocalypse Knight above Level 3 could slaughter them in droves without breaking a sweat. 
 
    That was no longer true. Nesura scanned the three riders as they thundered across the walkway toward him. The foremost two were Warmongers, while the one trailing behind slightly was a Defender. All of them were Level 33, which was a fair bit below Legion’s Level the last time one of its avatars or shadows had been spotted. 
 
    They were not Apocalypse Knights, of course. Neither were they actual Knights-Errant, who—for all their spells, Levels, and plethora of enchanted items—were fundamentally human at the end of the day. Max glanced at the Soul Lens screen hovering above his left wrist. The results of Nesura’s scan flickered upon its surface. 
 
      
 
    Harbinger Leo Lonas 
 
    Classification: Warmonger 
 
    Level 33 
 
      
 
    Harbinger Turas Mygoran 
 
    Classification: Warmonger 
 
    Level 33 
 
      
 
    Harbinger Rezla Otturn 
 
    Classification: Defender 
 
    Level 33 
 
      
 
    Nobody was still quite sure what exactly Harbingers were. Max had already killed many of them, so he knew that their bodies didn’t disappear upon death. No parasitical monsters emerged from their remains either, so they weren’t like the Slayer. 
 
    Max pushed his ruminations aside as the Harbingers closed to within ten feet. Their horses still hadn’t spooked at the sight of Garlocke—several hundred pounds of muscle, claws, and teeth stacked nearly ten feet high in the form of a raptor—so that meant they were under some sort of enchantment or they were some kind of monster or magical entity. 
 
    “I will kill them and eat them,” Garlocke promised, licking his chops and flexing his foreclaws. 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Max reminded the raptor as he raised his left arm and leveled Storm Bolter at Leo Lonas, the Harbinger in the lead. He’d applied the Emblem of Shifting Amplification to the wrist-mounted crossbow, doubling its firing capacity. At his mental command, Storm Bolter extended its arms on either side of Max’s forearm and hurled a pair of powerful bolts at the Harbinger. Drawing on every iota of his Prowess-boosted reflexes, Max adjusted his aim and shot a second pair of bolts at Turas Mygoran before the first pair had traveled a tenth of an inch from the bow. 
 
    Both Warmongers raised their shields, which also carried potent defensive enchantments, judging by the way their surfaces roiled and crackled with arcs of lightning. But before Storm Bolter’s Projectiles could strike home, the Defender, Rezla, threw out his left hand and dropped barriers of translucent light in their path. 
 
    The enchanted crossbow bolts hammered into the Defender’s Shield spells and bounced off, cobwebbing cracks across their surface. The Warmongers lowered their untouched shields and adjusted the tips of their lances at Max’s chest. A split-second would see their points ripping through his breastplate and tearing into his lungs. 
 
    But within that split-second, a silhouette of bright red light flashed out from behind Max’s left shoulder. It was humanoid in form and lithely feminine in proportion, and it carried Mortal Ruin, an enchanted rapier, in its fist. Nesura’s crimson incarnation hopped over Rezla’s Shield spells, danced across the lengths of the Warmongers’ extended lances, and darted her blade first into Leo’s eyes, then into Turas’s throat. 
 
    As Leo and Turas went into convulsions, a single red bat-wing burst from Nesura’s left shoulder and flickered forward, hurling spikes of frozen blood at Rezla. The Defender didn’t have the time to cast another Shield spell, so he could only raise his heavily armored forearms in front of his face. A half-dozen of Nesura’s projectiles raked into Rezla’s limbs and chest, shearing partially through the enchanted plate that covered them and gouging shallow wounds into his flesh.  
 
    By the time the Defender could even begin to regain his bearings, Max had already ridden Garlocke past Leo’s and Turas’s saddled corpses and closed to within blade’s range. He called Stridentsong into his right fist and swept the dueling sword out in a truncated version of a Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form. Its edge bit into the side of Rezla’s gorget. Sparks flared upon the impact as Stridentsong’s offensive enchantments warred with the defensive ones bound within the Defender’s armor. 
 
    But it was a brief contest. The gorget parted beneath Stridentsong’s edge. Rezla’s flesh and spine followed shortly after. The Defender’s head spun free of his shoulders as Max rode past, a swirl of blood trailing in the wake of the arc of his sword. 
 
    Victory Shards and Carnage Shards swept in equal measure from the slain Harbingers into Max’s Soul Lens. That was another thing that puzzled him. Killing monsters gave a Knight-Errant Victory Shards, which when accrued in sufficient amounts, would bring that Knight-Errant to the next Level, increasing the power he or she could bring to bear. Killing a fellow Knight-Errant, on the other hand, yielded Carnage Shards, which were used to further the killer’s progress in his or her Carnage Classification. 
 
    Max’s main Classification was an Arcanist, while his Carnage Classification was an Exploiter. Both of them were very rare, according to Nesura. Max had many more Levels as an Arcanist than as an Exploiter, but in the month or so since he’d been fighting the Harbingers in the Errantry Mansion, he’d progressed significantly in his Carnage Classification. He’d also made it to Level 41 in his main Classification. 
 
    We know they’re something created by Legion, he thought, as he spurred Garlocke onward, away from the mounts of the slain Harbingers. The raptor grumbled under his breath, but he didn’t falter in his stride. Garlocke was always ravenous, but he was also unfailingly loyal and would never even think of disobeying Max’s commands. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like them either,” Nesura added. She’d said as much many times already, since the Apocalypse Knights’ first encounter with the Harbingers. “Legion is an emissary of the Cosmic Logos, so it would be more accurate to say that those three clowns we killed are creations of the Cosmic Logos itself, rather than Legion. Legion is simply the vehicle through which their transformation was enacted.” 
 
    And a hell of a transformation it was, too. Max twirled Stridentsong, bringing the blade through a basic sword-form meant to loosen and relax the tendons and ligaments of his wrist. The Cosmic Logos took a bunch of Mundanes and turned them into twisted parodies of Knights-Errant. 
 
    He went over what he knew about the Harbingers in his mind. Harbingers had no Soul Lenses. Neither did they seem to progress in Levels by killing monsters and accruing Victory Shards, which seemed fitting, since they fought readily alongside the monsters they’d managed to bring into the Errantry Mansion. 
 
    And that was something else that Vaustika and Legion had managed to pull off, too: creating rifts in the Errantry Mansion’s dimensional barrier through which the hordes of monsters roaming the wastes beyond the Dominion’s borders could enter. 
 
    Repairing such a rift was easy enough. A breach in the fabric of the Errantry Mansion’s enchantment could only be created by a dozen Harbingers working in concert, who would then need to concentrate in order to maintain it. Killing the Harbingers would allow the Errantry Mansion to repair the breach on its own accord, though any monsters that had already come through would still need to be dealt with. 
 
    Max and the three Cohorts of Apocalypse Knights following him had attacked the Harbingers maintaining the latest rift in the Errantry Mansion. He’d then ridden ahead to finish off their escorts, while leaving his own entourage behind to mop up the small horde of monsters that had poured in since then. 
 
    And it seemed as if their work was done. Jonn appeared at the end of the walkway. The axe in his hand was drenched in Harbinger blood and rapidly disappearing monster ichor. More Apocalypse Knights trudged into sight. Some of them were mounted on spirit beasts, while others rode horses draped in enchanted barding. 
 
    “Is that all of them, Strident?” Jonn asked, as he approached. The legendary Warmonger was astride some kind of giant, flightless bird. It hissed at Garlocke. The raptor grunted in response, and the two spirit beasts fell silent, content to let their respective Masters converse. 
 
    “Yeah,” Max replied. He stretched the muscles of his neck. “How many rifts have there been this week?” 
 
    “Eight,” Jonn said. He frowned. It was a rare expression on the usually stoic and stolid Warmonger’s face. “We can’t keep doing this.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Max agreed. “I’ll think of something soon.” 
 
    Things had unfolded predictably enough since Legion’s escape into the main timeline. Within a week, Vaustika withdrew his patronage and demanded that every Knight-Errant he’d sent to the Apocalypse Knights return to his command. 
 
    Max had left the decision to the youths in question, and they’d refused the Oligarchic Prince’s command. They could afford to do so, since their families had been brought into sections of the Errantry Mansion controlled and guarded by the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    They’d also been told, in no uncertain terms, what had likely happened to their erstwhile patron. Vaustika had fallen under Legion’s sway. Max wasn’t sure exactly what the nature of the arrangement between the Oligarchic Prince and the Legendary Monster was, but Vaustika was no longer human. He had a never-before-seen Classification, the Sovereign, and he’d somehow gotten to Level 45. 
 
    And every other Apocalypse Knight had seen as much for himself or herself, when the Oligarchic Prince had stormed into base camp and revealed himself deliberately to everyone within eye and earshot. 
 
    “Join me!” Vaustika had cried, waving his jeweled sword in his armored fist. Its blade was clean, devoid of blood because Max had told all of the Apocalypse Knights to stay out of the way and let the Oligarchic Prince and his entourage of transformed Enforcers go through the portal just outside Hisktown’s borders. “Swear your allegiance to me, and I will bestow upon you heights of power beyond the wildest depths of your imagination!” 
 
    Max didn’t doubt that Vaustika could make good on his promise, and neither did anyone else in base camp that day. The Oligarchic Prince’s transformation from Mundane to some kind of Level 45 entity spoke for itself, as did the obviously potent enchantments laden upon his weapons and armor. 
 
    But every Apocalypse Knight also knew about the Slayer, what it had done, and what had ultimately happened to it. None of them wanted anything to do with Vaustika, whose corruption was plainly in sight. All the Oligarchic Prince had gotten in response to his offer was a sea of stony faces and an array of brandished weapons, followed by a barrage of spells that slew most of his entourage and sent him fleeing out of the Apocalypse Horizon and back into the main timeline. 
 
    By Max’s instructions, Flora Truesteel had also made sure representatives of her clan were present to witness Vaustika’s transformation, while Trisha had leveraged her burgeoning ties in Oligarchic circles to ensure that emissaries of the other nine Oligarchic Princes were there as well. Vaustika’s disgrace and disenfranchisement were total that day. 
 
    But the joint force of Apocalypse Knights and Enforcers that raided his primary mansion shortly after found no trace of him. The barracks housing the regiments that answered directly to him were empty too. The Enforcers of the 237th Heavy Cavalry Division, the 119th Heavy Infantry Division, and the 31st Veteran Reconnaissance Division, the elite of the elite amongst the Dominion’s regiments, had vanished. 
 
    The missing soldiers turned up again soon enough, though. Massive sections of the Errantry Mansion went dark, their walls and walkways of woven wood reduced to vortexes of violet light. Harbingers emerged from them, seizing every Knight-Errant within reach and dragging them back into the abyss from which they emerged. The very same Knights-Errant would then reappear, but as Harbingers, their eyes ablaze with newly instilled loyalty to Vaustika. 
 
    Shortly after receiving his Soul Lens, Max had learned that the Errantry Mansion sat far in the wastes far beyond the borders of the Dominion and the immediate protection of Pureheart’s Sacrifice, where countless Dungeons had remained intact for eons, pouring forth one monster incursion after another. They were still subject to the farther-reaching effects of Pureheart’s Sacrifice, however, which meant that they were Level 4 at most. 
 
    They’d swarmed around the Errantry Mansion all this time, heedless of its presence, as it was in essence a Sanctuary Item, an extra-dimensional refuge from monsters, albeit a tremendously powerful and expansive one. 
 
    That all changed when the Harbingers began breaching the Errantry Mansion’s walls, reducing them to the violet radiance that consumed its interior. Monsters poured through these breaches, and as they did so, they progressed rapidly beyond Level 4. They also fought seamlessly alongside the Harbingers, though they seemed far more interested in killing Knights-Errant than capturing and converting them. 
 
    Jonn took a hefty contingent of Apocalypse Knights and led a pitched resistance against the Harbingers and their monster allies. But though the legendary Warmonger was a formidable warrior and a competent leader, he was no military commander, especially not in comparison to Vaustika and his complement of classically trained strategists and tacticians. Outmaneuvered and outnumbered, Jonn suffered crushing defeat after crushing defeat. 
 
    Within the course of a week, nearly every Apocalypse Knight under Jonn’s command had died or became a Harbinger. The scant survivors and a ragged complement of Knights-Errant who hadn’t joined the Apocalypse Knights were reduced to preparing for a final stand outside the Truesteel estate within the Errantry Mansion. 
 
    That was why Max had left the Apocalypse Horizon, turning field command over to Trisha. With another contingent of Apocalypse Knights, he took on Vaustika’s Harbingers. The transformed Enforcers and monsters numbered in the tens of thousands, while Max had only several hundred Apocalypse Knights under his command.  
 
    But while Vaustika and his strategists were good at what they did, Max was better. A lifetime ago, as the Hero of Firstar Valley, he’d been the best of the best, as far as the senior officer corps of the Enforcers were concerned, and he’d also fought, triumphed over, and learned from the most cunning and brutal Hunnite commanders.  
 
    Battle by bloody battle over the woven wooden expanses of the Errantry Mansion, he and his Apocalypse Knights caught the Harbingers in bewildering pincer attacks. They drew Vaustika’s forces into crippling ambushes. Max even managed a few classical pin-and-flank maneuvers in which several dozen Apocalypse Knights managed to kill four or five hundred Harbingers before escaping, exhausted but unscathed. 
 
    The Harbingers fell back again and again, relinquishing the sections of the Errantry Mansion they’d breached to the Apocalypse Knights. Eventually, Vaustika was forced to draw his surviving forces into an easily defensible corner of the Errantry Mansion. There, the Harbingers waited amidst an abyss of violet light as their ranks bolstered and swelled with monsters drawn from the wastelands beyond. 
 
    Max didn’t have the numbers to attack him, not with his numerically superior forces concentrated and entrenched like that, and so they’d fallen into a stalemate. Vaustika would send out contingents of Harbingers on a near-daily basis to create further breaches in the Errantry Mansion, and Max would lead hunting parties to snuff them out.  
 
    This had been going on for roughly two weeks or so already, and as Jonn had pointed out just a moment ago, Max couldn’t afford to let it continue. There was still the Apocalypse Horizon to worry about, and though Trisha was still managing to keep up with the Dungeons there, she was only barely able to. And it wasn’t a matter of her competence. Trisha had proven herself as an excellent Knight Marshal, and her performance as the Deputy Knight-Commander so far had been nothing short of magnificent. But even she couldn’t negotiate a sustainable balance between sending Apocalypse Knights on Dungeon expeditions or back out through the portal to meet Max’s constant demand for reinforcements. 
 
    And it was also clear that Vaustika—or Legion—had a plan beyond simply destroying the Errantry Mansion, and for all anyone knew, this stalemate could very well be part of it. Maybe it was a strategy to wear the Apocalypse Knights down until either they were depleted enough for him to overcome them through sheer numbers or for the Apocalypse Horizon to unfold and end the world. 
 
    No, that’s not likely, Max thought, shaking his head. The Apocalypse Horizon was Artur Brightblade’s creation. If it ran its course and killed everyone in the world, all the cosmic energy that had gone into its manifestation would be permanently sealed beyond the Cosmic Logos’s reach. The same thing would happen if the Apocalypse Knights won Artur’s hellish game and saved the world from annihilation. Legion—and by extension, Vaustika—was an emissary of the Cosmic Logos, so it wouldn’t want either possibility to come to fruition. 
 
    It wanted to destroy the Apocalypse Horizon, kill the Apocalypse Knights, and reclaim the cosmic energy for its creator. For months, it had tried to do so by subsuming Dungeons within the Apocalypse Horizon and making its way to its heart, where it would then be able to destroy Artur Brightblade and his creation. But the Apocalypse Knights had hurt it enough to render its chances of success negligible. 
 
    So it had turned its sights to the Errantry Mansion. Max wasn’t quite sure how it intended to accomplish its goals in doing so, but he had no intention of letting it succeed. 
 
    I need more information. Max sighed as he pulled his thoughts back to the present. He met Jonn’s gaze steadily and repeated himself. “I’ll think of something.” 
 
    The Warmonger tilted his head slightly in acknowledgment, before turning away to see to the regrouping of the Apocalypse Knights who’d helped Max seal the latest breach. Max gave Jonn an appreciative nod. The Warmonger hadn’t wasted any time in berating or doubting himself for his defeats at Vaustika’s hands. Neither had he needed any encouragement or any bolstering of his resolve from Max. Jonn had simply gone right back to work, demonstrating once more his unflappable stoicism and reliability. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. You really couldn’t have just killed Vaustika right away,” Nesura said, poking her head out from beneath the flap of Max’s belt pouch. “All this still would have happened, eventually, and you’d have lost the support of the Truesteel Clan and be dealing with reprisal from the human rulers of your world while doing so. You had to let Vaustika show everyone what he was, before you could take him on.” 
 
    “You aren’t completely off about how much that mattered, though,” Max replied, stifling a grunt of frustration. “There are plenty of Knights-Errant who’ve voluntarily joined Vaustika and become Harbingers, and many more still cross into the breached zones of their own accord every day. We can’t stop them all.” 
 
    “They are pathetic fools who seek an easy path to power,” Nesura said, her voice laden with disgust. “They would have been liabilities as allies and annoyances as bystanders. It’s better that they’ve joined the enemy, because now we get to slaughter them for their weakness.” 
 
    “Strident,” Jonn called from a dozen or so paces away. He and several Apocalypse Knights had loaded the bodies of the Harbingers Max had killed onto a wooden cart. “We’re ready to head out.” 
 
    “Return to headquarters,” Max commanded. He received a chorus of “yes, Knight-Commander” cries in response from the Apocalypse Knights. A few moments later, they had formed up into a tight column and begun their journey back to the encampment they’d established just outside the Full Cup Inn. 
 
    The cart carrying the Harbinger corpses was somewhere in the middle of the column. It was pulled by a team of mules, and it creaked on its wheels, as it was heavily loaded with the bodies of nearly thirty of Vaustika’s creatures. Max trotted Garlocke over to it and looked over its rim and at the corpses piled upon its bed. 
 
    “Their armaments carry no inherent enchantments of their own, Knight-Commander,” said a slim, middle-aged man wearing the plain but sharp gray uniform of the Truesteel Clan. He was riding a sturdy horse, and a nametag above his left breast pocket identified him as Edgar Vickers. “This is consistent with our previous findings.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, Vickers,” Max said, returning the clerk’s clumsy salute. He adjusted the angle of his belt pouch so that Nesura could also take a good look at the piled corpses. “See anything else of note this time?” 
 
    “Let’s go over what we know, first,” the familiar replied, scratching her cheek lightly. “They obviously had enchanted weapons and armor when we were fighting them, but now whatever they have is garbage.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” Max chuckled and shook his head. The slain Harbingers this time around had all been former Enforcers, and they had all been equipped accordingly. A breastplate of fluted steel was worth enough coins on the shadiest of black markets to feed a commoner’s family for several months. A cavalry saber or lance, even when scuffed and chipped from use, wouldn’t fetch much less of a price. Their gear was the best money could buy—for Mundanes. 
 
    In comparison, a sword carrying one of the simplest enchantments would be worth ten times as much as everything one of the slain Harbingers was wearing. The enchantments on Max’s weapons and armor were quite possibly the most potent–and pricey–ones in Knight-Errant history, and his personal coffers were overflowing with gold coins. He could effectively buy any enchanted item or secure any service he wanted in any amount or duration from the Truesteel Clan.  
 
    So he had to concede this point to Nesura. A Mundane fluted steel breastplate, or even a handcrafted harness of plate armor, would be garbage to him. 
 
    “This means that Harbingers project a field of cosmic energy about their person, granting their gear enchantments that fit their purposes,” Nesura went on. “Most mortal bodies, even with a Soul Lens, can’t contain that much cosmic energy, which means that these dead morons have been changed into something I have never seen before, not in all my eons as a Crucible Agent.” 
 
    “They’re a new, extreme measure the Cosmic Logos is using to deal with us and Artur Brightblade,” Max said. “Yes, we know that already. Anything new?” 
 
    “Actually, something else just struck me,” Nesura said. “In every world touched by the Crucible, individuals with Soul Lenses are the vast minority. You mentioned once that there is probably only one Knight-Errant for every ten thousand or so Mundanes in that feeble, pathetic nation you call the Dominion.” 
 
    “More or less,” Max said, furrowing his brow in puzzlement. “But that’s another thing we already know. Where are you going with this?” 
 
    “Those Enforcers were Mundanes, but they’ve been given access to cosmic energy and transformed into something else entirely,” Nesura went on. “And they’re fanatically loyal, almost to the point where it seems they don’t have minds of their own.” 
 
    “The Knights-Errant who became Harbingers are the same,” Max pointed out, nudging Garlocke gently in the flank with his heel, so that the raptor pulled away from the corpse cart. Specialists from the Truesteel Clan had been examining as many Harbinger bodies as the Apocalypse Knights could retrieve. Max didn’t know what information they could find that could prove useful, but Nesura had been adamant about carrying out the autopsies. 
 
    “We know that the Cosmic Logos is also really affronted by Artur Brightblade’s little project on this world, or it wouldn’t have sent Legion to intervene,” Nesura added. She cocked her furred head and twitched her pointed ears rapidly, a mannerism Max had come to recognize as a sign that the familiar was racking her brain. “The Cosmic Logos might very well take steps to prevent something similar from happening.” 
 
    “You’re jumping from one topic to another,” Max said, sighing and scratching the back of his head. “Let me see if I can connect the dots for you. The cosmic logos can turn every living creature on a world into something like a Knight-Errant, with Levels and spells, and you think that this is one way it can stop someone like Artur Brightblade from messing with its cosmic energy in the future. I suppose that would work. If it turned the people of a world into mindless puppets, then there would be no chance of any such rebellion happening, right? And if I had to guess, the reason it simply hasn’t turned every one of us into Harbingers is because Pureheart’s Sacrifice won’t let it. It has to rely on Legion, who, as far as we can tell, needs direct physical contact with a Mundane or a Knight-Errant to enact such a transformation.” 
 
    “Pureheart’s Sacrifice is powerful enough to disrupt the Crucible’s touch on this world and freeze its influence at Phase Four,” Nesura said. “Of course it would prevent the Cosmic Logos from bringing about such a great change to this world. It’s not perfect, of course. Legion can circumvent it, as we’ve seen. But even if the Cosmic Logos could, it wouldn’t turn all you filthy humans into Harbingers.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it?” Max asked. “That would give it an entire world of playthings with which it could enact all the slaughter and suffering it desires.” 
 
    “But that’s not the point of the Crucible at all.” Nesura let an exasperated grunt blast from her lips. “The Crucible is meant to force mortals into bloodshed and carnage, but these mortals have to be fully conscious of what they’re doing and experiencing. The slaughter they carry out has to be birthed from their own will, and the horrors they undergo must be felt in all their experiential glory.” 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos doesn’t want to simply break toy soldiers against one another,” Max reasoned. “It wants living, thinking beings to scream, die, and kill. That’s the only thing that would satisfy it.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Nesura twitched her ears furiously again. “So what I’m thinking is this. If the Cosmic Logos can make such great changes to a mortal, then surely it can scale back some of these modifications, so that the mortal still retains a measure of his free will, enough to fulfill the Crucible’s design.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t help the Cosmic Logos prevent another Artur Brightblade from emerging,” Max said. “Let me see if I can map out your train of thought. The Cosmic Logos wants to shut down the Apocalypse Horizon, but it can’t, because its influence on our world is limited by Pureheart’s Sacrifice. Therefore, Pureheart’s Sacrifice would be one of its objectives. Vaustika and Legion haven’t made any moves against Pureheart’s Sacrifice yet because any Harbinger within a mile of it gets forced back down to Level 4, while Apocalypse Knights aren’t affected.” 
 
    “Yes, I insisted on testing that out, remember?” Nesura said smugly. “I convinced you lot to capture a Harbinger and bring it to the presence of Pureheart’s Sacrifice.” 
 
    “So more likely than not, whatever Vaustika and Legion are doing here in the Errantry Mansion is working toward destroying Pureheart’s Sacrifice,” Max said. “Let’s get back on track. Let’s say Vaustika and Legion do succeed, and the Cosmic Logos has free reign to do whatever it wants to our world. Previously, it gave us Dungeons and Knights-Errant, but moving forward, it will be a bit heavier-handed, so that another Artur Brightblade doesn’t turn up.” 
 
    “It won’t get a kick out of changing people into mindless puppets like the Harbingers are,” he went on. “So if it can’t change the people…” 
 
    “It can change the world,” Nesura finished, her voice breaking with horror sharp enough for Max to feel through their bond. “It can take a world wholly into the Crucible itself, and when that happens, its rules cannot be circumvented. Or at least, any Cosmic Challenger would find it much harder to bend and trespass upon the Crucible’s design.” 
 
    Cosmic Challenger… that’s what Knights-Errant on other worlds are more commonly called, Max remembered, scratching his jaw. “It seems to me that there are few ways this could end. First, the Apocalypse Horizon kills us all. Second, Vaustika and Legion burn down Pureheart’s Sacrifice, and then the Cosmic Logos shuts down the Apocalypse Horizon and throws the entire world into the Crucible.” 
 
    “If that happens, the Cosmic Logos will still make some changes to you humans, so that the lot of you don’t die to things like starvation, illness, old age, or any of the frailties that trouble your worthless kind,” Nesura said absently. “If I had to guess, all of you would end up somewhere in the middle between a Knight-Errant and a Harbinger, with Levels, spells, and enough of your mind left to kill and experience being killed, but also with your very mortality stripped from you.” 
 
    “I never had much use for it anyway,” Max said quietly. “But I know a lot of people do.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Corvis, right?” Nesura scoffed. “I was there when he went on and on about the beauty of an ephemeral existence, that there was some worth in living, growing old, and dying! Bah! Corvis has his uses, and he’s capable enough, but he is weak at his very core! It takes true strength to behold eternity and kill without end, strength I know you have, Max.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, more than a little surprised. Nesura’s words had been meant as a genuine compliment. He could feel her sincerity for himself through their bond. “So if the Cosmic Logos wins and the Crucible takes this world, we’ll all become something else, some kind of Challenger…” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nesura said. “And your world wouldn’t be the first one. The Cosmic Logos will absorb world after world into the Crucible, eventually consuming the entire cosmos… maybe it would be better if the Apocalypse Horizon ran its course. You humans would all be dead, but at least you’d be spared the horror of such a fate.” 
 
    Max pointed Garlocke in Jonn’s direction. The Warmonger was at the head of the column of the Apocalypse Knights. Garlocke grunted and picked up his pace. The riders ahead of him were more than eager to get out his way. As Max advanced steadily to Jonn’s side, he nodded down at Nesura. “There’s a third possibility on top of the two I mentioned.” 
 
    “Let me guess.” Nesura grinned. “We kill Vaustika and Legion, then we kill Artur and shut down his Apocalypse Horizon, all the while keeping Pureheart’s Sacrifice intact and the Cosmic Logos’s touch from your world.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Max said.  
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    After losing another hundred Harbingers to Max’s hunting parties, Vaustika abandoned his attempts to create new breaches in the Errantry Mansion. Instead, he began sending waves of the endless monsters at his disposal against the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    Hordes of ghoul-like creatures called Dark Gaunts scrambled across walls and walkways of woven wood. Arachnid monstrosities with dripping mandibles swarmed from the shadows, gibbering wordlessly. Trolls, ogres, and gargantuan brutes lumbered forth, baying for human flesh and blood. They’d been drawn from the incursions spawned by the Dungeons sitting around the Errantry Mansion’s physical vessel out in the wastes beyond, and Vaustika and Legion had somehow elevated all of them from Level 4 to Level 30. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights had no choice but to form a defensive line against the monsters, knowing that any that broke through would wreak horrific carnage on the other inhabitants of the Errantry Mansion, who were all Level 4 at most. 
 
    The situation was untenable, and Max had no intention of letting it persist. Vaustika could not be allowed to hold his position within the Errantry Mansion any longer. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds insane to me,” Trisha said, frowning. The Elementalist’s frowning visage was framed in one of the many screens hovering above the Command Table Max had set up in the Errantry Mansion. The Truesteel Clan’s artisans and Corvis’s understudies had somehow managed to synchronize it with the one in the Apocalypse Horizon, allowing Max to communicate with Trisha and check in on Sava and Corvis. Trisha sighed and shook her head. “But then again, insanity is your specialty, Max. I’m sure your plan will work out somehow.” 
 
    “Why is it so crazy?” Max asked, sitting down on the field chair in front of the Command Table. 
 
    “You’re asking me why? Alright, let’s see. The Errantry Mansion is essentially a Sanctuary Item. When it’s placed somewhere, Knights-Errant can go in, but monsters can’t. Mira Pureheart was its original owner, and she set it down in the wastes beyond the Dominion when she was still alive,” Trisha said, before she had to take a deep breath, either to calm her nerves or gather her thoughts. “Warp Daises don’t work in most Sanctuary Items, but they do in the Errantry Mansion. That’s how Knights-Errant have been coming in and out for ages. They don’t use the Errantry Mansion’s actual entrance. But now you’re telling me you want to leave through that entrance, emerge in the wastes beyond, and shut down every Dungeon around it.” 
 
    “That’s the gist of it,” Max said. “Those Dungeons are the source of Vaustika’s reinforcements. We destroy them, and he’ll lose a huge portion of his forces. Then we…” 
 
    “You do know that nobody has ever even thought about doing anything like that before, right?” Trisha said, obviously fighting down a sigh of exasperation. “By the Verdant Gods, the Errantry Mansion’s physical vessel is said to be more than eighteen thousand miles away from the Dominion. That’s beyond the range of even our most potent Warp Daises. We won’t be able to reinforce or resupply you from there.” 
 
    “We can always just reenter the Errantry Mansion, can’t we?” Max countered. “We already have Warp Daises set up nearby, anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, they are near the original entrance, instead of directly next to it,” Trisha said. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “The Truesteel clan’s people tell me that the Errantry Mansion’s enchantment prevents Warp Daises from being properly attuned near its entrance,” Max said, leaning back in his chair and rolling his shoulders in a vain attempt to shrug the fatigue from them. “I’ve also been told several rumors about Knights-Errant going missing near the entrance. Apparently, that has something to do with strange dimensional rifts appearing there because the Errantry Mansion’s enchantment has become unsteady and unreliable over time.” 
 
    “And you think that isn’t a problem?” Trisha demanded, pounding her fist on the Command Table in the Apocalypse Horizon. “There’s a reason why nobody has gone near the original entrance in who-knows-how-long, possibly before the first Guilds were created.” 
 
    “Well, do you have a better idea, then?” Max shot back. “I’m not going to sit here and fight off wave after wave of monsters while Vaustika furthers whatever plan he has in the Errantry Mansion. Neither am I going to travel overland to where the Errantry Mansion’s physical vessel is.” 
 
    “No, that wouldn’t work,” Trisha said. “Nobody really knows where the Errantry Mansion is in the wastes beyond. I don’t believe Mira Pureheart told anybody. Maybe she didn’t want Knights-Errant messing with it. That’s why she put it where it is in the first place. Alright, Max, I don’t really have a better idea in mind, but what I’m really worried about is not that part of your plan. You don’t seriously intend to go back in through the Harbinger breaches and attack from behind enemy lines, do you?” 
 
    “Look, I’m not an idiot,” Max said. “If the Errantry Mansion’s dimensional enchantment isn’t stable near its entrance, then it’ll certainly be much less so around its breaches. Nesura can tell if it’d be too risky for us to travel through them. I’ll make my decision at that time.” 
 
    “It had better be the right one, then.” Trisha tapped several of the runes on her Command Table. Another screen unfolded above Max’s. It was a roster of Apocalypse Knights. “Who’s going with you? Keep in mind that between the Dungeons here and the Harbingers there, we’re stretched dangerously thin. We’re barely able to keep up in the Apocalypse Horizon as is.” 
 
    “I won’t be taking anyone who isn’t already here,” Max said, tapping a series of runes on his Command Table and dismissing the screen Trisha just produced. “But I do need you to send Subotai over. He’ll be serving as Jonn’s tactical advisor.” 
 
    “Because the old man got crushed so badly before, eh?” Trisha sighed and held up her hands in a placating gesture before Max could rebuke her for speaking so disrespectfully about Jonn. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Jonn did his best, but…” 
 
    “But we lost a lot of people under his watch, people we could have really put to work right now,” Max finished for her. “Jonn is the best of the best, but he doesn’t know how to command an army, which is what we have, small as it is, here right now in the Errantry Mansion. Subotai does, but he’s still green when it comes to monsters and spells. They’ll be able to hold Vaustika’s monsters off and deal with any nasty surprises the bastard and Legion might come up with while I’m away.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, why does it have to be you?” Trisha pressed. “You’re the damned Knight-Commander! You can’t be risking yourself like that! Send Kerana and her mob! If they disappear into some kind of dimensional anomaly, then at least I won’t have to deal with them anymore!” 
 
    “They’re the ones I’ll be taking with me, incidentally,” Max said. “They’re good at what they do, which is clearing Dungeons, but they don’t work well with others, which means they’ll be perfect for what I have in mind for them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was wondering why you requested them the day before,” Trisha said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “There are going to be many, many Dungeons supplying Vaustika with his monsters, right? What if they’re not Level 4 anymore? The monsters Vaustika has been sending against you certainly aren’t. You might pop out of the Errantry Mansion right in the middle of a horde of Level 30 monsters. If that happens, you’re done. I don’t care how good you and Kerana are.” 
 
    “I’ll think of something,” Max promised her. “But I doubt that’s going to happen. Legion is how the Cosmic Logos is circumventing the effects of Pureheart’s Sacrifice. If it wants to bring the monsters from the breaches past Level 4, it will need to do the same thing it did to the Harbingers to create the bastards.” 
 
    “Fine, I get it. Go ahead, then. Crush Vaustika and get back here.” Trisha grunted and rubbed her temples. The Elementalist’s eyes were lined with dark rings of fatigue, but her gaze was still strong and resolute. Command suited her well. She would make a fine Empress of the Dominion and perhaps even the world, because the Khagan and the Banelar King wouldn’t be able to do a damned thing to stop her. 
 
    Not that Max had any intention of staying behind in this world to witness her reign… 
 
    “Yes, get back here, Max,” Sava’s voice snapped Max back to the present. The Duelist’s beautiful features appeared on the edge of Trisha’s screen. Trisha threw her hands up and rolled her eyes, but she quickly made way for Sava. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Max said, unable and unwilling to fight the smile that crept across his face. Sava’s features were streaked with grime and sweat, which meant that she’d probably come back from clearing a Dungeon. “How’re things going on your end? Have you been enjoying yourself?” 
 
    “I have.” She returned his smile. “I killed so many monsters today. I made them bleed and suffer. Those who could scream did.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Max said. “I wish you could be here.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to be there,” Sava said. “I want you to be here, with me.” 
 
    “So do I.” Max sighed. “I’ll be done here soon. Then I won’t ever leave your side again.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll never go back to where you are now?” Sava cocked her head. Her eyes were bright and joyous. “We’ll be together, killing forever?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Max said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Though Max had seen myriad horrors and wonders in equal measure in the Dungeons he’d conquered, he still found the Errantry Mansion bewildering and amazing. 
 
    From what he knew, Mira Pureheart had built the sprawling, infinitely expansive extra-dimensional building using a powerful enchanted artifact called the Shaper Flute a long time ago, meaning for it to serve as a refuge for Knights-Errant as they defended humanity against Dungeons and the monster incursions they spawned. 
 
    Of course, the Guilds had tried to map its endless corridors, countless chambers, and labyrinthine walkways. Max had the most comprehensive one money could buy installed into his Command Table, and a smaller, but no less detailed equivalent infused into the palm-sized disc of black stone he was now holding in his hand. Neither of them came anywhere close to depicting the fullest extents of the Errantry Mansion. 
 
    He tapped the disc of black stone—his Focus Map. It was new. He’d bought it from the Truesteel Clan for eight gold coins a few weeks ago, to replace the simple and battered one he’d been using since his earliest days as a Knight-Errant. Green light radiated from the disc, before coalescing into a miniature sculptural representation of the Errantry Mansion. A flickering blue sphere told him where he was. The Apocalypse Knights trailing him were represented by a loose cluster of gray spheres. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Kerana said, pointing at the sculpture of light. “The entrance is just over five miles away from the Warp Dais we emerged from, and we’ve nearly covered that distance.” 
 
    The other parts of the Errantry Mansion were filled with shops, taverns, and residences. Even the Warp Dais Max and the Vanquishers had emerged from was flanked by a hostel and a small and shoddy looking drinking house. The corridors they’d traversed over the last hour branched off into dwellings of various sizes. 
 
    All of that had gone away in the last minute or so. Now, the walkways ahead of them were utterly silent and deserted. The corridor walls no longer opened up into rooms and chambers. Neither did they branch off in their usual labyrinthine fashion. 
 
    Only a single straight path lay ahead of the Apocalypse Knights, and the Errantry Mansion’s original entrance lay at its end. No one had used it in eons. Max wondered if anybody apart from Mira Pureheart and Artur Brightblade had ever used it. 
 
    “Get your people focused. I want them to be ready for anything,” Max said in a quiet voice. He glanced pointedly over his shoulder at the Apocalypse Knights who’d come along. They were scattered all over the breadth of the corridor leading to the entrance with no semblance of cohesion or discipline. Some were leaning against the walls and puffing on pipes. Others chatted casually in groups. A few of them even had some kind of enchanted table floating in their midst. They rolled dice and exchanged coins over its surface. 
 
    Trisha called them Kerana’s mob, a term which was less than endearing. They were mostly Infiltrators, with a few Defenders scattered among their midst, and they all wore dark leather armor and favored curved swords, wielded singly or in pairs. That wasn’t surprising, seeing as their informal leader and aspirational figure, Kerana, was an Infiltrator herself. 
 
    “Yeah, you got it,” Kerana said, before turning to her mob and hissing out a series of pointed instructions and veiled threats. To their credit, the Apocalypse Knights snapped into shape right away. They didn’t fall into a disciplined column, as Subotai’s men were wont to do. Neither did they spread out into a Dungeon-delving formation, as those who fought frequently alongside Jonn and Flora usually did. 
 
    In fact, they didn’t move very far from where they’d been standing at all. But the floating dice board was gone. No more idle chatter filled the air, and nobody was leaning against the walls anymore. And though it was purportedly safe in this section of the Errantry Mansion, the members of Kerana’s mob cast their gazes in every direction at once, covering all angles of possible approach. Their hands rested lightly on the hilts of their weapons. Spells hovered on their lips, ready to Circumvent traps or Cloak their bodies from detection. 
 
    The best Dungeon-delvers amongst the Apocalypse Knights were on their toes, sharp and focused as per Max’s request. He caught Kerana’s eye. The Infiltrator gave him a terse nod in response. He returned it in an equally laconic fashion. 
 
    Kerana hadn’t made any of her usual baiting comments so far, a testament to how worried she was about what awaited them at the entrance of the Errantry Mansion and beyond. Max fought down the urge to say anything reassuring to the Infiltrator. At best, she would find any such words condescending, and he had neither the patience nor desire to cope with any amount of surliness from her at the moment. 
 
    At worst, his assurances could backfire, be taken as vapid lies—the sort an incompetent platoon commander would spew before sending his troops to their doom—and ruin morale amongst her mob. That was something else he definitely didn’t need to deal with. 
 
    “They need a name,” Nesura said, directly into his mind. The familiar poked her head out from the belt pouch. “You should give them one, Max.” 
 
    “Nesura is out,” Kerana said, her gaze snapping to the bat’s head. “She obviously said something to you. What does she want?” 
 
    “She thinks you lot should have a name,” Max said. “And I agree.” 
 
    “We already have one.” Kerana frowned. “We’re the Apocalypse Knights, are we not?” 
 
    “Yes, you are, but it’s customary for elite units within an army to have an informal moniker of their own,” Max said, taking note of how the gazes of the Apocalypse Knights clustered behind Kerana lit up and how their posture straightened slightly with pride. “And you lot are definitely elite.” 
 
    “You actually think so?” Kerana asked, her eyes widening with genuine surprise. “I was under the impression you considered us troublemakers.” 
 
    Maybe you, in particular, but not so much the others, Max thought, but he shook his head. “I don’t. If I did, I wouldn’t have requested you and your people to come with me on this mission. You all are the fastest Dungeon-delvers in the Apocalypse Knights, and if that doesn’t make you elite, nothing will.” 
 
    Happy murmurs rippled across the Apocalypse Knights. Heads nodded. Grins flashed. A few congratulatory chest-thumps happened. Kerana even allowed her perpetual scowl to soften somewhat. 
 
    “Alright, Hero of Firstar Valley,” the Infiltrator said. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “The Vanquishers,” Max replied. “You are the Vanquishers, the swiftest Dungeon clearers in the Apocalypse Knights. More appropriately, you are Kerana’s Vanquishers.” 
 
    “Kerana’s Vanquishers!” the Apocalypse Knights echoed, raising their fists in the air. “Kerana’s Vanquishers!” 
 
    “Stay focused!” Kerana hissed at them. The Vanquishers obeyed immediately, falling back into their state of readiness in the blink of an eye. The Infiltrator snorted, before turning back to Max. “I think they like that. I know I do. Thank you, Knight-Commander.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Max nodded. “But you look like you still have something else to say. Spill it.” 
 
    “There are other elites as well,” Kerana said. “They deserve names, too. Jonn has a small group of Warmongers and Elementalists who are just deadly in battle. Jargal and Subotai have their horsemen.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Max agreed. “I’ll come up with something for them, too. Now, let’s keep moving. Don’t send anyone to scout ahead. Stay tight.” 
 
    Kerana nodded. She drew one of her swords. Several of the Vanquishers followed her lead. The few Defenders in their midst raised their hands in readiness to cast Shield spells. 
 
    Max led the way, with Stridentsong in his right fist and his Magus Staff in his left. Woven wood creaked beneath the tread of his boots. The sounds of the Vanquishers’ terse, quiet breathing filled his ears. 
 
    “Do you sense anything strange?” he asked Nesura mentally. The familiar shifted around in her perch. He felt her reaching out with her senses. 
 
    “The rumors surrounding this part of the Errantry Mansion aren’t entirely unsubstantiated,” she said. “Its dimensional enchantment doesn’t seem to be as tightly woven here as it is in the sections we’ve been. And this isn’t a recent phenomenon either, so we can rule out the possibility that this is Vaustika’s doing. I think you might see and feel some strange things, but it should be safe for you to proceed. You aren’t going to fall into some extra-dimensional rift into an endless void unless the enchantment unravels completely, and if that hasn’t happened in all this time, there’s little reason to think that it will, right now.” 
 
    “Elaborate on some of the strange things we might see and feel,” Max demanded, coming to a halt and raising his sword to signal the Vanquishers to do the same, too. 
 
    “Just some minor tactile inconsistencies, like the floor feeling softer and stickier than it should, or maybe a slight visual hallucination or two, such as the light carrying a few shades it usually doesn’t,” she said. “You’ve seen worse before, Max.” 
 
    “Well, what would you call that?” he asked, pointing Stridentsong at the giant, warhorse-sized spider clinging to the ceiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Vanquishers stepped back and readied their weapons. They were tense and alert, but displayed not the slightest trace of panic or fear. After all, monstrous arachnids were a common sight in Dungeons, and Max knew that every single Vanquisher standing behind him had dealt with his or her fair share of them. 
 
    Also, the spider wasn’t attacking. It clung motionlessly to its perch, its eyes glazed and unfocused. Max was only beginning to wonder if it were actually conscious before it faded from sight, leaving nothing but the Errantry Mansion’s wooden ceiling behind. 
 
    Several Vanquishers took out charms, wands, and amulets from their Rings of Holding and unleashed waves of divining enchantments over where the spider had been. They found nothing. The spider hadn’t concealed itself with a spell or special ability. It was simply gone. 
 
    “Huh. I definitely didn’t expect that,” Nesura said, her voice tinged with surprise and confusion. 
 
    “Did you manage to scan it?” Max asked her, lowering his sword. Behind him, the Vanquishers were falling back into their loose, scattered formation. 
 
    “I did,” the familiar said, flexing her will and conjuring a Soul Lens screen in the air beside Max. “See for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    UNKNOWN ENTITY 
 
    NO FURTHER INFORMATION AVAILABLE 
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    “Has that ever happened before?” Max blinked in surprise. He angled the screen so that Kerana could see it too. The Infiltrator furrowed her brow in an expression of obvious confusion. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Nesura said. “Soul Lenses can identify and classify pretty much every entity throughout the cosmos, but there are some notable exceptions.” 
 
    “That spider must have been one of these exceptions, then,” Max reasoned. He turned to Kerana. “Tell me, did that look like a monster to you?” 
 
    “No, actually, it didn’t,” she replied, her frown deepening. “I’m not sure how or why it seems that way to me, but that thing wasn’t a monster. I don’t think it came from any Dungeon at all. It… it looks real, like you and me.” 
 
    “That’s what I think, too,” Max said, shaking his head slightly. “Monsters always have this uncanny, exaggerated dimension to their appearances. That thing we just saw didn’t.” 
 
    “But… spiders don’t grow so large,” Kerana said, with a shrug. “As far as I know, anyway. Maybe they do on some of the other worlds I’ve heard Nesura talk about.” 
 
    “They definitely do,” Nesura said. “What, by the Blood Gods, was that?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s gone now,” Max decided. “If it reappears and needs to be dealt with, then that’s exactly what we will do. For now, we have to keep moving. Let’s go, everyone.” 
 
    He took one step forward, then another, until he was walking under the section of the ceiling where the spider had perched. A few more strides took him past it entirely, and the Vanquishers scrambled to catch up with him. 
 
    The final leg of their journey was brief and uneventful, though Max and the Apocalypse Knights did encounter some of the irregularities Nesura had mentioned. The wooden floor would feel rubbery, even sticky, in some sections, while in others, the soft white radiance suffusing the Errantry Mansion carried strange, iridescent hues. Kerana muttered softly under her breath with every other step, as did her Vanquishers, but all of them had seen and overcome much worse in the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    Before long, the entrance came into sight. It was an unassuming archway of curved wood. Shadows shrouded its depths. Max couldn’t help but compare it to a Dungeon’s entrance. 
 
    “I’ve been rolling this idea around in my head since we saw that spider,” Nesura said. “What if the Errantry Mansion were actually a Dungeon, tamed by and then tailored to this Mira Pureheart you humans hold in such awe?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s possible,” Max replied, thinking about the Kobold Hills, where he’d first begun his training as a Knight-Errant. The Venture Spears had used it as an induction venue for their newest members, but it was still a Dungeon, populated by monsters and producing incursions on a regular basis. 
 
    That simply wasn’t the case with the Errantry Mansion. No monsters emerged amidst its labyrinthine depths. The only ones present were those the Harbingers had brought in through the breaches in its enchantment. It didn’t have a Warden or a core. 
 
    I don’t have time to think of such things. Max grunted and walked toward the entrance, with Kerana and the Vanquishers trailing closely behind. He stepped through its depths and emerged onto a small but lush meadow carpeted in soft grass and floral clusters bursting with resplendent hues. 
 
    The rest of the Apocalypse Knights appeared in faint flashes of blue and violet light. They fanned out into a loose defensive formation around him, their weapons and spells readied. Kerana materialized last and walked to Max’s side. The Infiltrator’s features were tense but resolute. She gave him a terse nod. “Looks like we’re safe here, at least for now.” 
 
    No monsters or Dungeons were in immediate eyeshot, so she was right, but only in part. 
 
    Max took a few paces forward and turned around so he could see for himself just what the Errantry Mansion’s physical vessel looked like: a tall, well-proportioned tree, with leafy arms and a sturdy trunk. It was unremarkable in every way… except for the tendrils of violet radiance that streamed from its uppermost limbs to congregate at the base of a grotesque, twisted structure that sat roughly a hundred feet in the sky. Max couldn’t even begin to make sense of what it was supposed to be. Parts of it were made up of sculpted stone platforms, like those upon a fort’s battlements, but they were interspersed with streams of flowing rock and twisted wood. Black crystal wrapped its surface in netlike strings, while misshapen plants jutted from every crevice. 
 
    “Those violet trails are originating from the Harbinger breaches!” Nesura cried out loud, flying out from Max’s belt pouch in her excitement. The familiar flapped her wings frantically as she turned her gaze upward to the monstrosity in the heavens. “And that… by the Blood Gods, I have never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    Kerana raised her left wrist, angled her Soul Lens at the building, and scanned it. A screen appeared next to her. She adjusted it so that Max and Nesura could read the words scrawled across its surface. 
 
      
 
    The Gauntlet of Chaos 
 
    Gestalt Dungeon: Level 40 (4x10)  
 
    Monsters: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fusion of the ten Dungeons closest to the Errantry Mansion,” Max reasoned. “Thanks to Pureheart’s Sacrifice, Dungeons outside the Apocalypse Horizon don’t go above Level 4. This one is Level 40, so ten of Level 4 Dungeons went into its making.” 
 
    “In all my eons as a Crucible Agent, I’ve never even heard of anything like that happening,” Nesura said breathlessly. “If I had to guess, I’d say that the Harbinger breaches are responsible for this. They pulled all the nearby Dungeons and fused them into a single one.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right,” Kerana protested. “Judging by those violet lines in the sky, we can now confirm that Vaustika has been drawing his monster reinforcements from this Dungeon, but none of the ones he’s sent against us in the Errantry Mansion are Level 40. The highest I’ve seen is Level 36. Jonn says he and his people fended off a few Level 37 Special Condition monsters yesterday, but that’s about it. Shouldn’t the monsters all be Level 40 if they’re coming from this Dungeon?” 
 
    “Like I said, no Dungeon or monster can be higher than Level 4 thanks to Pureheart’s Sacrifice, but this one is a bit of an exception.” Max said, pointing to the Gauntlet of Chaos. “It’s an unnatural fusion of many Dungeons, held in place by the breaches, which in turn need constant maintenance from the Harbingers. The monsters inside might be Level 40, but when they emerge and make their way into the breaches, Pureheart’s Sacrifice does its work on them along the way and brings them down to Level 4, so they’ll need to have their Level boosted by Legion when they arrive within the Errantry Mansion.” 
 
    “Speaking of monsters, I think we just missed the latest incursion,” Nesura said, pointing to the last line on Kerana’s Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Time to next incursion: 00:22:51:17 
 
      
 
    “So we have that much time to make sure that the latest batch of reinforcements Vaustika got becomes the last one he’ll ever get,” Max said, grinning. “This is a very convenient development. Honestly, I was dreading the tedium of clearing out multiple Level 4 Dungeons. Now, all we have to do is destroy one, and Vaustika’s endless and expendable monsters are gone.” 
 
    “Yes, one Level 40 Dungeon that almost certainly has many Special Condition monsters or Special Challenges,” Kerana said, clicking her tongue irritably. She made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the Vanquishers. “I’m Level 40 myself, but they’re Level 38 at most. This won’t be easy for them.” 
 
    “No, it won’t be, but the Vanquishers are the best Dungeon-delvers, are they not?” Max said, raising his voice so that every Apocalypse Knight present could hear him. “Surely they would find such a challenge more intriguing than intimidating.” 
 
    “Surely they would,” Kerana echoed, the frown fading from her lips and twisting into a grin that mirrored Max’s. She turned away from him and swept her gaze across the Vanquishers. “Well, what do you say, ladies and gentlemen? Are we going to put on a good show for our Knight-Commander today?” 
 
    “Yes!” the Vanquishers roared as one, thrusting their fists and weapons into the air. “Yes, we will!” 
 
    They’re a much more disciplined and cohesive lot than they look, Max thought, giving Kerana an appreciative nod. “The Vanquishers are a credit to themselves and to you, Knight Marshal Kerana Ollster. Well done.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kerana said, her grin widening. “But you haven’t seen us at our best, yet.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll have the opportunity soon enough.” Max took out Garlocke’s summoning totem and called out to him. A cloud of inky smoke gushed into existence from the totem, and the raptor stepped from its midst. Max gave him a hearty thump on the shoulder. “Time to get to work, Garlocke.” 
 
    “Yes,” the raptor replied, before falling into a low crouch. His flesh began to roil and writhe beneath his skin, and his limbs retracted into his rapidly widening and flattening torso. Within the span of a heartbeat, Garlocke had assumed his pacto, or floating disc, form, which spanned nearly fifty feet across. 
 
    Returning Nesura to his belt pouch, Max stepped onto the raptor’s back and gestured for Kerana and the Vanquishers to follow suit. The Infiltrator clenched her jaw and did so. Her followers muttered anxiously among themselves, but they followed her lead. 
 
    When the last Apocalypse Knight had stepped aboard, Max knelt down and patted Garlocke on his scaly back. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Yes,” the raptor said once more, in his typically laconic fashion, before rising into the air slowly and steadily. In his pacto form, Garlocke couldn’t fly more quickly than a Mundane could walk at a brisk pace. He was incapable of aerial combat, but he was more than adequate as a means of transportation for Max and the Vanquishers to a static, unthreatening location. 
 
    Every Dungeon had an entrance, and despite its chimeric appearance, so too did the Gauntlet of Chaos. Garlocke drifted evenly toward the doubled gates of twisted steel a third of the way up from the Dungeon’s misshapen base. The Vanquishers checked and re-checked their equipment as they approached the Dungeon’s entrance. Terse prayers to the Verdant Gods fell from their lips. Even Kerana licked her lips and tightened her grip on her blades. 
 
    But Max felt none of the anxiety they radiated through their demeanor and mannerisms. Instead, he felt a small smile creep unbidden across his features. His heart beat faster, but in anticipation rather than trepidation. Stridentsong sang lightly in his grasp. The hundreds of spells he’d learned blazed in the back of his mind, ready to be unleashed by either him or Nesura. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to challenge another Dungeon, especially one that promised so much like the Gauntlet of Chaos. The only thing that prevented this from being a perfect moment was Sava’s absence. 
 
    Garlocke came to a halt several feet from the entrance. Max glanced over his shoulder at Kerana and the Vanquishers. “Well, come on if you’re coming.” 
 
    “We are,” the Infiltrator growled in response. 
 
    “Good.” Max leaped off Garlocke and fell into the Gauntlet of Chaos. 
 
    He emerged from the Dungeon’s entrance and dropped several feet through the air, before his bootheels crunched down upon the surface of the bone-strewn, sandy expanse stretching out before him. The false skies were a deep, crimson hue. A sphere of colorless light hung in their midst, an uncanny parody of a sun, shedding its radiance over the Dungeon’s interior. 
 
    “Cheerful place,” Nesura commented, peeking out over the lip of his belt pouch. “I like it. No, seriously, I really do.” 
 
    “I know,” Max said, taking a closer look at the skeletal fragments scattered beneath his feet. They were vaguely humanoid, and the longer limb bones had been gnawed through. As he watched, they rattled in their sandy nests, set astir by the thundering approach of numerous heavy footfalls. 
 
    He raised his gaze toward the barren, featureless horizon. Two dozen humanoid silhouettes were shambling toward him, each of them standing nearly thirty feet tall. All of them were bald. Their limbs were pillars of corded muscle, and their uncannily human features were contorted into rictuses of idiotic rage and ravenous hunger. Stone clubs thrice as long as Max was tall dangled from their misshapen fists. 
 
    Nesura scanned the foremost monster. 
 
      
 
    Wrath Giant 
 
    Level 40 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 2375/2375 
 
    Mana: 85/85 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 399 
 
    Dexterity: 175 
 
    Fortitude: 377 
 
    Perception: 44 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Terminal Impact 
 
    Lumbering Cadence 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 40 (x5.5 special condition modifier) 
 
    Treasure Class: SS 
 
      
 
    “Are they all Special Condition monsters?” Max asked Nesura, as Kerana materialized from the Dungeon’s entrance behind him, followed swiftly by the rest of the Vanquishers. 
 
    “They are,” the familiar confirmed. “Lumbering Cadence is a passive, inherent ability that they’re all currently using, so you can’t learn it with Arcane Flux. I’ll try to grab Terminal Impact for you when I get the chance.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, raising Garlocke’s summoning totem and calling to him again. The raptor appeared in another cloud of inky smoke. He was once more in his usual form. Max gave him a quick scratch behind the ears. “Ready for a fight?” 
 
    “Ready for a meal,” Garlocke replied. “But they’re usually the same thing.” 
 
    “Only to you, you single-minded imbecile,” Nesura snapped. “Can’t you think about something else other than food for once?” 
 
    “I can.” Garlocke cast his yellowed gaze on the familiar. His tongue flickered from between his razored teeth. “I often think about how filthy and disgusting the stupid bat is.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Nesura huffed, emerging partway from Max’s belt pouch and flapping her wings furiously. “I’m going to rip off your…” 
 
    “Enough,” Max said, before glancing over his shoulder at Kerana, who was hastily deploying her Vanquishers into a loose, skirmishing formation to meet the Wrath Giants’ advance. It was a good decision. Counter-charging such physically powerful monsters was tantamount to suicide. The same was true of trying to form a defensive front against them. It was much better to scatter, then envelop and flank. 
 
    The Infiltrator noticed his regard and acknowledged it with a terse nod. “Those are Level 40 Special Condition monsters. I don’t know how many of us are going to survive the first fight in this Dungeon, let alone get through it.” 
 
    “Everything will be fine,” Max said. “I’ll draw their attention. When I have it, hit them hard and fast.” 
 
    “Draw their attention?” Kerana scoffed. “If one of them gets its hands on you or lands a hit with its club, you’re done. Those things are fast. You won’t last more than a few moments.” 
 
    “Just follow my lead, Knight Marshal,” Max said. “We’ll get this done quickly enough.” 
 
    Before the Infiltrator could object further, Max hopped onto Garlocke’s back and thumped the raptor’s flank with his heels. Garlocke roared and broke out into a thunderous gallop toward the approaching Wrath Giants. 
 
    “She just did an obscene gesture at your back,” Nesura reported, looking back and around Max’s waist. “If my lip reading skills are on par, she also told you to go fornicate with sheep.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Kerana was one to project her preferences, but I guess you learn something new every day,” Max replied, readying his Magus Staff and Stridentsong. 
 
    “Very witty, Max, but you do know that we’ll need their help if we want to win, right?” Nesura said. “You’re not taking on two dozen Wrath Giants by yourself.” 
 
    “She’ll follow through.” Max applied a touch of pressure with his knees on Garlocke’s flanks as the raptor brought him within fifty feet of the closest Wrath Giant. It was an unnecessary gesture. Somewhere along the way, he had become able to convey his wishes to the raptor without any physical cues. Perhaps it was some unwritten enchantment built into his summoning totem, or perhaps the bond between them had grown so much that Garlocke was able to anticipate Max’s intentions and respond accordingly. 
 
    In all honesty, Max didn’t care. All that mattered was how cohesively Garlocke was able to fight alongside him. The raptor bunched his powerful hindlegs up, before uncoiling them into a powerful leap that sent him hurtling upward toward the closest Wrath Giant’s face. 
 
    The distance between Garlocke and the monster closed too swiftly for the latter to bring its club to bear. All it could do was gibber in startled rage and open its mouth, obviously hoping to snap the rows of broken, yellowed teeth fringing its jaws around the raptor. 
 
    Garlocke flexed his powerful body once more, the powerful muscles rippling across his torso and limbs uncoiling like a spring with enough force to alter the trajectory of his leap. He spun sideways, while Max kicked off the raptor’s back and went flying in the opposite direction. 
 
    The Wrath Giant’s jaws snapped shut on empty air. Garlocke landed on its right shoulder and swept his foreclaws through its neck. Ichor spurted from the deep rents in the monster’s flesh. The Wrath Giant stumbled to a halt and tried to swipe at the raptor, but Garlocke was already gone, leaping toward another monster’s face with his foreclaws raised and his fangs bared. 
 
    Max unfurled wings of crimson light from his back and swooped above the first Wrath Giant’s head. He then thrust his Magus Staff out and drove a bolt of lightning directly into the middle of the monster’s bare scalp. A single Jolting Arc didn’t have the power to kill the Wrath Giant outright, but the electric shock suddenly coursing its system was enough to make its limbs convulse spasmodically and send its club spinning from its momentarily nerveless grasp. 
 
    The massive weapon slammed against the upper thighs of the third-most Wrath Giant, tripping it up and causing it to fall thunderously upon its face. The monster surged to its hands and knees almost immediately, but scarcely had its roar of rage begun to rumble from its mouth when the Wrath Giant directly behind it trod upon its back. 
 
    A squeal of pain emerged instead from the trampled monster, while the Wrath Giant who’d stepped on it blinked in surprise and stumbled a few steps back into the two monsters directly behind it. One of them slugged another in a fit of blind rage and frustration. The stricken Wrath Giant retaliated with a punch of its own. 
 
    And within the blink of an eye, an internecine brawl had broken out amongst the monsters, one that included a raptor darting dexterously through their midst, severing ankle tendons and hamstrings along the way.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Wrath Giant whose neck Garlocke had opened fell to one knee and clutched at its wound with one hand. Torrents of ichor gushed from between its fingers. The monster directly behind it had lost one of its eyes to the raptor’s claws. It whipped its club back and forth, cracking the knees, ribs, and shoulders of its fellows until another Wrath Giant punched it squarely in the base of its skull, causing it to stagger a few steps forward, trip over the kneeling monster, and crash face-first into the ground. 
 
    Let’s rile them up a little more. Max swept his Magus Staff out and cast Flame Storm, dropped sheets of fire over the Wrath Giants and setting their skin ablaze. The monsters howled in agony as their flesh bubbled and blistered. Some of them continued lashing out blindly at each other. Others turned their gazes skyward at their tormentor. 
 
    A Wrath Giant roared and swung its club high. Max commanded his crimson wings to bring him over the sweep of the colossal weapon. They snapped wide open and did so, even as they trembled in the wake of the currents generated in the air by the passage of the monster’s blow. He cast Icelance and dropped a frozen spike into the Wrath Giant’s eye in response. 
 
    The monster shrieked in pain and stumbled backward into another of its kin. The latter shoved the recently blinded Wrath Giant aside and bent its knees in readiness for a skyward leap that Max had no hope of outdistancing. 
 
    So he cast Dark Blast instead. A bolt of black light darted from the tip of his Magus Staff, struck the monster in the face, and spread out into a cloud of shadows that clung to its eyes. The Wrath Giant abandoned its leap and began clawing at its face. Max conjured a cluster of magical stone boulders and bounced them off the monster’s forehead, bringing it to its knees. 
 
    But by now, there were more than ten sets of eyes filled with idiotic rage looking up at him. Max aimed and fired Storm Bolter at a Wrath Giant’s fingers, blasting the monster’s digits apart and causing it to drop its club on its foot. Nesura emerged as a crimson incarnation, thrust her hands out, and cast Jolting Arc at another monster, lacing tendrils of electricity across its face. The Wrath Giant recoiled, howling in pain. 
 
    The monster next to it hefted its club in readiness to hurl the weapon skyward. Garlocke darted out from nowhere, latched onto its elbow, and tore out a strip of muscle and sinew with his teeth. The monster screamed as its raised limb—now deprived of several crucial nerve clusters and sections of ligament—bent the wrong way beneath the massive weight of the weapon in its fist, rupturing its entire elbow socket in the process. Garlocke hurled himself clear just as another Wrath Giant took a swing at him and struck its dismembered kin in the side instead. 
 
    “Where are those idiots?” Nesura grumbled, hurling a Fireball into a monster’s open mouth and causing it to gag and choke as its gullet was set ablaze. Despite the immense amount of mana Max had expended on the Wrath Giants, only the one whose throat Garlocke had torn out was dead, its massive body dissipating into flakes of black light. 
 
    “They’re already here,” Max said, just as the Wrath Giant that had been about to leap up and clap its hands around him suddenly stumbled forward, before crashing to the ground. Its Achilles tendons had been sliced apart, not by Garlocke’s teeth or claws, but by blades. 
 
    Four blurry humanoid silhouettes flashed briefly into visibility next to the fallen monster’s neck. Two of them had long, curved two-handed war-cleavers. The others carried smaller, single-handed swords. The Vanquishers struck simultaneously. All of them were Infiltrators, and the effects of their Cloak spell vastly heightened the lethality of any hits they landed. 
 
    Nesura had a Soul Lens screen angled over the points of impact of all four blades upon the Wrath Giant’s flesh, and Max couldn’t help but grunt in satisfaction at what it displayed. 
 
      
 
    Critical hits: x64 damage 
 
    Simultaneous strike modifier: x128 damage 
 
      
 
    The Wrath Giant’s entire neck disintegrated into swirls of torn flesh, and its massive head rolled free of its shoulders. The Infiltrators dashed away as the decapitated monster began thrashing its limbs, so that they didn’t get caught in its death throes. 
 
    Similar scenes were playing out all over the sandy expanse, as the Wrath Giants were brought low, then systematically decapitated. The few monsters that managed to turn their attention from Max long enough to take a swipe or two at the Vanquishers had their hasty and clumsy blows blocked by layered Shield spells. The Vanquishers’ Defenders couldn’t withstand many such hits, of course, but they didn’t need to. Within the span of several minutes, every Wrath Giant was dead. 
 
    Max descended to the ground and dismissed his crimson wings. Garlocke trotted over, his mouth full of monster meat. The raptor chewed happily as Max gave him another hearty thump on the shoulder. 
 
    “Well done, Garlocke,” he said, before nodding over his shoulder at Nesura’s crimson incarnation. “And you, too. That was some nice target prioritization.” 
 
    The crimson incarnation—a shapely humanoid of feminine proportions and striking features—vanished. Nesura stirred in his belt pouch and poked her head out. “Thanks, but my eyes are down here. Don’t think I didn’t notice you feasting your gaze.” 
 
    “Nobody cares where your eyes are, ugly and stupid bat,” Garlocke mumbled with his mouth full. Max sighed and tuned the spirit beast and the familiar out as they began squabbling. He turned to Kerana as the Infiltrator approached. “Good job. That was some clean, precise, and efficient work out there. My compliments to your Vanquishers. You truly are elites among the Apocalypse Knights!” 
 
    “Hear that, folks?” Kerana cried, raising her voice. “We’re true elites!” 
 
    “Elites!” the Vanquishers echoed, shaking their fists and bloodied blades in the air above their heads. “Elites!” 
 
    Max’s praise wasn’t the sole source of their elation, of course. The Vanquishers had slain a good number of Special Condition monsters that were above their Level, which meant they’d reaped a generous bounty of Victory Shards. As he watched, several of them actually ascended in Level. Their fellow Vanquishers congratulated them with rousing cheers. 
 
    Every slain Wrath Giant also yielded Soul-bound items to their killers. As the Vanquishers had all been neatly organized into four-person cohorts, every single one of them earned a Soul-bound item. They claimed their rewards euphorically. Max saw a powerful enchanted sword appear in a Vanquisher’s grasp. Another one, a Defender, sported a new suit of sleek plate armor. 
 
    “They’d better put those things to good use,” Nesura said, finally tiring of being ignored by Garlocke, who’d ambled off to eat as much Wrath Giant meat as possible before the monsters’ corpses vanished fully. She held out a sphere of white light in her tiny forepaws. “We killed one, so we get one of these, too. The Victory Shards weren’t too bad either, though we have still quite a long way to go before the next Level.” 
 
    Max checked his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Maximo Strident 
 
    Classification: Arcanist 
 
    Level: 43  
 
    Carnage Classification: Exploiter 
 
    Level: 37 
 
      
 
    Thanks to those Harbinger bastards, my Carnage Classification isn’t so far behind anymore, he thought. I should use my Exploiter spells more often. 
 
    Nesura cracked the sphere open. Its radiance faded, leaving behind a band of red, twisted metal. The familiar struggled to hold it up in her paws, so Max grabbed the circlet before it fell from her grasp. 
 
      
 
    Vashenas Coil: Soul-Bound Item 
 
    Circlet +40 
 
    Amplifies blood magic by 40% on equip 
 
    +10 to all Physical Attributes on equip 
 
      
 
    “Which of my spells count as blood magic again?” he asked Nesura. “There’s Vitae Boil, which we learned from those vampire mages you hated so much. Then there’s Sanguine Wing. If we amplify it with this circlet, we might be able to fly faster.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the familiar said. “It might also make Vitae Boil a more reliable spell, since it only works once out of every ten times we cast it, and only on a lower-Level opponent.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Garlocke cocked his head and flicked his tongue at the Vashenas Coil. “There’s a problem with this.” 
 
    “What is it?” Max was genuinely surprised at the raptor’s words. Garlocke had never commented on any of Max’s enchanted items before. 
 
    “It’s red. Your armor is blue. So is mine.” The raptor snorted disapprovingly. “If you wear it, the colors won’t match. Not a good look.” 
 
    “I… I suppose so,” Max conceded, more than a little taken aback. He’d never expected Garlocke, out of all the people, familiars, and spirit beasts he knew, to be so conscious of color coordination. “But that’s hardly important, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, Max, the moronic lizard has a point,” Nesura said. “Yes, we must strive for power, but we also have to look presentable while doing so. Wearing the Vashenas Coil on your brow while you’re clad in your Midnight Storm Plate will cause an unacceptable clash of colors.” 
 
    “But… that doesn’t matter,” Max said, scratching the back of his head. He turned to Kerana for support. The Infiltrator was sheathing the sleek dagger she’d gotten from killing the Wrath Giants. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’d look like a mess, Knight Commander,” Kerana said, smirking. She was obviously enjoying this way too much. “You should listen to your familiar and your spirit beast. You’re our leader, after all. You’ve got to be presentable, like Nesura said.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have asked you anything.” Max grunted in frustration. 
 
    “By the way, these monsters dropped a good amount of Dungeon metal,” Kerana added. “Triple-layered slabs of platinum, it looks like. My people have picked it all up, and I’ve set aside your share.” 
 
    She held out her Ring of Holding. Max raised his own and set it alongside hers. A Soul Lens screen appeared next to the two enchanted rings as Kerana transferred the Dungeon metal over to Max. 
 
      
 
    Received 10 Tri-Layered Platinum Plates from Kerana Ollster! 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, before returning his attention to the enchanted circlet. “Alright, whatever. It doesn’t matter how I look. I’m just going to put this on.” 
 
    “It does,” Garlocke insisted. The raptor shuffled nervously when Max glared at him, but his gaze was resolute. “It does.” 
 
    “Garlocke, I don’t know if you’re in any position to make such comments,” Max said. “You’re always covered in blood and guts, and more often than not, you have pieces of meat stuck between your teeth.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s a good look for me,” the raptor protested. “It would be for you, too.” 
 
    “Think about it, Max,” Nesura spoke up again. “If we found a pink, frilly dress that carries many powerful enchantments, ones that outperform those of your armor, would you put that on? You would, right? Because looks don’t matter to you.” 
 
    “Well, no, I wouldn’t. I mean…” Max sighed and slumped his shoulders in defeat. “Alright, fine. The two of you win.” 
 
    “If the dress were covered in blood, it would look good,” Garlocke mused, scratching the bottom of his jaw with one of his foreclaws. “Better with guts dripping from it.” 
 
    “I get it, Garlocke. You’ve made your point.” Max held up the Vashenas Coil. “So what are we going to do with this, then? I suppose I can have Corvis and his people dismantle it, so we can use it to upgrade one of our existing items.” 
 
    “Stupid bat can wear it when she tries and fails to look as pretty as Sava,” Garlocke pointed out. “She always uses your blood magic spells anyway.” 
 
    “I’m going to defecate into your ears. Maybe then your skull cavity will be full of something you can actually use to think with,” Nesura hissed at the raptor, before ducking back down into Max’s belt pouch again. A moment later, her crimson incarnation was standing next to him. She took the Vashenas Coil, set it upon her brow, and grinned. “Hey, this amplifies my Crimson Incarnation spell too! With it, I can go further, hit harder, and cast your spells more quickly!” 
 
    “Great. It’s settled then. You wear it whenever you’re out and about like that,” Max said, snatching the Vashenas Coil out of the air as Nesura withdrew her crimson incarnation and popped her head out of his belt pouch again. “In the meantime, I’ll just place it in my Ring of Holding.” 
 
    By this time, the last of the Wrath Giants’ corpses had finished dissolving completely 
 
    Vanquishers were mostly done regrouping and reorganizing their equipment. They formed up around Kerana. She grinned at Max. “Let’s go kill some more monsters and get more Victory Shards and Dungeon metal.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we need to go anywhere,” Max replied, pointing down at the ground beneath his feet. Just a moment ago, it had been a bone-strewn sandy wasteland. Now, tarry bog water was bubbling through its surface. As he watched, the fetid fluid rose high enough to lap at his armored ankles, then above his shins. 
 
    Cries of alarm and disgust rippled through the ranks of the Vanquishers, but none of them broke formation or began to panic. They tightened their formation into an outward-facing circle, with Max and Kerana at its center. 
 
    Thankfully, the bog water stopped rising just above the height of Max’s knees. He and the Vanquishers were now on more cumbersome and unsure footing, but they could still move and fight well enough, thanks to their Prowess spells and enchanted items that boosted their Physical Attributes. 
 
    A dense fog emerged out of nowhere and washed over the Apocalypse Knights. As it completed its envelopment, Max could see the silhouettes of twisted wetland trees in its midst. He was right. They didn’t need to go any further in the Dungeon. All they needed was to defeat each cluster of monsters that the Dungeon threw at them, and it would bring its next section to them. 
 
    “Here they come!” Nesura warned, as a horde of lumbering, grotesque monstrosities emerged from the fog and began approaching the Apocalypse Knights. They moved with the shambling gait of a diseased ape. Their faces were tusked, twisted parodies of humanity, and their arms reached far beneath their knees, so that their knuckles dragged through the stinking bog water swilling around their shins. 
 
     The familiar scanned one of them quickly. 
 
      
 
    Marsh Troll 
 
    Level 40 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 1567/1567 
 
    Mana: 45/45 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 177 
 
    Dexterity: 125 
 
    Fortitude: 288 
 
    Perception: 33 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Cellular Regrowth 
 
    Twisted Flurry 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 40 (x5.5 special condition) 
 
    Treasure Class: SS 
 
      
 
    “Trolls!” Kerana cried, sheathing her curved sword and producing a shorter, straight blade from her Ring of Holding. Tongues of flame danced down its length. “Have fire ready, Vanquishers!” 
 
    Shouts of acknowledgment rang across the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights. Those who possessed flaming weapons drew them. Others took out wands, rings, or staves carrying fiery enchantments and used those to set the arrows and quarrels leveled at the approaching monsters by their fellow Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    Max nodded in approval. Trolls were monsters capable of regenerating even the most grievous of wounds, unless they were created by fire or acid. As he watched, the Defenders dropped barriers of translucent light in the monsters’ path. The foremost Marsh Troll walked face-first into one of the Shield spells and bounced off. It grunted in frustration and slammed the foot-long claws jutting from its fingertips into the energy barrier, reducing it into fragments of light in a single blow. 
 
    But the Shield spell hadn’t been placed there to halt the monster, Max quickly realized. It and the other barriers were meant to delay and confound the Marsh Trolls’ advance, buying more time for the archers amongst the Vanquishers to shoot their weapons. Volleys of burning arrows and crossbow quarrels sliced through the now-stinking air and landed home in the rubbery, heaving flesh of the approaching monsters. 
 
    The leading Marsh Trolls were the ones who took the brunt of the missiles. They reeled back, howling in agony as sections of their bodies caught alight. But the fires wouldn’t take, not in the dank, moist swamp air and the swirls of splashing bog water preceding the monsters’ stride. Obstructive Shield spells crumbled one after another as the Marsh Trolls continued advancing beneath the rain of burning arrows and quarrels. Soon, they would be close enough to charge, and Max knew the Vanquishers would fare very poorly in hand-to-hand combat against such opponents, since they didn’t have any Warmongers in their midst. 
 
    Even if I douse them in Flame Storm spells, the bog water will prevent them from catching on fire, he realized. “Nesura, you did get that Terminal Impact skill from those Wrath Giants, right? Whenever they hit each other, their blows generated huge shockwaves. Was that Terminal Impact?” 
 
    “It was, and yes, I did,” Nesura replied. “I’ve even readied it as a Flux Skill for you. It doesn’t require any mana, but it’ll drain your mental energy very quickly if you use it in rapid succession.” 
 
      
 
    Terminal Impact 
 
    Physical attack skill 
 
    Level 40 
 
    Deal 40% of base attack damage in a radius of 40 feet. 
 
    Mana Cost: 0 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got plenty of that to spare, and those Marsh Trolls are so tightly bunched up that I don’t think I’ll need to use Terminal Impact too many times,” Max said, before hopping onto Garlocke’s back. He patted the raptor’s shoulder. “Go high and drop down right in the middle of them.” 
 
    Though Kerana’s features were tense and drawn, she didn’t raise any objections this time. The Infiltrator simply nodded as Max cast a sidelong glance her way. 
 
    She’s learning. Good. Max heeled Garlocke into a full-on gallop. The raptor obliged, and in two mighty strides, he’d cleared the line of Vanquishers. 
 
    Then he jumped, bringing Max forty feet into the air in an arc that would see them landing right in the middle of the Marsh Trolls. The Vanquishers cried out in surprise, and so did the monsters. The Marsh Trolls directly beneath where Garlocke would land raised their claws and opened their fanged maws in anticipation. 
 
    Max thrust his Magus Staff out and cast Stone Spear, conjuring a spike of magical rock that blasted directly into the bog water at the monsters’ feet. The stinking fluid cascaded skyward from the impact like a fountain, but before it could fall back down, Max hit it with an Icelance, freezing it solid. 
 
    Garlocke fell toward the column of foul ice. During the descent, Nesura encased him and Max in overlapping Shield spells, forming a bubble of translucent light around the raptor’s heavily muscled form. 
 
    Max leaned out of his saddle, couched Stridentsong as if it were a lance, and activated Terminal Impact the moment the dueling sword’s tip struck the frozen bog water. 
 
    A sweeping starburst of icy shards sliced through the midst of the Marsh Trolls, tearing them limb from limb and reducing them to piles of twitching flesh. Frozen shrapnel shrieked and clawed all over the surface of Max’s Shield spell bubble, but the energy barriers held. 
 
    Garlocke crashed down in the middle of a sea of frostbitten, convulsing monster limbs, ruptured torsos, and severed heads. Max dismissed his Shield spells and beckoned to the stunned and awed Vanquishers. “Come on! Burn them up before they put themselves back together again! I’m not doing all the work by myself!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dungeon’s landscape shifted again, turning into a rocky field with a blood-red skyline. A column of tall, powerfully built humanoids appeared across the horizon. They were clad in heavy plate armor of black steel. Spikes adorned their pauldrons. Strange patterns had been daubed in red paint—or blood—across their breastplates. As far as Max could tell, the patterns seemed to be some portrayal of some grotesque creature with a bulbous body from which tentacles swarmed. 
 
    Two-handed swords with curved, serrated edges filled their fists. They wore heavy helms that covered their faces entirely. As they approached the Vanquishers, their leader emerged from their midst. It was clad in armor of similar make, though with far more intricate adornments. Instead of a helm, it wore a crown of black steel across its thick, heavy brow. Finger-length tusks jutted from its lower lip. A straight single-handed sword of black steel filled its right fist. Arcs of lightning coruscated up and down the length of the blade. A sturdy round shield hung from its left forearm. 
 
    Nesura scanned the monster as the Vanquishers spread out, the Defenders among them falling back while the Infiltrators vanished beneath their Cloak spells. 
 
      
 
    Vykora the Conqueror: Orrak Champion 
 
    Level 45 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 2994/2994 
 
    Mana: 1150/1150 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 211 
 
    Dexterity: 199 
 
    Fortitude: 201 
 
    Perception: 178 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Blade Strafe 
 
    Shield Mastery 
 
    Adamant Aegis 
 
    Orrak Prowess 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard Value: 45 (x2275 special condition) 
 
    Treasure Class: SSS 
 
      
 
    “Wow! You’re facing a Champion, Max,” Nesura said. “Such Crucible Agents don’t appear very often. A Dungeon only has a very slight chance of manifesting them when their challenges are being crushed with ignominious ease, or when a particular Knight-Errant is doing extremely well against them.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much the same thing, isn’t it?” Max asked. 
 
    “Not exactly.” A sour note entered Nesura’s voice. “I was evoked as a Crucible Agent because you were doing so well in that Dungeon where we first met, but from your memories, you weren’t having a really easy time there.” 
 
    “So I was performing above expectations, but I had to work really hard to do so,” Max clarified, thinking back to the ghoul-infested mansion he’d fought his way through shortly after becoming a Knight-Errant. “I assume that is what’s going on right now?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say you’re exerting yourself to your breaking point, so no. In this case, the Gauntlet of Chaos has brought forth a Champion because you’re pretty much trivializing its monsters,” Nesura said. She ducked back into Max’s belt pouch. “Vykora has a bit of a reputation as a Crucible Agent. Apparently, he’s killed so many of you Cosmic Challengers across the cosmos that he’s been allowed to retain his cosmic energy even when he’s not serving the Crucible. Maybe that explains why he’s Level 45, while this is a Level 40 Dungeon.” 
 
    “Whereas your mother and your sisters didn’t enjoy such a perk,” Max said, twirling Stridentsong to loosen the tendons in his wrist. “Sounds like this Vykora will be quite formidable indeed.” 
 
    “He’s nothing we can’t handle, Max,” Nesura said. “By the way, all his spells and skills are inherent or passive abilities. You can’t get any of them with Arcane Flux. Also, his Adamant Aegis skill gives him a huge resistance to any offensive spells, and since he’s two Levels above you, nothing you cast at him is likely to work.” 
 
    “Got it.” Max adjusted his grip on his Magus Staff. “We’ve fought monsters with that Shield Mastery skill too, haven’t we? Shooting this Champion with arrows or bolts isn’t going to work. Looks like this is going to have to be done hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “That’s my assessment as well,” Nesura agreed. “But it’s not like we’re lacking in that area, too.” 
 
    “Let’s tear him apart, Max,” Garlocke said, pawing the dirt beneath his feet. “And then I can eat him.” 
 
    “Hail, Knight-Errant!” Vykora called, raising his blade in a salute as he got to within a hundred feet of Max. It was a distance that could be closed in a blink of an eye by either of them. “The Gauntlet of Chaos cannot seem to provide you a challenge worthy of your prowess, so it falls to me to give you what you deserve.” 
 
    “And how are you going to do that?” Max asked. “Single-combat? Or are you lot just going to attack me all at once?” 
 
    “The former,” Vykora replied. The Champion lowered his sword. Black smoke poured from its tip, before coalescing into a massive, bovine beast with long, curved horns protruding from its skull and thick armored plates riveted to its skin. It was a Taurus Fiend, according to a quick Soul Lens scan. Vykora mounted the creature as if it were a horse. “And if I fall, then my warriors will do their best to overwhelm and slay you.” 
 
    “That’s straightforward enough.” Max hopped astride Garlocke. The raptor flexed his foreclaws in excitement. “Let’s get to it, then.” 
 
    Vykora grunted in agreement. His armored heels thumped against the flanks of his mount. The Taurus Fiend bayed and broke out into a thundering charge. Its rider drew his sword back and high in readiness to strike. 
 
    Max heeled Garlocke forward as well to meet the Champion’s charge. As the distance shrank rapidly, he cast an array of spells on himself and Garlocke to heighten their reflexes, strengthen their limbs, and fortify the resilience of their flesh and bones. Nesura cycled Hasten, Alacrity, Empowerment, Fortification, Ironskin, Impact Ward, and Force Sheath rapidly through his readied Flux spells, before casting another cluster of spells over Stridentsong to imbue its edge with temporary enchantments of strength, keenness, and swiftness. She then topped everything off by infusing Max’s flesh with Contingent Heal and Regeneration, so that he could shrug off and recover from any injuries that didn’t kill him outright, at least for the next few minutes. 
 
    As he closed to within striking distance of Vykora, he lashed out with the version of the Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form adapted for striking from the saddle. Vykora blocked the blow cleanly, in a fashion that demonstrated his superior strength and speed and the fact that his skill with the blade was at the very least on par with Max’s. The Champion riposted with a swift thrust, and it was all Max could do to lean back in his saddle in a desperate bid to keep his throat from being impaled. 
 
    Garlocke and the Taurus Fiend struck at each other as well. The bovine monster snapped its fang-filled maw out in a vicious bite. Garlocke ducked underneath the Taurus Fiend’s jaws and raked a foreclaw across its chest, carving out a thin, crimson trail across the monster’s hide. 
 
    And then Max and Garlocke were riding past Vykora. He wheeled the raptor around, ready for another passing exchange. The Champion had done the same too. He wore an eager grin upon his face. 
 
    “Magnificent! Not many have survived a single crossing of blades with me,” Vykora proclaimed. “You are the first in a long, long time.” 
 
    “How long?” Max asked, hoping to buy some time for the painful ringing in his sword-hand to secede. “When did you last have a good fight?” 
 
    “Perhaps two-and-a-half centuries ago,” Vykora said. “During that time, entire eras have come and gone amongst my people. Generations rose and receded like the tides. And my strength and skill have never even come close to meeting their match.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll definitely try not to disappoint you, then.” Max set Stridentsong across the front of his saddle and jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the other armored monsters arrayed across the plain. “Are those your people? The Orraks?” 
 
    “They are,” Vykora confirmed. The Champion cocked his head curiously. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Your people and your world struck some kind of deal with the Cosmic Logos, right?” Max said. “It calls you to serve as monsters for its Dungeons every now and then, and in return, no Dungeons appear in your world. None of you have to be Knights-Errant, either. But you’re a special case. You get to bring your Levels back home and live among your people who can be nothing like you.” 
 
    “That is an accurate summation of the Orrak people, Knight-Errant.” Vykora nodded. “We do what we must. For what it’s worth, you have my sympathies that your people and your world do not enjoy a similar privilege.” 
 
    “Your sympathy isn’t worth anything,” Max said. “And yes, a slave probably has it a bit easier than a torture victim, but I don’t think it’s a privilege to be either.” 
 
    “You’re saying that my people are the slaves, while yours are the torture victims, both subject to the whims of the Cosmic Logos and the Crucible in different ways.” Vykora’s grin turned cold and brittle. “Your words are harsh, but undeniably astute.” 
 
    “Yeah, astute is what I do best.” Max picked Stridentsong up again. His hand was no longer trembling. “I just want to know something. For someone like you, living in your world, amongst Mundanes… how are you liking it? They must worship you as some kind of deific figure. Is that something you enjoy?” 
 
    “I like it very much indeed,” Vykora said. “It is my solemn duty to serve my people, and though I am an eternal being amongst mortals, I find beauty in their ephemeral nature, and I admire the strength they display as they face the passage of time. Though of course, the deific worship doesn’t hurt either.” 
 
    “Ha!” Max sighed. “It’s a shame we met like this, Vykora. I have a feeling we would have been really good friends, if only because you remind me of my best one. But anyway, we’d better get on with things. I’m running on a fairly tight schedule, even if you aren’t. You want a good fight? I’ll give you one. But just to be sure, your people won’t intervene, right?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Vykora said. “They will only observe our bout, stepping in only in the event of my death or upon the interference of your fellow Knights-Errant.” 
 
    “Conqueror! Conqueror!” the other Orraks roared in unison, raising their blades high to salute their Champion. 
 
    “Good.” Max nudged Garlocke with his heels, and the raptor burst into a gallop that escalated swiftly into a full-on charge toward Vykora. The Champion’s mount did the same thing, bringing its rider toward Max. 
 
    Vykora struck first, this time. His sword swept out in a mighty cut. Max cast Fourfold Deca-Shield and put forty energy barriers in its path. Every energy barrier shattered beneath the edge of the Champion’s blade, but they managed to slow enough momentum from its passage and blunt its might enough for Max to smash it upward with a powerful rising cut from Stridentsong. 
 
    The Champion’s right arm rose alongside his blade, exposing the right side of his body. Max aimed Storm Bolter and fired all four of the enchanted crossbow’s bolts toward Vykora’s chest. The Champion blocked them all with his shield, and his follow-up cut with his sword would have seen Max’s head rolling free of his shoulders if their mounts hadn’t brought them both past one another yet again. 
 
    “He’s good,” Nesura whispered into Max’s mind. “Really good. Too bad Sava isn’t here. She could definitely help you take him.” 
 
    “Yeah, she could,” Max replied. “But we’ll manage, somehow.” 
 
    Vykora charged once more, and Max heeled Garlocke forward to meet him. This time, Max focused on defense, bringing to bear the Iron Aegis Block and Swaying Willow Guard blade forms alongside another Fourfold Deca-Shield spell. With all of that, he was able to foil a sword stroke from the Champion that would have otherwise disemboweled him. 
 
    Max twisted in his saddle and shot Storm Bolter again at Vykora’s back as they passed one another. The Champion blocked the enchanted bolts on his shield without even looking over his shoulder. Vykora wheeled his Taurus Fiend around and broke out into yet another charge. 
 
    “I’m going to guess that his spell resistance extends to his mount, too?” Max asked Nesura. 
 
    “It does, but that’s not the case for whatever it steps on,” the familiar said, obviously reading his mind. 
 
    Max thrust his Magus Staff out and cast Tremor. It was a spell he’d acquired from a monster called a Gaia Wyrm several dozen Dungeons ago. Bright green light flared from the tip of his staff to strike the dirt beneath his feet. A shockwave rippled from the point of impact immediately, churning the sand and rock underfoot in concentric waves and reducing them to a morass of thumbnail-sized earthen beads. 
 
    The Fiend Taurus’s hooves sank several inches into the broken earth, but such a powerful monster and its skilled rider would not be foiled so easily. The bovine creature heaved its immense bulk into a mighty skyward leap. Huge, leathery wings extended from its shoulderblades, before flapping mightily to re-angle its horns directly at Max and Garlocke. 
 
    Vykora and his mount then crashed downward, falling like a comet upon Max. The Champion had his blade extended straight out, positioning it as if it were a spear alongside the Fiend Taurus’s horns. 
 
    Nesura frantically cast Umbral Ward, a spell that provided its caster immunity against any darkness or shadow elemental damage. A sheen of black light encased Max and Garlocke, just as he finished casting Umbral Teleport. Darkness swallowed him then, as he and Garlocke fell into the realm of shadows, before re-emerging twenty feet away, from a scant cluster of shadows scattered across the crimson-lit plain. 
 
    A tremendous crash resounded from where Max had been just a split-instant ago. He turned his gaze toward the cacophony and saw a huge cloud of dust, which then spiraled swiftly away in the wake of the copper-scented breeze that permeated the Dungeon’s shifting interior. 
 
    Vykora and his Fiend Taurus were there, standing in the middle of a shallow crater. The bovine monster’s wings flapped once more, carrying it and its rider out of the pit its falling impact had created and holding it aloft ten feet or so above the ground. 
 
    “Hmm. They’re stronger and faster than us. More of this, and we’ll die, sooner or later,” Garlocke said. “But maybe I’ll get to take a bite of that cow, first.” 
 
    “It has horns, you idiot,” Nesura pointed out. “That’s not a cow. It’s a bull.” 
 
    “It’s meat,” the raptor said, rolling his shoulders in imitation of a shrug. “Unless it kills us. Then we’re meat.” 
 
    Vykora charged again, this time from the sky. Max stood up on his saddle, extended his crimson wings, and kicked off from Garlocke’s back. The raptor dashed forward, striding clear of the trajectory of the Fiend Taurus’s descent, while Max flew in the opposite direction. 
 
    The Champion hurled himself off his mount as well. A dark blue cape materialized upon his shoulders. It blazed with a sapphire radiance. 
 
    “That carries a Skydance enchantment!” Nesura said. “It allows him to fly as well as he can walk!” 
 
    Which means we won’t beat him in an airborne duel, Max thought. But that was never the plan anyway. 
 
    As Vykora hurtled toward him, Max snapped his wings forward and plummeted back down to the ground. He landed heavily, and his bones creaked in protest, but his regeneration spells swiftly repaired the minor damage. Dismissing his wings, he brought Stridentsong and his Magus Staff up and crossed them to block Vykora’s descending sword. 
 
    The sheer force of the Champion’s cut would have driven Max to his knees if he’d tried to absorb it squarely, so he didn’t. Instead, he rolled both his blade and his staff into an adaptation of the Swaying Willow Guard blade form, dissipating the force propelling Vykora’s sword just enough for him to slip his weapons free and throw himself into a sidelong roll that brought him well clear of the arc of the descending blade. 
 
    As he tumbled, Max saw out of the corner of his eye how the Champion sliced his sword deeply into the sand. A massive shockwave erupted from the impact, powerful enough to cleave right through Max’s armor. 
 
    That wasn’t any spell, he realized, rolling to one knee. He created that shockwave simply through the sheer power and the perfect delivery of that blow. Vykora is stronger and more skilled than me. 
 
    The Fiend Taurus had gone after Garlocke in the meantime, and it was now grappling with the raptor, its fanged maw snapping furiously in an attempt to rip out his throat. Max put Stridentsong and his Magus Staff away, the former into the Amplification Sheath on his back and the latter into a quick-retrieval compartment of his Ring of Holding. He then drew his enchanted shortbow and loosed three arrows in rapid succession at the Fiend Taurus. 
 
    The bow, a recent acquisition from Corvis’s artisans, carried a powerful dimensional enchantment that teleported its arrows directly into the flesh of its target, with its biggest drawback being the fact that the enchantment could only be evoked once every twenty hours. 
 
    The arrows streaking from its twanging bowstring disappeared in mid-flight, before reappearing, buried to their feathers, in the Fiend Taurus’s flank. Each of the arrows carried a single-use explosive enchantment that flared to life, erupting into starbursts of fire and shrapnel that ripped the bovine monster’s left hind leg from its hip and splattered its viscera all over the sand. 
 
    The Fiend Taurus bayed in agony, but its suffering was short-lived. Garlocke scythed his foreclaws into its throat and sliced them all the way past its spine. The monster’s head fell free from its neck. Garlocke caught it between his jaws before it hit the ground. Bone cracked beneath his fangs. Brain matter gushed out. A grunt of satisfaction rumbled from his throat and bubbled through his filled mouth. 
 
    Vykora roared in rage at the death of his mount and charged. Max put his bow away and called Stridentsong back into his grasp. He took the sword in a two-handed grip, then brought it up in a rock-solid Iron Aegis Guard blade form that barely stopped the Champion’s sideways cut from splitting him in half at the waist. 
 
    Nesura emerged as a crimson incarnation, the Vashenas Coil on her brow and her sword—Mortal Ruin—in her hand. She took Vykora’s flank and lunged. The Champion blocked the flurry of thrusts with his shield. Max tried a fully orthodox Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form, seeking to open Vykora’s throat. 
 
    The Champion backpedaled out of the way, leaving Stridentsong to cut nothing but air. He then had to sidestep sharply to the left to avoid the descent of Garlocke’s toe claws as the raptor crashed down on where he’d been an eye-blink ago. 
 
    Garlocke whipped his tail around. Vykora took the impact on his shield and rebuffed the raptor, hurling many hundreds of pounds of lizard muscle and sinew away and sending Garlocke tumbling head-over-heels. 
 
    Vykora advanced upon the fallen raptor, but Max and Nesura attacked again, each taking either of the Champion’s flanks. Max pressured Vykora with a flurry of swift, tight cuts. The Champion blocked those with his shield. Nesura lunged, stepped back, and lunged again, driving Mortal Ruin’s point repeatedly at the joints in Vykora’s armor, forcing him into a fighting withdrawal. 
 
    Garlocke scrambled to his feet and circled the melee, hoping to take the Champion’s back. Along the way, he assumed his foehammer form, lengthening his foreclaws into sinuous, tentacular appendages that terminated in heavy spheres of barbed bone.  
 
    Max leaped to his left, while Nesura flipped acrobatically over his head, allowing him to switch sides with her and attack Vykora on his right flank. The Champion responded with a horizontal sword stroke that sheared off a good chunk of Max’s right pauldron and sent him stumbling sideways to one knee. Vykora followed up with a rising cut. Max blocked it squarely with Stridentsong. The impact jarred his arms and wrists and caused his shoulder joints to pop and creak alarmingly, but he dug in his heels and managed to bring the Champion’s blade to a complete halt.  
 
    Nesura drove her sword into the back of Vykora’s right palm. Mortal Ruin’s point slipped between the seam between the armored plates of the Champion’s gauntlet and lanced home into his flesh. Vykora hissed in pain and backhanded Nesura with his shield. The familiar’s crimson incarnation dissipated beneath the impact into swirls of sanguine light.  
 
    One of Garlocke’s hammer-headed limbs crashed against Vykora’s backplate then, sending the Champion into a lurching stumble. Max cut out at Vykora’s wrist, forcing him to release his blade and pull his hand back. He cross-stepped forward in pursuit, before launching into a Sunflower Scatter blade form.  
 
    Stridentsong’s blade danced and dipped, scoring repeated hits all over Vykora’s breastplate and gorget. The Champion’s armor held against the enchanted sword’s bite. Vykora snarled and punched down at Max with his shield arm, only for Garlocke to hit him in the side with another hammer-limb.  
 
    Though the impact barely even left a blemish on the Champion’s armor, it still forced some of his breath from his lungs and out through his lips as a wheezing gasp. Max leaped high and brought Stridentsong down in a Crashing Iron blade form upon Vykora’s head.  
 
    His blow struck home, but the circlet of black steel atop the Champion’s brow deflected the blade, stopping Stridentsong from cleaving Vykora’s skull in half. Bleeding profusely from his scalp, the Champion growled and backpedaled frantically, seeking to disengage from the melee and regain his bearings. 
 
    Max didn’t give him that opportunity. He executed a Quicksilver Path blade form, breaking out into a swift, striding charge with his sword leading the way. Stridentsong’s edge rang off of Vykora’s armor, slicing slivers of steel free with every blow but failing to penetrate the enchanted plate.  
 
    The Champion held out his right hand. His sword, which he’d left on the ground ten feet away, reappeared in his grasp. Max shot at Vykora’s sword-hand with Storm Bolter. The Champion snapped his shield across his body to block the enchanted bolts, leaving his left flank open again for Garlocke to hammer him in the side once more. 
 
    Vykora roared in anger and brought his shield back around to block the flurry of blows from the raptor’s flailing limbs. He scythed his sword out in a mighty, sweeping blow that forced Max into a frantic backpedal to avoid being hacked in half. 
 
    Max stumbled to a halt, wrong-footed, but the Champion didn’t pursue. Instead, Vykora raised his sword in yet another salute and smiled.  
 
    “Ah, you are truly formidable, Knight-Errant,” he said. “I cannot overstate the pleasure I have derived from our battle so far. Rest assured that I will savor every last remaining moment of it.” 
 
    “You’d better, because we’re just about done,” Max replied. He sheathed Stridentsong, took out his enchanted bow, and nocked an arrow into place. “Look around.” 
 
    The Champion blinked in surprise as he did so and beheld the corpses of his Orrak warriors strewn all across the plain. Every single one of them displayed killing wounds delivered from stealth. Cut throats were the most prevalent, though there were plenty of stabbed hearts and perforated eye sockets, too. Some of the slain monsters even looked like they’d been garroted. Max had to shake his head and whistle through his teeth at the amount of guts a Vanquisher would need to have to strangle a higher-Level monster with a length of wire.  
 
    “What… how?” Vykora stammered, before snapping his gaze back to Max. His eyes blazed with fury. “You had your companions attack my kinsmen while they were observing our bout?” 
 
    “That’s right. I brought them here to work. I’m not going to let them stand around idly while I put on a show with you,” Max said. He raised his bow, drew it, and aimed its nocked arrow at Vykora. “We’re almost done here, and I can’t afford to spend all day with you, so I’m just going to end things now.” 
 
    Max loosed his arrow, retrieved another, and quick-fired it. He did so with another eight, sending every shaft streaking toward the Champion before the first had traveled more than two feet from its launching point.  
 
    Vykora blocked them all, of course, thanks to his Shield Mastery skill, but he couldn’t do anything about the flurry of arrows, quarrels, javelins, and throwing axes that emerged from out of thin air to fall upon him from every angle.  
 
    The Champion’s armor was able to resist even Stridentsong, and it held up fairly well beneath the onslaught of projectiles crashing against his bulk, but everything that hit him had had its lethality enhanced by Level 30 and above Cloak spells.  
 
    Max added to the onslaught as well, slinging arrow after arrow at Vykora and blasting away with Storm Bolter whenever the enchanted crossbow replenished its ammunition. Nesura kept a Soul Lens screen angled upon the Champion all the while. 
 
      
 
    Critical hits: x128 damage 
 
    Critical hits: x256 damage 
 
    Critical hits: x512 damage 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the Apocalypse Knights broke through the Champion’s defenses. A throwing axe was the first projectile to punch a crack into Vykora’s backplate. Three more javelins widened the breach. An arrow slipped through the weakened surface of his gorget and sliced into his throat. He dropped one of the gauntleted hands he’d been using to cover his face.  
 
    Max blasted half of his skull into bloody ruins with a volley from Storm Bolter.  
 
    The Champion staggered back, already dead yet too stubborn to realize it yet. A cluster of crossbow quarrels slammed into his kidneys. A throwing axe smashed his right hip-guard into shards, and a javelin sliced into his pelvis. Arrows festooned his crumbling breastplate. Blood spurted from his lips, and he fell to his knees.  
 
    “Hold!” Kerana’s voice rang out across the plain, and the Vanquishers ceased their barrage. “It’s the Knight-Commander’s kill!” 
 
    “Thanks, Knight Marshal Ollster,” Max said, snapping a perfect salute in the direction where he guessed the Infiltrator was. He walked to where Vykora knelt, putting away his bow and calling Stridentsong into his grasp along the way.  
 
    The Champion tilted the ruins of his face up, so he could glare at Max with his single remaining eye. Blood bubbled from the jawless, mangled orifice that had once been his mouth. Whatever he wanted to say, he couldn’t, not anymore.  
 
    Not like I give a damn about anything he wants to spew, anyway, Max thought. He stabbed Vykora through the heart, twisted Stridentsong so that its blade completely destroyed the organ in which it was embedded, and ripped the sword from the Champion’s flesh.  
 
    “I don’t know if you get to go back to your world and its Mundanes after dying as a monster, or if this is it for you,” he said softly as Vykora keeled over and began thrashing out his feeble death throes. “But I do know both sound just absolutely terrible to me.” 
 
    The Champion’s final breath rattled from his mangled throat, and his body stiffened. Victory shards poured into Max’s Soul Lens. A screen unfolded in the air next to him.  
 
      
 
    Saga attained!  
 
      
 
    Champion Slayer 
 
    Defeated a Crucible Champion 
 
    +900% Victory Shard acquisition 
 
    Permanent +150 bonus to all Physical Attributes 
 
    Quadruple Health points and Mana points reserves 
 
      
 
    Max couldn’t help but gasp in surprise as he read the words on the Soul Lens screen. Nesura flooded their mental link with her astonishment. His amazement grew an instant later as immense power surged through his body.  
 
    Nesura hurriedly conjured another Soul lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Maximo Strident 
 
    Classification: Arcanist  
 
    Level: 43  
 
    Carnage Classification: Exploiter 
 
    Level: 37 
 
    Health: 2459/2459 
 
    Mana: 2275/2275 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 325 
 
    Dexterity: 315 
 
    Fortitude: 297 
 
    Perception: 378 
 
      
 
    “By the Verdant Gods,” Kerana said breathily, dropping her Cloak spell and walking into visibility next to him. “That… that puts you so far ahead that nobody will ever be able to catch up to you! How is that fair?” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Max said, grimacing as a chill ran down his spine. “It isn’t fair. We know Dungeons and monsters aren’t supposed to be, but this is simply a bit too ridiculous.” 
 
    “Someone is behind this!” Nesura exclaimed, picking up on Max’s thoughts. The familiar poked her head out from his belt pouch. “A bloody Crucible Champion appearing in any Dungeon is already an exceedingly rare occurrence, and the one that does show up is a stuffy honor-bound moron without any ability to deal with an army of Infiltrators simply pelting him to death with their garbage!” 
 
    “What did you say we did, you winged pest?” Kerana snarled, reaching for Nesura as if to strangle her.  
 
    “She said that I wouldn’t have been able to kill Vykora without the Vanquishers’ help,” Max said, grabbing the Infiltrator’s wrists so that he wouldn’t have to deal with reviving Nesura again. “Leave it at that, Knight Marshal.” 
 
    “Bah!” Kerana tore her hands free and stepped back, glowering at the familiar. “That stupid bat of yours will get herself into more trouble than you can bail her out of one day, Strident.” 
 
    “That stupid and ugly bat,” Garlocke offered helpfully, as he padded over to Vykora’s dissipating corpse and took a hefty bite from his abdomen. Viscera trailed from both sides of the raptor’s snout as he looked back at Max. “Hmm. Not as tasty as I’d hoped. Disappointing.” 
 
    “We’ll get you something nicer to eat later,” Max promised Garlocke. He caught the sphere of white light that emerged from Vykora’s remains and claimed its contents.  
 
    The Champion’s shield materialized in his hands. It weighed absolutely nothing at all.  
 
      
 
    Peerless Sentinel: Rare enchanted shield 
 
    Dancing Shield +45 
 
    Instinctual Defense, Universal Ward, Greater Spell Resistance 
 
      
 
    Max activated the shield’s enchantment and released it from his grasp. It hovered in midair for a moment, before drifting to float by his side. I don’t really like using shields, but if it’s one that carries and works by itself, I can definitely make an exception.  
 
    “Hello?” Nesura called, tearing Max’s thoughts away from his newest enchanted item. “We were talking about someone or something tugging at our karmic strings a moment ago. That seems like an important topic, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Karmic strings?” Kerana frowned in puzzlement.  
 
    “I’ve heard her use that term before,” Max explained. “It’s a vague, catch-all term that describes how our actions and histories create certain possibilities while closing off others, which is pretty much just commonsensical causality.” 
 
    “Speak plainly,” Kerana demanded. “We don’t all have that fancy nobleman’s education of yours. Some of us grew up in the streets, trying not to starve to death.” 
 
    “But you didn’t, which means you got to do everything you’ve done in your life. If you had, then that would have been the end for you,” Max said. “What I think is happening here would be the equivalent of someone giving little Kerana starving in the streets a pouch full of gold coins, opening up an entirely new set of possibilities for her that she wouldn’t otherwise have had.” 
 
    “If I’d gotten a pouch of gold coins when I was a child, I would have had my throat cut by the other street kids within the hour,” Kerana scoffed. “It would have been a death sentence for me.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Max said, looking at the Soul Lens screen describing his latest Saga. “I’m hoping this won’t turn out to be the same thing.”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dungeon’s next permutation left the Apocalypse Knights standing in the middle of a vast stone chamber with stark, unadorned walls that climbed dozens of feet into a ceiling of swirling shadows.  Amber light pulsed weakly from lamps mounted on the twisted metal stands scattered intermittently across the floor. 
 
    Four humanoid figures stood at the far end of the room. They stirred as soon as Max noticed them and began a lumbering approach toward the Apocalypse Knights. Each of the monsters was around ten feet tall, and they all wore golden grinning skull masks over their faces. Their torsos and limbs were made up of a smooth, dark stone.  
 
    “Ebon Golems,” Kerana said, lowering her left arm and dismissing the Soul Lens screen which she’d used to scan the monsters. The Infiltrator grimaced. “They’re immune to critical hits. Our Cloak spell will be much less effective against them.” 
 
    “Golems are always controlled by another monster, one that is usually weaker and far more vulnerable,” Max reminded her. “It’s probably hiding around here somewhere. I’ll keep the Ebon Golems busy. The rest of you should spread out and find whatever’s pulling their strings.” 
 
    “My Circumvent spell is picking up hundreds, maybe thousands, of traps ahead, Knight-Commander!” one of the Vanquishers said. He was a lanky Infiltrator wearing a brigandine coat and wielding a short sword in his left hand. “But those monsters are walking right into them.” 
 
    Just as the words left his mouth, the foremost Ebon Golem stepped onto a trap. Tongues of flame burst from the stone floor to embrace the monster’s body. They receded as swiftly as they’d emerged, but the Ebon Golem now bore streaks of crimson light across its forearms. 
 
    The grin upon the monster’s mask seemed to widen, then. It drew back its arms. Flames swirled between its palms. 
 
    “Watch out!” one of the Defenders cried, raising her hands. The other Defenders among the Vanquishers did the same. Multi-layered, interlinking barriers of translucent light flickered into existence in front of the Apocalypse Knights, just before the Ebon Golem hurled a massive sphere of fire at them. 
 
    Max retrieved his Magus Staff and added his own Shield spell to the Defenders’. The Ebon Golem’s fireball crashed against the layered barriers, breaking through dozens of layers in an instant. It obliterated the next ten over the span of a heartbeat, and then began grinding down the remaining ones.   
 
    One of the Defenders whose Shield spells had been completely shattered stepped back and cast Aegis. A golden disc appeared amidst the layered barriers to intercept the inexorable fireball and send it hurtling back toward the Ebon Golem. The monster walked through the swirling flames and emerged unscathed. 
 
    That’s right. Golem-type monsters have complete magical immunity on top of being impervious to critical hits and highly resistant to physical damage, Max recalled. That’s why it’s almost never worth fighting them. 
 
    The Defender who’d cast the Aegis spell sank to her knees, her gaze distant and unfocused. She’d expended a huge amount of mana in a very short amount of time. She was only Level 34, so Max figured that she’d probably be able to cast Aegis another two or three times at most before her mana point reserves were completely depleted. 
 
    He swept his gaze quickly over the Vanquishers. There were only seven Defenders in their ranks. Even if they were all completely fresh—which they weren’t, not after the battles they’d fought in this Dungeon—they didn’t have many casts of Aegis spells left in them. 
 
    We can’t just stand here and take it, he realized, before returning his attention to the approaching monsters just as another of the Ebon Golems stepped on a trap. This time, arcs of coruscating lightning crackled over its body, and when they’d run their course, the monster’s fists blazed with electrical fury. 
 
    Max thrust out his Magus Staff and dropped his own Aegis spell in front of the stream of lightning blasting from the Ebon Golem’s palms. Electrical energy reflected off his golden disc and washed uselessly over the monster. He turned to Kerana. “Fall back and spread out! Find the monster controlling the Ebon Golems!” 
 
    “How’re we going to do that when they’re coming straight at us?” Kerana asked, as a third Ebon Golem absorbed a frost trap and sent a storm of icicles swirling toward the Apocalypse Knights. Another Defender, a man whose name Max remembered was Frevar Trush, reflected it with his Aegis spell. Trush kept his features stonily stoic, but there was no missing the pallor that had crept over his complexion, and the tremble in his limbs: signs of mana depletion. 
 
    “I’ll keep them busy,” Max said. He nodded to Garlocke. “Help them. Maybe you can sniff something out.” 
 
    The raptor nodded wordlessly. 
 
    Kerana knew better than to question Max by this point. She made a few sweeping gestures with her free hand. “Withdraw a hundred paces! Defenders, stay put there! The rest of you, Cloak up and go hunting!” 
 
    The Vanquishers complied, pulling back as quickly as they could. The Defenders’ magical barriers vanished as they did so. The first and foremost Ebon Golem hurled a fireball in pursuit, but Max reflected that with another Aegis spell. His breath caught in his throat as he did so, and he began to feel the dreaded bone-deep fatigue arising from mana depletion within his limbs and the pit of his stomach. 
 
    I’ve got three times the mana reserves of ten Vanquishers put together, but I can’t keep casting Aegis. Max put away his Magus Staff and charged the Ebon Golems. 
 
    Nesura emerged as a partial crimson incarnation from his left shoulder, which meant that she’d only manifested her upper body, while her waist disappeared into Max’s pauldron. She held her hands out and began casting Circumvent. “Leave the traps to me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, alternating between execution of the Lightness Step and Quicksilver Path blade forms to close the distance between him and the monsters. As he approached, the Ebon Golems turned their attention solely on him. By then, all four of them had acquired some kind of elemental infusion. The first had fire, while the second had lightning, and the third had ice. The fourth had absorbed some kind of sonic trap, allowing it to blast a shockwave of bone-breaking sound from its palms at Max. 
 
    He reflected the monster’s spell with another cast of Aegis, and then he was in their midst. Up close, the Ebon Golems stopped hurling their elemental projectiles. Instead, they began swinging and clawing at him with fists wreathed in elemental energy, but though they were swift and tremendously strong, they were also stiff and predictable. Max leaned away from a fiery punch, deflected an icy backhand with a Swaying Willow Guard blade form, and vaulted over two palms that clapped resoundingly together where he’d been standing.  
 
    As he landed, he hacked Stridentsong into the neck of the icy Ebon Golem with enough force to stagger it, before pivoting on his lead foot, raising Storm Bolter, and hammering a quartet of explosive bolts against the knee joint of the electrical Ebon Golem. The monster’s joint wobbled beneath the impact, and the Ebon Golem was forced to take a single step back to regain its balance. 
 
    Max unleashed a flurry of slashes on the flank of the sonic Ebon Golem, invoking his Grave Cut and Pierce skills with every hit. Both physical attack skills were utterly ineffective at slowing its movements or weakening its defenses, which wasn’t surprising, given how resistant golem monsters were to any debilitating effects. He let his Peerless Sentinel shield block its countering punch and spun to face the fire Ebon Golem as it charged him. 
 
    “It was still worth a try,” Nesura said. Their mental link pulsed with her concentration. The familiar was disarming a dozen traps every moment with repeated casts of his Circumvent spell, but for every one she neutralized, four more appeared. It was all she could do to stop Max from stepping on a trap. 
 
    “Those idiots are taking their time,” she grumbled, though less than a minute had passed since Max had engaged the monsters in melee.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll pick up the pace on my end,” Max agreed, binding his sword against the fire Ebon Golem’s forearm and pulling off the best Reaping Bellflower blade form to redirect its punch into the face of the electrical Ebon Golem. 
 
    The latter staggered back a few steps, its golden mask bent and buckled from the impact. But as Max watched, the monster’s features flowed and writhed, reforming into the visage of a grinning skull within the span of a heartbeat. He ducked beneath the sweep of its clawed arm, trusting in his armor to protect him against the errant arcs of lightning that dribbled from the monster’s limb as it passed, before throwing himself into an airborne backflip that brought him clear of the sonic Ebon Golem’s efforts to hammer its fists down upon his skull and turn him into a red smear against the floor. 
 
    His leap brought him right above the icy Ebon Golem. He took Stridentsong in both hands and brought it down in a mighty Crashing Iron blade form directly upon the monster’s skull. This time, the blade’s edge found purchase and bit a full inch into the Ebon Golem’s seemingly impregnable hide. Max braced his feet against the monster’s shoulders, ripped his sword free, and slapped his left palm down upon the tiny breach. 
 
    The Megalo Maw gauntlet over his left hand had circular saw-like blades that could materialize over his knuckles or upon his palm. He chose the latter option now and activated the gauntlet’s enchantment. A piercing screech filled the air as the Megalo Maw’s blades churned, ripping stone chips free from the Ebon Golem’s hide and widening the breach in the back of its skull. 
 
    The other monsters converged on him. The sonic Ebon Golem swatted at Max, its palm swirling with throbbing sound. Max kicked off the icy Ebon Golem’s back, extended his crimson wings, and hurtled into the air. 
 
    The sonic Ebon Golem struck its fellow monster instead, and the shockwave blasting from its palm shattered the crumbling head of the icy Ebon Golem. The decapitated monster took a few stumbling steps forward before falling to its knees and beginning to disintegrate. 
 
    Max snapped his crimson wings back and dived back down, with Stridentsong held out and its point aimed at the electrical Ebon Golem’s head. The monster thrust its arms out in an attempt to catch him, but his blade struck home first with enough force to snap its head back on its neck. The impact sent its outstretched arms wide, exposing its torso. 
 
    Calling the Megalo Maw’s blades to his knuckles, Max punched his left fist into the electrical Ebon Golem’s chest. The churning saws whined and sparked against the monster’s hide for a split-instant, before they found tentative purchase and began tearing flakes of stone free from the Ebon Golem’s torso. 
 
    Max shot two of Storm Bolter’s explosive bolts into the minute breach, blasting it to the width of a full-grown man’s open palm. The monster had regained its balance by then. It punched out with both of its fists. Max ducked beneath the twinned blows, took Stridentsong in both hands, and lunged, thrusting the sword out with every iota of his strength. 
 
    Stridentsong punched a full six inches into the Ebon Golem’s body. Thin cracks radiated from edges of the breach like a web. Max twisted his sword, dragged it free, before placing Storm Bolter’s remaining two bolts into the depths of the monster’s torso. 
 
    The electrical Ebon Golem made one last fumbling, futile attempt to grab Max by the throat. He rolled away, beneath the arc of the fire Ebon Golem’s sweeping backhand, and got to his feet just as the bolts within the electrical Ebon Golem’s torso exploded, tearing the monster apart from inside. 
 
    Max didn’t have the time to watch the electrical Ebon Golem disintegrate, as the fire Ebon Golem was pressing him hard, punching, clawing, and swiping at him with its flame wreathed fists. He blocked, parried, dodged, and let Peerless Sentinel absorb whatever hits it could, until he saw his opening. The fire Ebon Golem lashed out with a thunderous straight punch. Max sidestepped its passage, cross-stepped to within blade range, and leaped high, bringing with him Stridentsong in a mighty rising thrust. 
 
    The sword punched into the underside of the monster’s grinning skull-mask, right at the seam between gold and dark stone. The impact sent the Ebon Golem reeling and its head snapping backward, exposing its throat. Max grabbed the monster’s neck in his left fist, summoned the Megalo Maw’s blades to his palm, and let them churn. 
 
    Sparks flew. Steel screeched. The sonic Ebon Golem caught up to the melee and hurled a close-range shockwave from its palms. Max released the fire Ebon Golem, fell into a crouch, and rolled between its legs. The torrent of crushing sound struck the breach in the monster’s neck and sent chips of dark stone scattering everywhere. 
 
    Max surged to his feet and turned around. Half of the fire Ebon Golem’s neck was gone, and the monster was struggling to hold its head in place. He swept Stridentsong around in a mighty Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form. The sword sliced into crumbling stone, then cut clean through. Headless, the fire Ebon Golem fell forward and crashed down upon the charging sonic Ebon Golem. 
 
    The latter was forced to its knees by the sheer bulk of its slain kin. Before it could surge free, Max dashed to its side and began ripping at it with Megalo Maw’s blades. The sonic Ebon Golem took only a few heartbeats to hurl the crumbling remains of the fire Ebon Golem aside and stand up, but by then, Max had already torn a sizable hole in its torso. 
 
    Storm Bolter pulsed upon his wrist, signaling that it had replenished its ammunition once more. He hurled all four of its bolts into the breach upon the monster’s body and stepped away. The Ebon Golem was only beginning to turn toward Max when a dull, resonating thump marked the detonation of the explosive bolts. A massive crack appeared upon the monster’s torso, running diagonally down from its right shoulder to its left hip. 
 
    The Ebon Golem fell into two separate halves that broke apart upon hitting the floor. Spheres of white light emerged from the slain monsters and began floating to Max. They fused together before reaching his grasp. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that happen before,” he said to Nesura, as he extended his crimson wings and flew back to the floor section that carried no traps. 
 
    “Neither have I.” The familiar’s crimson incarnation shrugged, then disappeared. She poked her head out from his belt pouch. “Claim it. I’m curious to see what it is.” 
 
    Max did so. The sphere glowed briefly in his grasp, and when its radiance faded, he found a medallion of beaten gold in his hand. Its surface carried an etching of the golden skull masks upon the Ebon Golems’ faces. 
 
      
 
    Ebon Gold: Rare enchanted amulet 
 
    Summoning Amulet +40 
 
    Summons and controls up to 4 Ebon Golems (Level 40) for up to 4 hours a day. 
 
    +40 to Perception on equip. 
 
      
 
    This will definitely come in handy, Max thought, pressing the amulet to his breastplate. Ebon Gold sank into the midnight blue steel, before re-emerging just beneath his gorget, held in place by the enchantment bound within his armor that allowed him to fuse an unlimited number of enchanted items within its depths and have access to all their benefits at once. 
 
    Garlocke padded out of the surrounding shadows, then. His jaws and foreclaws were streaked with monster ichor. The raptor grunted in satisfaction at the sight of the slain Ebon Golems. “Good.” 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Nesura demanded. “Did you find the controllers?” 
 
    “We did. Four Scourge Goblins. They had a small army of weak monsters guarding them. We had to kill them all,” Garlocke reported. The raptor looked over his shoulder and flicked his tongue out at a spot of empty air. “We did. Kerana can explain.” 
 
    The Infiltrator stepped into sight, an uneasy grimace on her face. “I suspected you could see us even through our Cloak spells. Now I know for sure.” 
 
    “I need to see you if I’m going to eat you,” Garlocke said, in his typical matter-of-fact fashion. “You probably taste good. Maybe I’ll find out for sure someday.” 
 
    “Status report, Knight Marshal,” Max demanded, not wanting to hear whatever Kerana had to say in response to the raptor. “Did you kill the controllers?” 
 
    “We did,” the Infiltrator said, a sour look on her face. She gestured at the Ebon Golems. “But it looks like you managed to handle things without us.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” Max said, shaking his head. He took out a Mana potion and unstoppered the bottle. Its bluish effervescent contents bubbled as he did so. “Any casualties?” 
 
    “A few injuries, some serious, but nothing that potions and healing spells can’t take care of,” Kerana said. She sighed, still looking at the fallen Ebon Golems. “All that power you got… you must enjoy putting it to use, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I definitely do,” Max said, before tilting the Mana potion down his throat. It was flavorless, as most potions purchased from the Truesteel Clan were, but it did its job, replenishing most of his Mana reserves in a single dose. He nodded in appreciation as he tossed the empty bottle over his shoulder and let it shatter upon the Dungeon floor. That was a powerful potion. I really must commend Flora’s people for the high quality of their work later. 
 
    “What are you going to do after all this?” Kerana asked suddenly. 
 
    “After this Dungeon?” Max frowned. The rest of the Vanquishers were walking back into view. Some of them were limping and obviously wounded, as Kerana had reported. The Defenders amongst them were running to and fro, healing spells falling from their hands. He turned his attention back to Kerana. “We’re going to catch our breath, and then we’ll decide whether or not to re-enter the Errantry Mansion through the Harbingers’ breaches or through its main entrance. Either way, we would have cut off their monster reinforcements, and that means a committed, full-strength push against the Harbingers is now viable.” 
 
    “I know all that already,” Kerana scoffed. “That wasn’t my question. You’re obviously the most powerful Knight-Errant around, and you will be after we win, unless you die, in which case we all die too, and everything is moot.” 
 
    “You’re meandering, Knight Marshal Ollster,” Max said. “I know what you’re asking. When we fold up the Apocalypse Horizon and send Artur Brightblade to his long overdue death, I’ll be a force to be reckoned with, both amongst the Knights-Errant and the Dominion, possibly with the Hunnite Khanate and the Banelar Kingdom, too. If I wanted to, I could dictate the course of history for the next few centuries.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Kerana nodded. “Trisha is going to make her own play, but—and I know just how formidable she is—she will be a small fry compared to you. Flora Truesteel might have her own plans, too. And there is Jonn, but he isn’t the type to tell people what to do. Those two Hunnite dogs you like having around will almost certainly try to pull something off as well.” 
 
    “And you,” Max pointed out. “You will come out of this with enough power, wealth, and influence to rival an Oligarchic Prince’s, but you’re smart enough to know you won’t be the biggest fish in the pond.” 
 
    “Not with you around.” Kerana grimaced. “And not with Sava by your side, because then neither Trisha nor I can claim some of your power by sharing your bed. But I think I’ll be better off siding with the biggest fish in this pond, as you said. It’ll lessen my chances of getting eaten. I just want to know what this fish is going to do. If you tell me, you have my undying loyalty.” 
 
    “I already have it, don’t I?” Max said, reaching out and patting Garlocke on the head. It was a pointed gesture, laden with meaning that Kerana didn’t fail to grasp, judging by the slight widening of her eyes and the barely perceptible nervous twitch of her brow. 
 
    “Hmm. She’ll definitely taste good.” Garlocke flicked his tongue through his fangs. “I’m sure.”  
 
    “Hello? A little subtlety, please?” Nesura chided the raptor. “You’re ruining everything.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I’m sure Knight Marshal Ollster can appreciate a bit of heavy handedness every once in a while.” Max gave Garlocke a good thump on the shoulder. The raptor grunted in pleasure. Max turned back to Kerana. “Now, we were talking about undying loyalty…” 
 
    “You have mine, Knight-Commander,” the Infiltrator said, backing away slowly from Garlocke. “Now, please tell me…” 
 
    “Let’s stick with the pond analogy,” Max said. “I like it. But I don’t like being in ponds. And that’s all I’m going to say to you about my plans past the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dungeon’s landscape shifted once more, and the Apocalypse Knights found themselves standing in a dense forest. Tall, massive trees reached into the skies all around them. Cast against the light of the false sun overhead, their intertwining canopies shrouded everything beneath them in intermittent pools of impenetrable shadow. 
 
    The Vanquishers demonstrated their veterancy by tightening their formation into an outward-facing circle before Max even had to tell them to do so. They knew what such terrain meant: monsters that favored ambushing and striking from stealth. 
 
    “We haven’t had to go anywhere so far in this Dungeon, but I don’t think that’s true anymore,” Kerana said, pointing at a gap amidst the densely packed trees. “That looks like the way forward, and once we turn a corner, we’ll be walking right into a maze.” 
 
    “We’ve got Focus Maps,” Max said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “We’ll find our way through, sooner or later, but that’s not what I’m worried about. When the monsters attack, we probably won’t see them coming. They’re Level 40, which means all of them are capable of killing one of your people with a single hit.” 
 
    “My Vanquishers collected hundreds of traps from the last Dungeon section,” Kerana said. “We’ll spread them on the outside of our formation as we progress. Not many monsters can detect and disarm traps, and even those that do will be slowed down and maybe even show themselves. Also, we all have our own collection of alarm and detection charms. Places like these are filled with traps, too. They will be Level 40, like the monsters, but three or four Infiltrators working on one together will disarm it in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “Good.” Max nodded approvingly. “I’ll stay in the middle of the formation. That will let me hammer down on any monsters your people have trouble handling.” 
 
    Kerana nodded. She held up her Ring of Holding. “We picked up your share of the Dungeon metal again, because you couldn’t be bothered to do so. Do you want it now?” 
 
    “I might as well.” Max transferred the loot over to his Ring of Holding and opened his mouth to thank the Infiltrator, but she’d already turned away and begun barking instructions to the Vanquishers. He shrugged. She’s efficient, if nothing else. I can’t complain about that. 
 
    “Max, should we summon some Ebon Golems and have them range about on the outer edges of our formation?” Nesura asked. “This looks like a Gaunt forest, if I’ve ever seen one, and having some nigh-invulnerable automatons to take some hits when we do get jumped by Gaunts can’t hurt.” 
 
    “I agree with you partially,” Max said. “We’re in pretty tight quarters. If we set Ebon Golems the way you mentioned, they’ll be right next to the tree-line, which they will definitely get caught on and get slowed down.” 
 
    He tapped the Ebon Gold amulet and activated its enchantment. Strings of black light poured from its depths to fall upon the forest floor in four columns before him. The columns grew to a height of ten feet in an instant, before breaking apart to reveal an Ebon Golem standing where each of them had been. 
 
    These are not familiars or spirit beasts, Max thought, recalling some of Corvis’s newest creations: enchanted clockwork humanoids capable of holding blades and swinging them while standing in place. His Soul Lens scan had termed them constructs, and it now did the same for the Ebon Golems, which made sense. After all, they were under his control, so they couldn’t possibly be monsters anymore. 
 
    “They’re not the most graceful things, but they can move fast enough,” Max said to Nesura. “They’ll serve as another reserve strike force, but one focused on protecting the Vanquishers when they get into trouble instead of crushing the monsters.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably a better idea,” Nesura said. The bat’s ears twitched suddenly, and she cast an excited look up at Max. “Hey! I just remembered something. Those Ebon Golems we fought were able to carry elemental infusions, right? What about these ones?” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Max agreed, taking out his Magus Staff and casting Fire Bolt, his weakest fire elemental spell, at one of the Ebon Golems. A dart of flame lanced from the tip of his Magus Staff and struck the construct in the chest. The Ebon Golem was unharmed, of course. Orange-red lines swirled over its chest and abdominal area as it absorbed the spell’s magical energy. 
 
    “It’s amplifying the effects of your Fire Bolt!” Nesura pointed out. A fiery circle blazed across the Ebon Golem’s chest, and flames flickered into existence over its fists. The familiar jumped up and down in his belt pouch. “Now tell it to throw a fireball!” 
 
    “Does the stupid bat want to start a forest fire that might end up getting us all killed?” Garlocke asked. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” Max said, casting Counterspell and stripping the fiery infusion from the construct. “But sometimes, she also doesn’t quite think things through.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine!” Nesura huffed. “If we’re worried about getting caught in a conflagration, then lightning is out, too.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be ice,” Max decided. “That should help them slow any monsters down, which ties in with their defensive priorities.” 
 
    He cast Icelance at an Ebon Golem. A white-blue circle appeared on its chest. Gauntlets of frost appeared over its fists. Nesura scanned the construct. 
 
      
 
    Ebon Golem Construct 
 
    Level: 40 
 
    Owner: Maximo Strident 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 151 
 
    Dexterity: 133 
 
    Fortitude: 278 
 
    Perception: 10 
 
    Inherent traits 
 
    90% Physical resistance 
 
    99% Magic resistance 
 
    Magical infusion (when a spell is cast on this construct, it acquires temporary traits) 
 
    Current active infusion 
 
    Frost Touch: 40% chance to slow any enemies on hit by 4%; this effect can be stacked a maximum of 8 times. 
 
    Winter Heart: All hostile frost-elemental spells cast upon this construct will increase its Strength, Dexterity, and Fortitude by 4; this effect can be stacked a maximum of 8 times. 
 
      
 
    That’s exactly what I need, Max thought. He angled his Soul Lens over them, and a screen appeared in the air before him. 
 
      
 
    Ebon Golems Alpha, Beta, Cruxor, and Delta awaiting instructions… 
 
    Available commands: 
 
    Patrol 
 
    Seek and destroy any hostiles 
 
    Escort 
 
    Guard location and/or object 
 
    Guard selected entity 
 
      
 
    Max selected the “Escort” command and assigned each of the Ebon Golems to Kerana and three of her lieutenants. The constructs lumbered off to stand next to their respective wards. 
 
    “It’s not quite exactly what I had in mind, but this should still work,” he explained to Kerana, who strode back over to him, her eyes wide with equal parts awe and uncertainty. Her designated escort, Ebon Golem Cruxor, followed her.  “The Ebon Golems will attack any monsters that show up, and I can still move to reinforce them if necessary.” 
 
    “Alright,” the Infiltrator said. “We’re ready, so we’re going to get moving, now.” 
 
    “Proceed, Knight Marshal Ollster,” Max said, giving her a nod. 
 
    And with that, the Vanquishers began their advance through the Dungeon, with Kerana taking the lead at the front of the formation. The Infiltrator had her Focus Map out, and she took one turn after another, while the Vanquishers covering her flanks disarmed traps in rapid succession. 
 
    During his days as an Enforcer, Max had been pretty adept at navigation, and as a Knight-Errant, he’d discovered that he was also quite good at finding his way through the labyrinthine depths of some Dungeons. But Kerana was proving that she far outdid him in this aspect. The Focus Map hovering above her palm depicted a maze of bewildering complexity, but in the twenty minutes since moving out, she hadn’t yet led the Vanquishers into any dead ends. 
 
    There were also more than traps to deal with in the twisting forest paths of the Dungeon. Every once in a while, intertwining layers of roots would rise from the dirt, barring the way ahead, and a Soul Lens screen would tell the Vanquishers that they needed to figure out which root to touch to remove the barrier. 
 
    Kerana left such puzzles to her lieutenants, who would solve them in the span of a few heartbeats and clear the way ahead. Every solved puzzle also left behind a hefty stash of Dungeon metal and more often than not, an enchanted item or two. 
 
    Eventually, the monsters attacked, bursting from the depths of the forest and charging at the Vanquishers. They were Dark Gaunts, as Nesura had guessed, apelike, shadow-shrouded monstrosities with four arms that terminated in clusters of razor-sharp claws. They ran into the traps the Vanquishers had set on the edges of their formation as they approached, catching ablaze amidst gouts of flame, convulsing beneath arcs of lightning, or falling over with their limbs frozen. 
 
    The Vanquishers struck from beneath their Cloak spells, finishing off the incapacitated monsters, while the Ebon Golems fended off those who’d slipped through the traps. Whenever the Dark Gaunts gathered in numbers too large to be dealt with swiftly and decisively, Max stepped in, incinerating entire swaths of them with Flame Storm or Jolting Arc spells. 
 
    A Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision just as he finished burning up a cluster of Dark Gaunts. 
 
      
 
    Level 44 attained 
 
      
 
    That isn’t surprising, considering how quickly I’m now earning Victory Shards, he thought. I’ll get to Level 99 soon enough, and then I’ll wrap up Artur Brightblade’s nonsense. 
 
    “And then we’re off to better things,” Nesura said directly into his mind. “I’m getting bored of this world already. Yes, I know you’re worried about Sava, but between my genius and the sheer power Level 99 has to offer, I’m sure we’ll figure something out by the time we’re done here.” 
 
    “Maybe we can use the Transcendent Gem,” Max said. “Or maybe Artur Brightblade might know something. I’ll beat it out of him if I have to.” 
 
    The Vanquishers eventually emerged into a vast clearing. A single dead tree sat in its middle, its twisted trunk rising above the gap in the forest’s canopy. Its lifeless branches protruding from its length like twisted claws. Putrescent cocoons hung from the ends of those branches, as if they were fruit. As Max watched, the cocoons burst open in showers of stinking amniotic fluid and deposited enough Dark Gaunts to carpet the barren dirt beneath the tree. 
 
    “All the traps, front and center, right now!” Kerana said, activating her Ring of Holding and deploying everything she still had stored in it at the front of the formation. The Vanquishers who could do the same followed suit, laying down nearly a hundred traps alongside their leader’s in the span of a few heartbeats. 
 
    They’d barely completed their work when the Dark Gaunts began their swarming charge. The Defenders amidst the Vanquishers hurled out magical barriers to break up or slow down the horde’s advance, but the monsters had more than enough numbers to simply swarm over their spells. 
 
    The first wave of monsters hit the line of traps and began dying. Kerana formed her Vanquishers into a battle-line while the Dark Gaunts screeched and perished. They raised whatever ranged weapons they had and began hurling volleys of arrows, quarrels, javelins, and axes into the monsters, trying to kill as many of them before they were forced into melee. 
 
    They were nervous and frantic, and Max understood why. The Vanquishers were swift, cunning, and versatile, but taking on a straight-up fight simply wasn’t their forte, especially when their opponents were at a higher Level. 
 
    Jonn’s entourage would fare better, simply because most of them are Warmongers, with a few Elementalists in support. The former can hold their ground, while the latter rip up their enemies with their spells, he thought. He glanced over his shoulder, wondering if he should call for retreat beneath the cover of Cloak spells and whatever concealment items the Defenders could use, but the forest path behind them was gone, replaced by an impenetrable wall of trees. 
 
    That’s why Kerana didn’t call for a withdrawal, he realized. Trying to hide here wouldn’t work, either. The Infiltrators might be able to stay undetected for a good amount of time with their Cloak spells, but concealment items don’t last more than several minutes, which means that the Defenders will be caught and killed in short order. 
 
    The traps were evaporating in rapid succession, and the Dark Gaunts would reach the Vanquishers in a matter of moments. When that happened, the Vanquishers would be massacred, even with the Ebon Golems in their ranks. 
 
    Max gripped his Magus Staff in both hands and slammed its butt against the floor. Nesura emerged as a crimson incarnation and grasped the staff as well. Together, they cast Tremor, an earth elemental spell that sent shockwaves rippling through the forest floor in a wide, radial pattern, past the array of traps and into the midst of the Dark Gaunts. The ground shook and crumbled beneath their feet, turning their charge into a stumbling, twisted tangle of writhing monster bodies. 
 
    Kerana took her cue immediately and retrieved a floating disc of blue light from her Ring of Holding. She then hopped onto it and drew both her blades. Several of the Vanquishers did the same, producing and boarding whatever enchanted items that granted them flight. Floating discs were the most common, but Max also saw a Vanquisher flying upon winged boots and another with an enchanted cape similar in function, if not potency, to Vykora’s. 
 
    Kerana and her airborne Vanquishers swept forward in a wide formation, staying several feet above the traps and the heaving ground, and charged into the midst of the monsters, hacking and slashing at them even as they struggled to stay on their feet. The Vanquishers struck from beneath their Cloak spells, so when their blows landed, they did so with heightened lethality, splitting skulls, cleaving necks, and severing limbs. 
 
    Garlocke assumed his deathspewer form, retracting his foreclaws into his torso and thickening his neck while also shortening it at the same time. He grew sacs of bulging fluid from his jowls. 
 
    Then he sent a tremendous torrent of corrosive bile arcing from his open mouth over the traps and upon the monsters. The Dark Gaunts caught in Garlocke’s vomit howled and thrashed as their skin, then flesh and bone turned to sludge, and they dissolved into a stinking organic soup. 
 
    “We won’t be able to keep this up much longer!” Nesura warned, her voice trembling with the telltale signs of early Mana depletion. 
 
    “We’ll hold it for another ten-count,” Max said, mentally commanding the Ebon Golems to advance. The constructs strode through the traps, absorbing the magical fury of those they stepped on, and waded into the churning lake of corrosive bile that Garlocke had spewed. 
 
    They were far more surefooted than the Dark Gaunts, so they had little trouble swinging their elementally infused limbs into the monsters, burning, shocking, and freezing them, while also crushing their skulls and torsos with every blow. 
 
    Max and Nesura held their Tremor spell for another count of ten, before releasing it. By then, the swarm of Dark Gaunts had thinned out considerably, reduced to tattered clusters of horrifically wounded monsters emerging from the last line of traps. The Vanquishers ganged up on those and cut them down as swiftly as they could. 
 
    Kerana and her airborne corps of Infiltrators had also made it to the dead tree in the middle of the clearing and burned it down with enchanted items carrying fiery or explosive effects. Max drew Stridentsong, while Nesura retrieved Mortal Ruin with her crimson incarnation. They then joined the melee, and within minutes, every last Dark Gaunt was dead. 
 
    Max let the Vanquishers regroup before he asked Kerana for a status report. They still hadn’t lost anyone, though ten Infiltrators and two Defenders had been seriously wounded. Healing spells had stabilized their injuries and set them well upon the path to recovery, but they were too dazed and fatigued—a side effect of receiving huge amounts of healing magic in a short amount of time—to fight or cast any more spells. Kerana shuffled them to the back of the formation. 
 
    Two of the Ebon Golems had been destroyed in the fight as well, swarmed and clawed apart by the frenzied Dark Gaunts. Max wasn’t too concerned. The Ebon Gold amulet would restore them over time, and when it did, the constructs would be ready to deploy once more. 
 
    “I’ve got your share of Dungeon metal here,” Kerana said, proffering her Ring of Holding to him again. “You killed the most monsters. Well, by you, I mean your raptor and those Ebon Golems of yours did. And if you hadn’t stopped them with that Tremor spell of yours, we’d all have been done for. The lion’s share is yours, as is your pick of all the enchanted items we got from the Dark Gaunts and that Putrescent Tree.” 
 
    “Distribute this portion of my share to your people,” Max said, shaking his head. “The same goes to the enchanted items, too. Consider it my compliments to the Vanquishers for their excellence and valor in battle.”    
 
    Cheers chorused from the Vanquishers. They raised their fists and weapons high in an informal salute to Max. 
 
    “How nice of you,” Kerana said, arching her brow as she withdrew her Ring of Holding. “I’m sure there isn’t an ulterior motive to your generosity at all.” 
 
    “Of course there is, you idiot,” Max said quietly, threading his words through the smile he put onto his face as he raised his sword as well to return the salute. “You’re in charge of the Vanquishers, and deservingly so, but I’m in charge of all of you, also deservingly so. This is a reminder.” 
 
    “Demonstrating power is a way of exerting one’s superiority and dominance. You’re familiar with that, I’m sure. But exercising generosity and largess is another,” Nesura added, cackling at Kerana. “Max is teaching you a valuable lesson here, human. You would do well to learn it, so that you might prosper in the days to come.” 
 
    Kerana growled, but she nodded in grudging agreement. “I would.” 
 
    The forest began to crumble, then. The Dungeon’s landscape was changing once more. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see what’s next,” Max said under his breath, an eager grin crawling across his face.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The forest’s trees faded, giving way to a clear blue sky stretching over mounds and dunes of fine, powdery sand. Heat radiated from the false sun overhead to beat oppressively down upon the necks and shoulders of the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    The Dungeon had now placed them in a desert. Several of the Vanquishers who had hoods now pulled them over their scalps. Others activated their Comfort Shroud Emblems, enchanted items that wreathed them in fields of comfortable coolness. 
 
    Max couldn’t help laughing softly at the sight. The Valerisen Dominion, the Banelar Kingdom, and the Hunnite Khanate all depended on Dungeon metal to power the technologies and industries that sustained their respective peoples. 
 
    With copper, bronze, silver, and gold pieces harvested from Dungeons that were Level 4 and below, the Dominion had created vast networks of waterborne ferries, flawlessly precise clockwork mechanisms, and magnificently bountiful crops fields capable of feeding the hundreds of millions that lived within its borders. 
 
    But since the appearance of the Apocalypse Horizon, metal pieces harvested from Dungeons beyond Level 4 had begun to circulate within all three of the world’s Great Realms, and life had begun to change remarkably. Enchanted items could now be produced en-masse by the tradesmen of the various Knights-Errant Guilds and rendered perfectly usable by and affordable to Mundanes. The Comfort Shroud Emblems some of the Vanquishers were now using were amongst the most ubiquitous examples of such trinkets.  
 
    Rings of Holding and the pseudo-Soul Lenses necessary to operate them were another, allowing Mundanes to store and transport immense loads with ease. Weak Healing Potions now ran for the average price of a handful of copper coins, putting Mundane physicians out of business and rendering the entire field of Mundane medicine obsolete. 
 
    It’ll all go away once the Apocalypse Horizon is gone, though, Max thought. Even without Pureheart’s Sacrifice, it’ll be decades, maybe even centuries before high-Level Dungeons begin appearing naturally. 
 
    “Do you want an extra Comfort Shroud Emblem?” Kerana asked. She held up her Ring of Holding and tapped it with the index finger of her other hand. “I’ve got an old one you can use. It should last another day or two before its enchantment wears out.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but thanks for asking,” Max said, shaking his head. He’d campaigned in far worse conditions during his days as an Enforcer, and he didn’t even have his potently enchanted armor, which weighed virtually nothing at all and was as comfortable and breathable as a fine silk shirt. “We’ll probably have a few more moments before trouble comes looking for us again. Get the Vanquishers ready and organized.” 
 
    The Infiltrator nodded, turned away, and began barking commands. “Drink your potions if you need to, then form up! Berix, your cohort will be guarding the flanks of mine. Tavir, fall your cohort back. You lot are in reserve now! As for the others…” 
 
    Max let the Infiltrator’s words wash over his ears as he took out another Mana potion from his Ring of Holding and drank it. He still had dozens of them left, more than enough to make it to the end of this Gestalt Dungeon, which really wasn’t that large in comparison to some of the ones Max had destroyed. Graywind Mage Tower, for instance, had taken him two days to finish even though it had only been a Level 3 Dungeon, mostly because Max and his cohort then had needed to travel through its huge interior on foot. The Gauntlet of Chaos, in contrast, was simply more focused on hurling traps and monsters at any Knight-Errant that challenged it. 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” Nesura said. “I’ve seen it all, after all. No matter how strange, exotic, or wondrous a Dungeon is, I probably won’t be impressed. The only things that stay fresh are fighting and killing.” 
 
    “And eating,” Garlocke added. “And becoming more powerful.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Max said to both the familiar and the spirit beast. “Battle and progression are great, but I guess I still haven’t gotten to the point where I can’t be impressed by Dungeons. They’re nightmarish and maddening places, sure, but they’re also wondrous and amazing, at least to me.” 
 
    A blisteringly hot breeze swept in, then. Max placed Peerless Sentinel in front of him to shield his face from the sand hurtling in the wake of the swirling wind. To his surprise, the enchanted shield turned translucent, allowing him to see through its surface. He rapped his knuckles appreciatively across its underside. This might change my mind on shields entirely. 
 
    He spotted something moving in the horizon then, and he activated the enchantment on his armor that would amplify his sight. Whatever was coming for them was nearly two miles away, and it moved beneath the sand as if it were swimming through a body of water. Judging by the size of the dunes and mounds it left in the wake of its passage, it had to be large, very large. Nesura managed to scan it with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Dune Behemoth 
 
    Level 40 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 13386/13386 
 
    Mana: 1981/1981 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 411 
 
    Dexterity: 379 
 
    Fortitude: 917 
 
    Perception: 102 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Sand Haven 
 
    Dune Wrath 
 
    Devouring Crush 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 40 (x2255 special condition) 
 
    Treasure Class: SS 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s not the only thing we have to worry about!” Kerana warned, lowering her enchanted spyglass. She pointed at the rippling sand a hundred or so feet from the Vanquishers. Skeletal hands had emerged into view, grasping and clawing at the scorching air before they began pulling the rest of their owners’ bodies to the surface. The Infiltrator grimaced in disgust. “Ugh, undead monsters. My least favorite kind.” 
 
    Max tightened his grip on Stridentsong as a dozen fleshless monsters emerged. They were skeletal humanoids from the waist-up and serpentine everywhere else. The foremost of them opened its jaws, revealing a maw full of fangs from which beads of black venom dripped. It hissed sibilantly, and then it and its fellows filled their desiccated hands with curved blades, spears, and maces of bronze. Nesura quickly scanned them. 
 
      
 
    Serpent Scion 
 
    Level 40 (special condition) 
 
    Health: 1215/1215 
 
    Mana: 917/917 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 126 
 
    Dexterity: 213 
 
    Fortitude: 119 
 
    Perception: 187 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Sand Blast 
 
    Bronzed Prowess 
 
    Sapping Venom 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 40 (x10.5 special condition) 
 
    Treasure Class: SS 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got just the thing for those monsters,” Kerana said, pulling out a golden orb from her Ring of Holding. “It’s only a Level 33 enchanted item, but it’s specifically deadly against undead things, so it’ll still have some effect on the Serpent Scions.” 
 
    Max quickly scanned the orb with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Silent Lullaby: Rare consumable item 
 
    Creates a sphere of golden light with a radius of 33 feet upon activation. All undead entities within this sphere take continuous critical damage, are unable to cast spells, and suffer a -75% penalty to all their Physical Attributes 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I think you’ve got things well in hand here,” he said, nodding approvingly. “I’ll handle the Dune Behemoth.” 
 
    Kerana grinned savagely and pointed her sword at the approaching Serpent Scions. The Vanquishers fanned out behind her, with the Infiltrators among them disappearing beneath their Cloak spells and the Defenders readying their Shield spells. 
 
    Max leapt astride Garlocke and thumped his heels against the raptor’s flanks. Garlocke broke out into a steady gallop straight toward the Serpent Scions. The monsters hissed and rounded upon him. Two of them slithered forward and thrust out the long spears in their fleshless hands as Garlocke got within range. 
 
    The raptor leaped over the extended spears and scythed down at the Serpent Scions’ heads with the toeclaws of both his feet. One of his kicks struck home, punching through a monster’s head and sending shards of bone scattering across the desert sands. His second kick missed and hit the other Serpent Scion on the shoulder instead, staggering the monster and forcing it into a lurching stumble. 
 
    But neither of Garlocke’s blows was meant to be deadly. Rather, they were endeavors to secure footholds for the raptor which he could kick off from into a second, higher leap that brought him well over the Serpent Scions. The monsters turned around with breathtaking swiftness as Garlocke landed behind their formation and slithered toward him. 
 
    Max squeezed Garlocke’s flanks with his knees, and the raptor resumed his galloping stride, taking him well beyond the grasp of the Serpent Scions. Shrieks of rage rose from the monsters. Max turned in the saddle, his bow nocked and drawn in readiness to shoot down any pursuers, but a golden sphere emerged in the midst of the Serpent Scions, causing them to convulse in obvious agony. 
 
    Kerana’s made her move, he thought. I’ll leave this to her. 
 
    “We’ve got bigger prey to catch,” Nesura said savagely. 
 
    “And eat,” Garlocke added, pounding his way across the dunes toward the churning tides of sand that marked the Dune Behemoth’s passage. As he got closer, his footing became less and less sure, as the sand beneath his feet 
 
    The raptor grunted as he reshaped his body into his vaulter form, merging both his rear legs into a single coil of powerful muscle and sinew that reminded Max of an oversized spring. Garlocke kicked off the cluster of sand shifting beneath his feet and hurtled over the chasm that had appeared suddenly in front of him. As he landed, he assumed his sloughstrider form, which separated his legs once more and fused his toes into two distinct appendages thrice their original length, with flaps of thick, leathery membrane between them. 
 
    Garlocke resumed his charge, his webbed feet allowing him to glide across the heaving sands and churning dunes. Whenever the ground fell away into crevasses or towered into hundred-foot tall mounds, he went back to his vaulter form to hop over the former or climb the latter in leaps and bounds. 
 
    “We’re nearly upon it!” Nesura warned. The familiar had a partially manifested crimson incarnation emanating from Max’s left shoulder. She pointed at a column of building-sized writhing scales briefly visible through the roiling sands. “By the Blood Gods, it’s huge!” 
 
    Max rapid-fired a trio of arrows. His bow wouldn’t be able to teleport arrows directly into his target for many hours yet, but it still carried many other potent enchantments that heightened its range and power. The arrows whistling from his bow slammed into the scaled column before the Dune Behemoth could immerse its bulk into the sand again. Dull thumps, audible even through the deafening susurration of the roiling dunes, resounded, marking the detonation of the explosive arrowheads. 
 
    A sky-shattering shriek of rage blasted from the depths of the sand. Garlocke began a circuitous approach that took him well clear of the Dune Behemoth’s path. The monster pursued, causing the sand to churn and toss as wildly as the oceanic waves Max had seen in a Dungeon called the Kraken’s Wrath. 
 
    If he hadn’t gotten the monster’s attention during his approach, he certainly had, now. The Dune Behemoth would leave the Vanquishers alone until it was done with Max. 
 
    I’d much rather be done with it, he thought, handing his bow to Nesura’s crimson incarnation. The familiar clicked her tongue in displeasure. She’d said before that the bow wasn’t her favored weapon, but Max knew that she was an excellent archer when she put her mind to it, perhaps even better than him. 
 
    “We have about ninety-two of those explosive arrows left,” Nesura said, retrieving one from his Ring of Holding and setting it alongside the bow. “We could use them all up and not get anywhere close to killing this monster. It has too many Health points and a ridiculously high Fortitude! Every hit we get on it wouldn’t have much more than a tenth of its strength.” 
 
    “I know what we need to do,” Max said, readying his Magus Staff. “First, we have to reduce its Fortitude, and lower its ability to shrug off our hits and resist any negative status effects we inflict on it. Then, we’ll hit it with Affliction.” 
 
    “Ah, Affliction is that Carnage spell we got quite a while ago.” Nesura conjured a Soul Lens screen carrying the spell’s description. 
 
      
 
    Affliction 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 23 
 
    Afflicts target with bleed, poison, or rot upon touch 
 
    Mana Cost: 16 Mana 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t optimized it, so it’s a Level 23 spell, Max,” the familiar pointed out. “Nine times out of ten, it’s not going to have any effect on the Dune Behemoth, because it’s Level 40 and has an immense Fortitude. The fact that it’s a Special Condition monster doesn’t help, either, as these enjoy additional inherent resistances to all negative status effects.” 
 
    “They can resist negative status effects, but not benign or beneficial ones,” Max said. “The effects of my Exploit spell count as benign.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Nesura grinned. “Because you can use it to move both beneficial and malevolent effects to whomever and whatever you want, which turns it into a benign spell.  We’ve tested it out before. That’s a flaw in the Crucible’s design, allowing such a loophole to exist.” 
 
    “It exists because it’s meant to be exploited, which is the sole point of my Carnage Classification,” Max said. “But we’ll still need to reduce its Fortitude, so that it doesn’t simply shrug off any afflictions we apply to it right away.” 
 
    “With this, I’m assuming.” Nesura flicked a finger across the Soul Lens screen. The words upon it changed. 
 
      
 
    Debilitate 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous Spell 
 
    Level 22 
 
    Reduces target’s physical attributes by 28% for 5 minutes 
 
    Mana Cost: 16 Mana 
 
      
 
    “It’s even less optimized than Affliction,” she grumbled. “I guess we have our work cut out for us.” 
 
    “When hasn’t that ever been the case?” Max scoffed, looking over his shoulder as an immense shadow loomed over him. The Dune Behemoth had emerged from the sand. Its body was columnar, sheathed in scales, and was as long as any ten buildings stacked on top of each other were tall. Its head comprised little more than a circular, fang-lined maw. Tendrils swarmed from the edges of its mouth in their thousands, each of them terminating in a grasping, claw-like appendage. 
 
    At first, Max thought that the claw-tipped tendrils were meant to seize prey and shove it into the monster’s mouth, but he dismissed the notion quickly enough. Monsters weren’t actual living things. They would eat Knights-Errant, of course, but for pleasure rather than sustenance. As he watched, gray light swirled and sparked amongst the tendrils. 
 
    “It’s casting a spell!” Nesura warned, just as the gray radiance wafting across the monster’s maw coalesced into a hail of similarly hued beams that descended upon Max. 
 
    He raised his Magus Staff and cast a full-powered Shield spell, enveloping himself and Garlocke in a sphere of translucent light made up of forty overlapping and intertwined magical barriers. Gray beams rained down upon them, despite the raptor’s best attempts to weave and dodge, and bounced harmlessly off Max’s barriers. 
 
    “Its spells aren’t very strong, probably because of its low Perception,” Nesura commented. “I can take over the Shield spell and keep it up while still working your bow, so you have your hands and focus free.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, transferring control over the spell to her. He couldn’t help but be amused at the familiar’s choice of phrasing. The Dune Behemoth’s Perception was above a hundred, well beyond what nearly every other Apocalypse Knight had, but not in comparison to Max’s. That was just how powerful he had become. 
 
    He wheeled Garlocke around, and the raptor began a headlong charge toward the colossal monster, gliding across scattering sand and hurdling shifting mounds. The Dune Behemoth continued its barrage, raining down spell after spell upon his magical barriers. Max wondered if he could learn it with Arcane Flux. It was a spell he hadn’t cast by himself for a while, he realized, as Nesura had taken on the task of copying new spells on his behalf, but the familiar was currently occupied, her crimson incarnation furrowing its brow in concentration as she kept his Shield spell in existence while nocking an explosive arrow into place. 
 
    Max cast Arcane Flux, causing blue-white light to dance across his fingertips. A Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired 
 
      
 
    Dune Wrath 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 40 
 
    Long-Range Continuous Beam 
 
    20% base chance to turn target’s flesh to sand on contact; -5% chance per Level inferiority, +5% chance per Level superiority 
 
    Element: Earth 
 
    Mana Cost: 450 Mana initial cast, 315 Mana per second 
 
      
 
    So without taking into account my other resistances, this monster’s spell would work on me roughly a twentieth of the time, he thought, running the numbers in his head as Garlocke brought him closer to the Dune Behemoth. Those aren’t very good odds, but they don’t have to be, when it can cast this spell hundreds of times all at once. That’s not something I can do, not with that Mana Cost. 
 
    “Get me closer, Garlocke,” Max told the raptor. He glanced over his shoulder. “Nesura, put that bow to use.” 
 
    The familiar loosed a bloodthirsty growl and began working the bow in her hands, sending one arrow after another streaking toward the Dune Behemoth’s colossal bulk. The whistling shafts threaded their way through the rain of Dune Wrath beams and struck the scales just beneath the monster’s maw, before exploding. 
 
    As the smoke birthed from the detonations swirled away in the arid breeze scything across the sands, Max saw that the arrows had left cracks upon the monster’s carapace from which sickly green ichor oozed. Nesura hadn’t really hurt it, but she’d stung it and, judging by the thunderous shriek of fury that blasted from its maw, heightened its rage. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, cackling. “Get angry, stupid, and clumsy.” 
 
    The Dune Behemoth heaved its bulk and sent a hundred-foot tall wave of sand rippling toward Garlocke. The raptor raced toward it in his sloughstrider form and reached its foremost swells before it could begin to fold over him. He then shifted to his vaulter form and began hurdling the sand tide one leap at a time, managing to clear its crest an instant before it began its collapse. 
 
    “Good job!” Max congratulated the raptor, glancing back over his shoulder at the thousands of tons of sand cascading behind him. “I’ll get you anything you want to eat when we return to base, except people.” 
 
    Disappointment flickered briefly through Garlocke’s eyes at Max’s caveat, but it passed quickly enough, and he nodded as he landed and returned to his sloughstrider form. 
 
    “Pig,” he said. “Pig tastes enough like people when cooked properly. And when I close my eyes and imagine while chewing and swallowing.” 
 
    “Roast pig it is,” Max agreed, giving the raptor a hearty thump on his shoulder. He raised his gaze to the Dune Behemoth. The monster was now less than several dozen feet away. “But right now, we’ve got a big worm to kill.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max raised his left gauntlet and extended Storm Bolter’s arms from either side of his wrist. He commanded it to shoot as soon as he got within range, and the enchanted crossbow shuddered, sending a quartet of explosive bolts hurtling toward the Dune Behemoth. 
 
    Storm Bolter didn’t quite have the range of his enchanted bow, but it hit much harder by far. Its bolts actually hammered through the monster’s scales and drove deep into its flesh before detonating, ripping chunks of meat and chitin from the Dune Behemoth’s bulk. 
 
    The monster unleashed another shriek of agony, one loud and powerful enough to send knee-high ripples radiating across the sand. Obviously no longer content to hurl its spells from afar, it plunged its massive head downward, seeking to envelop Max and Garlocke within the fangs and tendrils of its maw. 
 
    “It’s using its Devouring Crush skill!” Nesura warned. “If it manages to swallow us, we’ll be transported to an extra-dimensional space in which we’ll be crushed to bloody pulp by walls of force.” 
 
    “Let’s not have that happen,” Max said, casting Umbral Ward, before leveling his Magus Staff at a patch of shadows near where the monster’s body protruded from the heaving sand. He cast Umbral Teleport next and reemerged where he’d been pointing. Several hundred feet away, the Dune Behemoth drove its fanged maw into the empty dunes upon which he’d been standing moments ago. 
 
    Max had the monster’s scales within arm’s reach, but he didn’t need to get that close, at least not yet. He cast Debilitate on himself, and instantly, his arms felt heavier and his senses became duller. Nesura dropped the Shield spell and followed it with Subvert, shifting the effects of the Debilitate spell from Max to the Dune Behemoth. A Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Subversion successful! 
 
    Debilitate spell has now been applied to Dune Behemoth (Level 40)! 
 
    All your Physical Attributes have been increased by 10%! 
 
      
 
    The monster shuddered as it tore its head free from where it had buried its maw and snapped its eyeless gaze toward Max. He drew Stridentsong, gripped it two-handed, and drove the entire length of its blade into the Dune Behemoth’s flesh, punching through the monster’s scales with ease. 
 
    The Dune Behemoth heaved and began sinking beneath the sand once more, hoping to take Max with it. He cast Affliction and sent the spell’s effects racing down the length of his sword, before releasing its hilt and summoning it back to his Amplification Sheath before it could be dragged away by the monster. 
 
    The words upon the Soul Lens screen changed. 
 
      
 
    Level 23 Affliction (Rot) has been successfully applied to Dune Behemoth (Level 40)! 
 
    Status: Rot, -2% to all physical attributes every 10 seconds for 2 minutes, -10% resistances, +10% duration to all other negative status effects while Affliction (Rot) is active 
 
      
 
    Garlocke raced away in his sloughstrider form, opening up a safe distance from the sandy whirlpool that marked the monster’s return to the depths of the dunes. He glanced at Max, his eyes filled with obvious puzzlement. “Did… did it run away?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Max said, shaking his head. He’d seen monsters flee before, but only to summon more reinforcements or lure Knights-Errant into traps. He doubted the Dune Behemoth was capable of or inclined to do the former, and his Circumvent spell had picked up no traps within hundreds of feet. I don’t think a monster like that would have anything to do with traps, anyway. 
 
    “It might be trying to wait out the duration of the negative status effects you inflicted upon it,” Nesura said. “We shouldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Max agreed, tapping Garlocke on the shoulder and bidding the raptor to come to a complete halt. He vaulted off the saddle and thrust the butt of his Magus Staff into the sand as he landed. “We need to force it to face us, now.” 
 
    Max cast Ice Storm and spiked an immense torrent of frost directly into the shifting grains beneath his feet. The sand froze and cracked as Max’s spell ripped the heat from it, and a vista of coldness began a radial expansion from him. He followed his first Ice Storm spell with another four more in rapid succession, freezing a full cubic mile of the desert into rigid solidity over the span of a few heartbeats. 
 
    Nesura quickly put up a Shield spell beneath Max’s feet, shielding him from the biting chill radiating from below, while Garlocke assumed a miniature version of his pacto form and began hovering in the air. The raptor didn’t enjoy touching cold surfaces, and temperatures cold enough to freeze sand were very cold indeed.  
 
    The Dune Behemoth, a denizen of scorching sands, evidently enjoyed the chill less than Garlocke did. The frozen desert shuddered. Cracks split its rigid surface. Max turned to where they were most concentrated, putting away his Magus Staff and calling Stridentsong into his grasp again. 
 
    Sand crystals burst skyward. The Dune Behemoth emerged from its chilling prison, convulsing and shuddering. Entire swaths of its scales had taken on a dull, dead hue and begun peeling away from its flesh. Max leaped onto Garlocke’s floating back, before kicking off of it and extending his crimson wings into a short flight that took him next to an exposed section of the monster’s bulk in the blink of an eye. 
 
    He hacked Stridentsong into the Dune Behemoth’s and cast Affliction. 
 
      
 
    Level 23 Affliction (Poison) has been successfully applied to Dune Behemoth (Level 40)! 
 
    Status: Poison, -12% to all physical attributes, lose 12% of maximum Health every minute for 6 minutes 
 
      
 
    His gauntlet emitted a brief glint of colorless light, telling him that Storm Bolter had replenished its ammunition. He tore Stridentsong free and, for good measure, sent another four explosive bolts into the blade wound he’d just cut from the Dune Behemoth’s flesh. 
 
    The monster recoiled, its movements pained and stiff. A good number of the tendrils wreathing its maw had perished, reduced to blackened, frost-blistered stumps, but there were still more than enough left to swarm toward Max, snapping with their clawed tips. 
 
    Nesura thrust the hands of her crimson incarnation out and cast Fireball, while Max summoned his Magus Staff to his left hand and unleashed a Jolting Arc from its tip. Arcs of lightning danced from tendril to tendril, electrocuting them into spastic convulsions, before a massive sphere of flame detonated in their midst, reducing them to ash. 
 
    That should do the trick, he thought, as he snapped his crimson wings forward and began flying away from the Dune Behemoth. I’ve managed to lower its Fortitude enough for Affliction to work and keep working. 
 
    Garlocke hovered clear of the monster’s thrashing bulk and met up with Max a hundred or so feet in the skies away from the Dune Behemoth. His tongue flicked rapidly between his teeth and a low, coughing sound rumbled from his throat. It was a mannerism Max had come to recognize as one of savage glee. 
 
    “It’ll die soon, but it’ll die painfully,” the raptor said. “We win.” 
 
    “We still have to finish the job,” Nesura said. “Your Debilitate spell and your first Affliction spell will end before your second one runs its course. That means the Dune Behemoth will regain its base Fortitude, which will allow it to shrug off the effects of your poison well before they kill it.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Max agreed. “It’s far from done, but so am I.” 
 
    Retracting his crimson wings, he stepped upon Garlocke’s back and extended the magical barrier of his Shield spell so that it encompassed the raptor as well. Garlocke descended to the surface of the frozen sands and shifted back to his usual form upon landing. Now that he had solid, albeit somewhat slippery, footing to work with, he no longer needed his sloughstrider form. 
 
    Max thumped Garlocke’s flanks with his heels, and the raptor broke out into another gallop, tearing across the fractured frostscape between him and the Dune Behemoth. The monster turned its sightless gaze upon Max once again as he approached. It opened its maw wide, obviously in readiness to use its Devouring Crush skill. 
 
    But by then, Max had closed to within range of his Umbral Teleport spell. He and Garlocke fell into a pool of darkness, before reemerging from the shadows within the Dune Behemoth’s maw, Flame Storm spells already bursting from the tip of his Magus Staff and Nesura’s open palms. 
 
    Fire poured down the monster’s throat and into its innards. Max cast Umbral Teleport once more and returned to where he’d been, rising from the immense shadow cast by the Dune Behemoth’s bulk. The monster convulsed as it burned from within, while the frozen sand that still encased the lower half of its body sapped life from its scales and the outer flesh rings of its worm-like body. 
 
    All this time, Max’s second Affliction spell had been ripping the Dune Behemoth’s Health points away in huge chunks with every passing moment. The monster tried to shriek again, but all that came out from its ashen maw was a pained, smoke-wreathed croak. 
 
    Garlocke arrived at the base of its body and began wheeling around it, allowing Max to lash out with his sword, crossbow, and spells from the saddle, with Nesura doing the same. Stridentsong and Mortal Ruin carved deep, trailing wounds across the Dune Behemoth’s bulk, while repeated Fireball, Jolting Arc, and Icelance spells incinerated or flash-froze boulder-sized chunks of its flesh. 
 
    The Dune Behemoth tried to crush Max with its body, but it was too sluggish and held too firmly by the frozen sand to keep up with Garlocke’s strides. It grew a fresh swarm of maw tendrils and sent them after Max, only for Nesura to burn them into ash with Fireball spells or blast them apart with explosive arrows. 
 
    At some point, Max considered summoning the remaining two Ebon Golems, but he discarded the notion quickly enough. The constructs were sturdy and powerful, but they weren’t exactly swift or agile. The Dune Behemoth, weakened and pained as it was, would be able to catch and crush them. The Ebon Gold amulet would restore them just as it would the other two that had been destroyed earlier on, but it would take time. He shook his head. No, better to hold them in reserve for whatever else this Dungeon has to offer. 
 
    Besides, the battle was pretty much won. Max heeled Garlocke away from the Dune Behemoth’s bulk and glanced over his shoulder to behold his handiwork as the raptor raced across the frost. The monster’s countless wounds were leaking ichor in massive torrents that hissed and bubbled when they struck the frozen sand. Entire sections of its body had fallen away and dissolved into ashen clumps within the now-chill breeze coursing through the Dungeon. 
 
    The Dune Behemoth shuddered one final time, before it keeled over and slammed its head upon the frozen ground. The outlines of its body began dissipating into flakes of black light, confirming its death. Max wheeled Garlocke back to the monster’s remains, and sure enough, he saw a glowing white sphere in their midst. He bent sideways in the saddle and scooped it up as the raptor trotted past it and claimed its contents. 
 
    The sphere broke apart, and when its radiance faded, Max was holding a long, ornate spear in his left hand. Nesura scanned it with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Helminfell: Rare enchanted weapon 
 
    Battle Lance +40 
 
    Piercing, Swift, Sure, Recall, Wyrm Slayer 
 
    Wyrm Bane: 40% chance to instantly kill wyrm-type monsters on hit; if a monster resists this effect, it is immune to it for 24 hours 
 
      
 
    That Recall enchantment means that I can summon it back to my hand after throwing it, Max noted, turning the spear around in his hands and taking a closer look at it. The weapon’s shaft was metallic in nature and silver in hue. Its head was a wavy blade that extended to just beyond a foot, which made Helminfell a cross between a glaive and a spear, in Max’s opinion. I know how to use both weapons, but pole-arms were never my favored weapon of choice. But the Piercing enchantment on it is far more potent than the ones on Stridentsong or Megalo Maw. Dealing with the Ebon Golems would have been much easier if I had this back then. 
 
    But it was still a spear, and for all its vaunted effectiveness, it was a commoner’s weapon, meant to be used in massed formations by the untrained and unskilled. Max was a nobleman, an ordained Swordmaster of the Strident Blade Academy, and a former senior officer of the Enforcers, and unlike several other nobles he’d met, he’d never been apologetic or embarrassed about his heritage and nobility. The elegant and aristocratic dueling sword was his first and foremost weapon because it was the perfect encapsulation of his life before he became a Knight-Errant. To a lesser extent, the same could be said of the shortbow, which he’d learned how to use during the Hunnite War. 
 
    “Long and pointy sticks were never really my thing, either,” Nesura commented. “And you can’t really bring it into play easily with all your other weapons, too.” 
 
    “It’s not soul-bound to me, so maybe I’ll just sell it or give it to Jonn so he can add it to his collection,” Max said, before shrugging and putting the spear away into his Ring of Holding. “Or maybe I can have Corvis figure out a way to modify it into a dagger or a short sword. I remember you telling me that you prefer fighting with two blades in either hand, just like Sava, so perhaps that could be another weapon for you.” 
 
    “That could work,” Nesura agreed. “Sava likes her swords to be better at cutting and chopping, while I prefer mine for stabbing and piercing. That spearhead could make a passable off-hand blade. It’ll have to depend on Corvis and his crew of Artificers, though. Modifying enchanted weapons isn’t easy, and this is a Level 40 one, while Corvis himself is Level 33, last I checked.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out when we get back,” Max said, checking his Soul Lens. Killing the Dune Behemoth had earned him an immense amount of Victory Shards, enough to put him on the precipice of ascending yet another Level. He glanced back over his shoulder at Nesura’s crimson incarnation, but it was gone. 
 
    “Fair enough,” the familiar said, poking her head out of his belt pouch. “Let’s go check on the other idiots. Hopefully, they haven’t died.” 
 
    Max collected the huge pile of Dungeon metal left behind amidst the dissipating remains of the Dune Behemoth and began trotting Garlocke back to where he’d last seen the Vanquishers. They met him halfway, having already finished off the Serpent Scions. 
 
    “The Silent Lullaby made it an overall manageable fight,” Kerana reported. “Though it turned out in the end to be much more challenging than I’d expected.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Max said, looking over the Infiltrator’s shoulder at the Vanquishers who’d fallen in behind her. 
 
    More of them were slumped over with exhaustion, having obviously received huge amounts of magical healing. Others had lines of fatigue creased deeply into their features even though they hadn’t been hurt badly enough to require healing spells, and Max understood why. Casting spells drained a Knight-Errant’s Mana, but it also took a toll on his mental fortitude, rendering him less attentive, less alert, and more prone to bad decisions. 
 
    Though not a lot of time had passed since the Vanquishers had entered the Gauntlet of Chaos, they’d been fighting and casting spells nonstop all this while. Max figured that they’d already undergone more than a day’s worth of battle in even the most grueling Dungeons within the Apocalypse Horizon, which were far more challenging than those in the main timeline. 
 
    “There are too many of you who aren’t in any shape to fight anymore,” Max decided. “Your fellow Vanquishers won’t be able to cover for you, so you’ll have to leave. The Dungeon’s entrance appears briefly just before its landscape changes. When that happens, I want all non-combat-ready Vanquishers to withdraw. Yes, I know there’s still plenty of Dungeon metal, enchanted items, and Victory Shards to be earned in here, but you’ll need to be alive for whatever you’ve gotten so far to do you any good.” 
 
    Murmurs rippled through the ranks of the Vanquishers as they nodded and spoke to each other quietly. Most of them seemed to agree with Max. Kerana did, too. She quickly identified those who were not battle-worthy and had them stand aside from the others, who then began discussing among themselves how they should organize their cohort bonds. In the end, only a dozen Vanquishers including Kerana would remain and see as much of what remained of the Dungeon through as they could. The others would withdraw and return to the Errantry Mansion via its main entrance. From there, they would make their way back to the Apocalypse Knights’ base camp. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Max asked Kerana quietly. The Infiltrator had dark circles of fatigue beneath her eyes, and her movements were noticeably slower and more sluggish. Still, she still appeared to be the least exhausted, even among those who would be staying behind. 
 
    “I can keep going,” she replied, forcing a grin onto her face. She twirled her sword deftly and then tossed it into the air, so that it spun end-over-end, before falling hilt-first into her grasp. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Max said. “But I’ll evaluate you and everyone else who’s staying behind again after we get through the next section of this Dungeon. If I think you’re done, then you are, and you’ll have to leave.” 
 
    “I get it,” Kerana said, visibly stifling a frustrated grunt. “We won’t be any good to you if we’re too badly hurt to fight or too tired to stay sharp. Still, we’ve already gotten for ourselves a really nice haul of enchanted items, Dungeon metal, and Victory Shards. I don’t think anyone will complain about having to leave.” 
 
    “Good.” Max raised his left wrist to scan the Infiltrator, but he stopped himself at the last moment and lowered his Soul Lens. Scanning a fellow Knight-Errant without permission was a bit of a cultural taboo, something he’d learned shortly after stepping into the Errantry Mansion for the first time.  “What Level are you now? The last time I checked, you were Level 40. Have you progressed any further since then?” 
 
    “I got to Level 41 after killing the Serpent Scions,” the Infiltrator said, an annoyed frown creeping over her features. “Why are you asking? That’s not quick enough for you? I don’t have all those Sagas that help me get Victory Shards faster, you know?” 
 
    She held up her left wrist, and Max felt a sensation of slight pressure at the back of his mind. It was neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but it told him in no uncertain terms that the Infiltrator had just scanned him with her Soul Lens. 
 
    The screen that flickered into existence in the corner of his vision said as much, too. 
 
      
 
    Kerana Ollster has scanned you! 
 
      
 
    I don’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed that Kerana doesn’t care about scanning trivialities. Max sighed and shook his head. Still, it’s good that she’s so competitive when it comes to ascending in Level. I need more Apocalypse Knights like her who are focused on becoming as powerful as quickly as they can. 
 
    “Bah!” Kerana scoffed. “You’re still Level 44, but I’ll bet you get to Level 45 soon enough, especially after killing that Dune Behemoth all by yourself.” 
 
    “I am,” Max admitted in a neutral tone that only further served to incense Kerana. He raised his right hand in a forestalling gesture before she could begin another tirade. “I asked you about your Level so I could strategize for the rest of this Dungeon and beyond. Your Level is now probably higher than everyone else in the Apocalypse Horizon except for Sava. After we’re done here, I’m thinking that you and your Vanquishers should probably head back there and keep tearing down as many Dungeons as quickly as you can.” 
 
    “What about Vaustika and the Harbingers?” Kerana asked. 
 
    “I’ve already got Jonn here, but I think I’ll bring Subutai and the Hunnite Scouts into the Errantry Mansion, too,” Max said. “I’ll need frontline warriors and professional soldiers to finish Vaustika off. The Vanquishers’ skills will be wasted in such a theater.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” Kerana agreed. “Harbingers don’t yield Dungeon metal, anyway. And anything we loot from their bodies is usually useless.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s take stock of our progress for a moment. This Dungeon is made up of ten Level 4 Dungeons fused into a single one by the Harbingers. So far, we’ve beaten Wrath Giants, Marsh Trolls, Orruks, the Ebon Golems and their controllers, the Dark Gaunts, and now we’ve finished off the Serpent Scions and the Dune Behemoth,” Max said, counting off on his armored fingers. “That’s six groups of monsters in total, and we fought them on six different Dungeon–scapes. That means we have four more sections to go.” 
 
    “I’m not too sure about that,” Kerana said. “The Scourge Goblins that controlled the Ebon Golems and their slave soldiers might very well count as their own separate group. You didn’t see this for yourself because you were busy fighting the constructs, but the antechambers and small rooms lining that stone hall looked as if they had a different, but similar, theme. Maybe that section of the Dungeon actually counted for two.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Nesura agreed. “There are only so many overarching themes the Crucible can use to create its Dungeons. Huge stone rooms accompanied by side chambers is one of the most ubiquitous, so it’s very possible that we were hit with two Dungeon sections back then, not one.” 
 
    “Then maybe this desert is a combination of two sections too. One had the Serpent Scions, which were undead monsters, and the other had the Dune Behemoth, which has no connection to the Serpent Scions that I can think of,” Max said. He leaned forward in his saddle and gave Garlocke a scratch behind the ear, much to the raptor’s delight. “That means we might very well have two more sections of the Dungeon to go, as opposed to four. And then there’s the Warden to deal with.” 
 
    “It might be three. Like you said, the Serpent Scions and the Dune Behemoth aren’t connected, but the Scourge Goblins and the Ebon Golems definitely were,” Nesura pointed out. “Or the next section might be a combined one too.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll handle it,” Max said. He nodded to Kerana as the clear blue skies overhead began to darken and the sand beneath his feet started to solidify into sleek marble. “Get those who need to leave out, now.” 
 
    The Infiltrator spun on her heel and began yelling to the Vanquishers. A simple wooden doorway, the Dungeon’s entrance, had appeared behind them. The majority of the Vanquishers shuffled through it and disappeared. Those who remained took their positions in a tight, circular formation around Kerana. 
 
    With such numbers, we’ll have to fight as a single cohesive unit now, Max thought, taking a closer look at the Vanquishers who’d stayed behind. They were all Level 38 and above, though none of them surpassed Kerana, and they sported an array of Level 40 weapons, armor, and other enchanted items that they’d obviously acquired in this Dungeon. 
 
    “We’re the best of the best, Knight-Commander,” one of them, an Infiltrator whose name Max remembered was Devaro Vyke, said, giving him a thumbs-up gesture. He was a dark-bearded man with a compact, leanly muscled frame sheathed in an enchanted brigandine suit, and his weapon of choice was a pair of curved short swords. “We’ll see this through all the way to the end!” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Apocalypse Knight,” Max said. “But I want you all to fight with every intent of making it out of here alive. Your road isn’t supposed to end here, nor in the Apocalypse Horizon. Keep your cool, stow any heroics, and follow my lead and Kerana’s. If you can do that, victory will be ours.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander!” the Vanquishers chorused. Some of them snapped off salutes that were even half-passable. Max returned those salutes with a crisp one of his own. 
 
    Kerana scoffed, but she gave him a barely perceptible tilt of her head in appreciation. Max had revived the Vanquishers’ flagging morale in the face of grinding exhaustion and the unknown, impending horrors promised by the Dungeon. It was a feat beyond her capabilities, at least right now. He didn’t doubt that the versatile and resourceful Infiltrator would improve her leadership skills over time. 
 
    The Dungeon’s entrance vanished. The skies had turned dark, the hue of obsidian sleet. The sand previously underfoot was now bare rock. 
 
    Max called Stridentsong into his grasp. He held the sword out at the squat, shadowy silhouettes that had appeared in the distance. 
 
    “Get ready!” he shouted. “Here they come!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The monsters were Felgor Marauders, according to Nesura’s Soul Lens scan. They stood somewhere between five to six feet, and they wore scraps of freshly flayed hide across their muscle-corded bodies. Their heads were bald and framed by long, pointed ears that jutted from either side of their skulls. Some of them carried jagged blades of black steel. The others bore no weapons except for the sickle-like claws sprouting from the ends of their fingers. 
 
    They screeched with hunger and rage as they charged toward the Apocalypse Knights. Max summoned his two Ebon Golems and instructed them to position themselves ten feet behind him and on either of his flanks. As the constructs shuffled into place, Nesura emerged fully as a crimson incarnation, her sword in one hand and Max’s Magus Staff in the other. 
 
    “I’ll thin them out a little,” she said, raising the Magus Staff and casting Flame Storm. Sheets of fire materialized in the darkened skies, before cascading upon the foremost ranks of the Felgor Marauders and setting them ablaze. The monsters howled and thrashed their burning limbs, only to be bowled over and trampled by their kin, who continued their charge unabated. 
 
    “So will I,” Garlocke said, assuming his deathspewer form. He opened his mouth and vomited torrents of corrosive bile, arcing the hissing fluid into the midst of the Felgor Marauders. The monsters caught in the raptors spit staggered to a halt, before keeling over and melting into fetid, bubbling puddles. 
 
    “Not going to try the same trick you pulled on the Dark Gaunts and hold them in place?” Kerana asked. Three of her Vanquishers were firing their bows, while the others were hurling javelins and throwing axes as quickly as they could at the approaching monsters. 
 
    “No,” Max said. “We don’t have the numbers or enough traps left for that to work. We also won’t be able to hold our ground. We’ll have to countercharge the monsters and stay mobile. The Ebon Golems, Garlocke, Nesura, and I will draw their attention, so that your Infiltrators can kill them while their heads are turned and have an easier time keeping your Defenders safe.” 
 
    “Alright, that sounds like a plan,” Kerana said. She nodded over her shoulder and all but all the Infiltrators disappeared beneath their Cloak spells. The two Defenders remained visible, but one of them took out a small censer from which faint, white smoke wafted. 
 
    That’s an enchanted item that makes its user and anyone within five feet less likely to draw the attention of monsters, assuming there are other Knights-Errant to do so, Max noted, as he scanned the censer with his Soul Lens. It’s only a Level 35 item though, so it won’t be as effective as it should be against these monsters. 
 
    The first of the Felgor Marauders closed to within thirty feet, then. Max leveled Storm Bolter and blasted apart four of the monsters. Nesura tossed him his Magus Staff, and he snatched it out of the air, before casting Jolting Arc and sending a column of lightning through the Felgor Marauders’ midst. Twenty of the monsters went down, reduced to twitching husks of charred meat. 
 
    Max put his Magus Staff away, held Stridentsong high, and began the countercharge when the Felgor Marauders were fifteen feet away. The Ebon Golems followed suit, though they kept ten feet behind him, while Garlocke and Nesura fell back, so that they all assumed a pentagonal formation, with Max at the forefront. 
 
    The Felgor Marauders didn’t seem daunted in the least by Max’s countercharge. Their howls of bloodlust heightened in pitch and volume, and they picked up their pace, with the foremost of them hurling itself bodily at Max, the black blade in its hand raised in readiness to strike. 
 
    Max didn’t bother with parrying the monster’s cut. He sidestepped the descent of the Felgor Marauder’s blade and swept Stridentsong across its midriff, slicing it in half at the waist and sending its viscera scattering in steaming ropes all over the faces of the monsters behind it. A quick cross-step brought him within blade range of the next Felgor Marauder. The monster recoiled in surprise. Max beheaded it with a backhand, then punched a third Felgor Marauder in the face with Megalo Maw’s blades out on the knuckles of his left gauntlet. 
 
    The monster fell away, its face reduced to ruins. More Felgor Marauder’s swarmed him in a frenzy. He danced through their midst, slicing Moonlit Reflection Arcs through their necks and abdomens, perforating eyes, diaphragms, and groins with Sunflower Scatters, and hammering through their feeble attempts at parrying and their skulls with Crashing Iron blade forms. 
 
    Storm Bolter replenished its ammunition, then. He shot four monsters and reduced them to chunks of tattered flesh and torn, trailing viscera, before charging forward again, hacking Stridentsong’s edge through two Felgor Marauders’ necks in a single blow. Two monsters hurled their blades at him. Peerless Sentinel spun around and deflected the monsters’ weapons. 
 
    A Felgor Marauder closed in on him from the flank, only to stagger to a halt and fall to its knees. It began scrabbling at its abruptly opened throat from which ichor gushed. An Infiltrator appeared briefly next to the fallen monster and slammed a warpick down into its skull. Max remembered that her name was Eawyn Villas, one of the few Apocalypse Knights with her Classification who preferred bludgeoning weapons over blades. 
 
    Villas slipped beneath her Cloak spell and disappeared from sight again, but the monsters around the one she’d slain gibbered with rage and turned their gazes upon where Max had last seen her. That wasn’t surprising. All monsters had an innate ability to detect Infiltrators, especially those that had just struck in their immediate vicinity, and the more Levels a monster had over an Infiltrator, the greater this ability was. Villas was Level 39, which meant that she probably wasn’t to get away, not without taking a hit or two from the Felgor Marauders first. 
 
    If she gets hurt, she might drop her Cloak spell, and then it’ll be all over for her, Max realized, as he hacked a monster apart from collar to hip and sent the two halves of its body tumbling into the shins and ankles of a cluster of its kin, tripping them over. That bought him some space and time, which he used to intercept the Felgor Marauders going after Villas. 
 
    The monsters snapped their focus back to him as he strode into their path. He stabbed the foremost one between the eyes with Stridentsong, withdrew his blade, and leaped over the monster’s twitching corpse. The Felgor Marauders followed his ascent with their eyes. More Vanquishers appeared in their midst, cutting their throats or stabbing their hearts, before vanishing again. Only one monster in that cluster still remained alive. It hurled its weapon defiantly at Max as he descended from his jump. He backhanded the black blade aside with his left gauntlet and rammed Stridentsong through the monster’s mouth, so that the tip of the sword emerged from the back of its neck. 
 
    Rather than extricate Stridentsong, Max returned it to his Amplification Sheath with a thought, before mentally summoning it back into his grasp once more. The Felgor Marauders that had thought him unarmed blinked in surprise at the reappearance of his sword in his fist. He hacked them apart before they could react, alternating between the Moonlit Reflection Arc and Sunflower Scatter blade forms. 
 
    As the monsters keeled over, Max took the chance to glance quickly over his shoulder to check on the others. The Ebon Golems were doing adequately. Their movements were too stiff and awkward for their blows to connect reliably with the Felgor Marauders, but they were drawing plenty of attention to themselves, allowing the Vanquishers around them to strike down the monsters with nigh-impunity. 
 
    Nesura and Garlocke were faring very well, in contrast. Both familiar and spirit beast were slaughtering any Felgor Marauder that came within reach, while the Vanquishers covered their flanks. All the while, they were keeping pace with Max as he carved a bloody path through the monsters. 
 
    Kerana emerged into visibility five feet from him as she slit the throat of a Felgor Marauder, before reversing her grip on her blade and plunging it through the eye of another. She pirouetted away from the deceptively swift blows of a pair of monsters that sought to avenge their kin. Two other dagger-wielding Infiltrators appeared next to the overextended Felgor Marauders and stabbed them once in the gut, twice in the chest, and once more in the neck with fluid and precise movements. 
 
    Max nodded approvingly and brought Stridentsong up and across to open the throat of the monster that had charged him headlong. He strode past its twitching corpse and slew another three Felgor Marauders in the span of another heartbeat. Storm Bolter chimed again then, but Max resisted the impulse to unleash its explosive bolts on the monsters closest to him. 
 
    There were more worthy targets, such as the tall, heavily armored monster shoving its way past the Felgor Marauders. It was a Felgor Chosen, according to a quick Soul Lens scan, and it carried a massive two-handed axe in its gauntleted fists. Two more of its kind followed in its wake, both of them similarly armed and armored. 
 
    Max raised Storm Bolter and shot the first Felgor Chosen twice in the face, sending the explosive bolts straight through its visor and blowing its helmed head apart. The second Felgor Chosen deflected Max’s third shot with its axe, but the fourth bolt punched through its breastplate, drove into the flesh of its shoulder, and tore its right arm from its torso upon detonation. 
 
    The monster howled and sank to one knee. Max slid Stridentsong’s point through the visor of its helm and when he withdrew the blade, fresh ichor and cranial fluid coated the upper section of its length. He ducked beneath the sweep of the third Felgor Chosen’s axe and punched it in the groin with his left fist. 
 
    Megalo Maw’s blades skipped and sparked for a fraction of an instant before they found purchase on the monster’s armor and began churning through the black steel and into its flesh. The Felgor Chosen loosed a high-pitched squeal of agony. Max ripped his bladed gauntlet upward, mangling the monster’s body from pelvis to chin. 
 
    His Soul Lens screen flickered, then. 
 
      
 
    Level 45 attained 
 
      
 
    Max grinned. He raised his sword in readiness to continue the slaughter, but the abrupt deaths of the three Felgor Chosen seemed to have stunned and demoralized their lesser kin. The Felgor Marauders pulled back from the Apocalypse Knights, their gibbering voices laden with obvious despair and confusion. 
 
    “Don’t stop killing them!” Max commanded, retrieving his bow and rapid-firing arrows into the eyes and throats of the monsters. He used arrows that carried enchantments of swiftness and piercing instead of explosion this time, as he didn’t have many of those that held the latter left. 
 
    The Vanquishers responded readily, sending volleys of arrows, quarrels, and javelins hurtling into the midst of the monsters, killing them in droves. Max placed two shafts in a Felgor Marauder’s neck, before putting away his bow and taking out his Magus Staff once more. He cast Flame Storm and draped a swathe of retreating monsters in curtains of fire, turning them into shrieking humanoid torches. 
 
    That was enough to break the Felgor Marauders’ morale. The monsters turned and began to flee, their howls now resonating with fear instead of rage. Their abrupt retreat revealed a shriveled, hunchbacked creature that had been standing in their midst. It bore a superficial resemblance to the Felgor Marauders, but it carried a staff of carved bone instead of a black blade. 
 
    “That’s a Felgor Shaman. It seems to have some kind of summoning spell.  Let’s kill it before it casts that spell,” Kerana said, reappearing beside Max again. She hurled a dagger at the monster, only for the blade to bounce off the surface of a magical barrier similar to that created by a Shield spell. 
 
    The Felgor Shaman cackled and began a loud, sonorous chant, waving its arms and its staff in the air as it did so. 
 
    Max lashed out with a Jolting Arc spell. A stream of lightning lanced from the tip of his Magus Staff and crashed against the monster’s barrier, cobwebbing cracks across its surface but failing to pierce through. He grunted in frustration, but he resisted the urge to charge at the Felgor Shaman, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to break through its barrier before it completed its summoning spell. It’s better to take this time to regroup and recuperate as needed, and then deal with whatever we need to. 
 
    “Hold!” he commanded, forestalling the Vanquishers from attacking the monster. “We won’t make it in time, and if you try to get in close, you’ll end up right in front of whatever it summons. Save your strength. Catch your breath and drink any potions you need to.” 
 
    Assent chorused from the Vanquishers. Many of them took out Mana potions and downed them. Max did the same. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Kerana asked. “What if the summoned monster is too powerful for us to deal with?” 
 
    “It won’t be,” Max said, stretching his neck muscles and rolling his shoulders in an attempt to work out the fatigue creeping into his joints. “Not with me around.” 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods,” Kerana hissed. “I want to gut you and strangle you with your intestines right now.” 
 
    “Get in line, Knight Marshal Ollster,” Max told her. He nodded to Garlocke and Nesura as they walked to stand beside him. “Good work back there. You both seem like you enjoyed yourselves.” 
 
    “Yes,” Garlocke said, licking the ichor from the sides of his snout. “I did.” 
 
    “The stupid glutton spent more time eating than fighting!” Nesura snapped, pointing an accusatory finger at the spirit beast. 
 
    “Fighting is eating. Eating is fighting,” the raptor replied, heaving his shoulders in his equivalent of a shrug. 
 
    Nesura snarled, but before she could say anything more, the skies brightened, then shrunk into the confines of a ceiling. The dirt underfoot turned into a slick, blood-streaked floor. She blinked in surprise. “What’s this? Is the Dungeon shifting again? I thought that Felgor Shaman was going to summon another monster!” 
 
    “It did,” Max said, pointing at the towering creature that had appeared behind the hunchbacked Felgor Shaman. “And the Dungeon is shifting to reflect that monster’s presence.” 
 
    A Soul Lens screen unfurled in the air above Max’s head. 
 
      
 
    The Slaughterman has found you once again! 
 
    Fight or die! 
 
      
 
    “The Slaughterman?” Kerana frowned. “Wait. Isn’t this the monster that killed Talos and his mob and has some kind of personal vendetta against you?” 
 
    “The very same,” Max confirmed. 
 
    The Felgor Shaman looked over its shoulder, then. It saw a tall, gaunt humanoid, with a face covered in filthy bandages and arms that terminated in serrated, buzzing blades not unlike the ones of Megalo Maw, only longer and larger. The Slaughterman wore a leather apron over its torso. Faces contorted in silent, agonized screams swam across the surface of that apron. 
 
    The Felgor Shaman gibbered in horrified surprise. It obviously hadn’t meant to summon the Slaughterman. It waved its staff, but before it could cast another spell, the Slaughterman rammed a bladed arm through its chest and swept it downward. The Felgor Shaman fell apart into a pool of mangled flesh and steaming viscera. 
 
    “It’s Level 50,” Nesura confirmed, after a quick Soul Lens scan. 
 
    Max wasn’t surprised. The Slaughterman was always five Levels above whomever it came for. 
 
    “We can’t fight a Level 50 monster!” Kerana said. “It’ll tear us to shreds!” 
 
    “You won’t have to,” Max said. “I’ll handle this bastard myself. Nesura and Garlocke, the two of you stand down, too. I don’t want to…” 
 
    “…risk losing either of us,” Garlocke finished his sentence for him. The raptor seemed crestfallen, but he nodded in agreement. “I remember what happened to the ugly bat the last time. It could have happened to me, too. I’ll stay here, Max, as you wish.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nesura asked. “I’ve got a score to settle against this freak, too.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Max said. “With that Saga I got from killing Vykora, I’m far more powerful than my Level would suggest.” 
 
    “How far can Nesura project her crimson incarnation?” Kerana asked. “I could hold her physical body in my hands, so she can fight alongside you without risk. I can hold onto Garlocke’s summoning totem, too.” 
 
    “That won’t work for the stupid lizard,” Nesura said. “Once a summoning totem leaves its owner’s possession, the spirit beast bound to it will dematerialize. But as for my physical body… well, that might be a good idea. Max, hand my fleshly shell over to Kerana. If she mishandles it, I want you to feed her to the Slaughterman. Or failing that, to Garlocke.” 
 
    “Fine.” Max scooped out Nesura’s unconscious body from his belt pouch and handed it over to Kerana. The Infiltrator took the familiar gingerly in her grasp, all the while trying not to meet Garlocke’s hungry gaze. He tightened his grip on Stridentsong and began walking to meet the Slaughterman’s advance. 
 
    Nesura’s crimson incarnation strode alongside him, eagerly flicking her sword to and fro. “If only Sava were here, too. She would definitely enjoy this.” 
 
    “Yes, she would,” Max agreed. “Let’s finish this all up here quickly and get back to her.” 
 
    The Slaughterman buzzed its bladed arms and broke out into a loping run. Its bandaged face trembled with excitement. 
 
    “Maximo Strident!” it rumbled, in a gurgling voice that made Max’s skin crawl. “I will claim your soul! An eternity of torment awaits you! I will flay you for the first ten thousand years! Then I will feed you your entrails for the next ten thousand! After that, I will—“ 
 
    “Shut up,” Max said, raising Storm Bolter and shooting the monster in the face.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bolts exploded in the Slaughterman’s face, and it reeled back, trailing blood, flesh, and tatters of bandages in its wake. Max followed up by casting Icelance, projecting a beam of frost from the tip of his Magus Staff upon the monster’s feet in an attempt to freeze them to the blood-streaked floor. 
 
    The Slaughterman regained its balance swiftly and kicked out, easily shattering the ice conjured by Max’s spell. It wasn’t a surprising result. His Flux spells didn’t progress alongside his Level. As an Arcanist, Max could only improve them through an optimization process that involved fusing them with other similarly aligned spells, and he could empower any given spell only as much as his current Level allowed. 
 
    Icelance was one of the spells he’d kept fully optimized until he entered the Gauntlet of Chaos, but it was only Level 43, as were several others, such as Jolting Arc, Fireball, Flame Storm, and Ice storm. His Physical Attributes, especially his Perception, were huge factors in empowering the effects of his spells, but there was little chance a Level 43 spell would affect a Level 50 monster, especially a Special Condition one like the Slaughterman. 
 
    That’s fine, he thought. My Prowess spell and my soul-bound weapons progress with my Level, and they’re all I really need to put this bastard down for the third time. 
 
    The Slaughterman lashed out with its bladed arms. Max parried with a Swaying Willow Guard that sent the monster’s upper limbs arcing over and past his shoulder. He riposted with a slash across its abdomen. Stridentsong hacked deeply into the Slaughterman’s flesh and swept right through, opening the monster up at the hip. 
 
    The monster grunted again and backhanded its right arm toward Max’s neck. He ducked underneath the sweep of the buzzing blades and chopped Stridentsong into the Slaughterman’s right ankle, thwarting the monster’s attempt to follow up with a kick. 
 
    Once again, Stridentsong bit deep, this time deep enough to split bone and sever whatever passed for ligaments within the Slaughterman’s leg. The monster staggered to its left as Max tore his sword free and slashed into the back of its knee. 
 
    The Slaughterman drove its right arm down toward Max’s skull, only for the limb to lock into immobility, leaving its serrated blades buzzing an inch away from their intended target. Nesura had driven Mortal Ruin through the monster’s elbow, jamming up the joint. 
 
    Max pivoted on the balls of his feet and brought Stridentsong around in a low-hanging Moonlit Reflection Arc. The enchanted sword spun a full circle before chopping into the front of the Slaughterman’s left knee. The monster’s scarred, pallid flesh parted beneath the blow, and he hurled himself into a backward roll before it could catch him with its left arm. 
 
    The Slaughterman teetered over on its wounded legs as its blow caught nothing but empty air. Nesura helped it complete its fall by casting Stone Spear and crashing a column of magically conjured rock into its back. Her spell did next to no damage against the monster of course, but the impact was enough to tip it over and send it slamming face-first into the floor. It howled with rage and surged up to its knees immediately, its wounded legs already beginning to regenerate. 
 
    Max had stood up from his roll by then. He lunged forward, Stridentsong leading the way. The Slaughterman crossed its arms, obviously intending to scissor the enchanted sword between the buzzing blades that served as its hands. Stridentsong was soul-bound to Max, so it was also only Level 45. The Slaughterman would tear it shreds in such a clash of blades. 
 
    But Max’s lunge had been a feint. He snapped his wrist upward, jerking the point of his sword likewise in the process, so that the Slaughterman’s arms crossed over upon empty air. Nesura darted in again and stabbed the monster repeatedly in the shoulder and side with Mortal Ruin, her flickering blade ripping and tearing into its pallid flesh. 
 
    The Slaughterman growled and scythed a backhand toward her neck. Nesura bent over backward, allowing the monster’s blades to pass over her face, whirring and buzzing a fraction of an inch above the lips of her crimson incarnation as they did so. Max took his already raised sword in a two-handed grip and brought it crashing down on the Slaughterman’s face. Stridentsong split bandages, flesh, and bone. The monster reeled and began flailing wildly with its arms, forming a whirring and buzzing net of blades that forced Max and Nesura into a hasty withdrawal. 
 
    “Max!” Nesura called, raising her empty left hand and making a beckoning gesture, which was more than enough to tell him what she intended. 
 
    He retrieved his Magus Staff and tossed it over to her. The familiar activated the staff’s spell amplification enchantment and cast Elemental Imbuement on Stridentsong, wreathing its blade in tongues of fire. Max returned the sword to his Amplification Sheath, while leveling Storm Bolter and shooting the Slaughterman in the neck, shoulders, and face. Explosions flowered over the monster’s body, shrouding it in clusters of smoke. 
 
    The last tatters of the Slaughterman’s bandages peeled off its face in filthy ribbons, fully revealing its visage to Max for the first time. The monster’s features were those of an aristocratic man, with sharp cheekbones and a high, sweeping brow. Dry, bloodless cuts crisscrossed its face like they did every other square inch of its exposed flesh. Its eyes were empty pits of swirling shadow, and its eerily perfect teeth bore a bright crimson hue. 
 
    “Maximo Strident…” it hissed, promising eternities of agony in a single utterance. 
 
    Nothing I haven’t already heard from it, Max thought, as a Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Amplification complete 
 
    400% Fire-element Imbuement on Stridentsong, Level  45 Dueling Sword 
 
      
 
    Max reached out mentally to Stridentsong and summoned it. As it appeared in his grasp, a halo of intense, swirling flame burst into life across the length of its blade. He charged the Slaughterman before it could stand on its now-healed legs. 
 
    The monster thrust its right arm out as soon as he got in range. Max let Peerless Sentinel take the hit right on its midsection. The Slaughterman’s whirring blades chewed into the surface of the shield momentarily before biting further in, emerging an inch from its underside and splitting it in half from the point of entry downward. The severe damage caused Peerless Sentinel’s enchantments to enter a dormant state, and it fell from the air and clattered upon the floor, little more than a mangled sheet of metal and wood for all intents and purposes. 
 
    But it had bought Max enough time to step past the Slaughterman’s reach and thrust his sword upward into the crook of the monster’s elbow. The flames bound within Stridentsong flared as Max unleashed the full force of their wrath. Arcs of fire fanned from either edge of either edge of his sword’s blade. The monster’s flesh broiled and burst from the inside. Blisters bubbled across the surface of its scarred, pallid flesh. 
 
    The Slaughterman pulled its impaled arm back, gibbering and frothing at the mouth. Max turned his blade, aligning its edges directly parallel to the length of the monster’s forearm as it tried to withdraw its limb. Either the Slaughterman couldn’t react in time, or it was too enraged to care about Stridentsong’s realignment. It yanked its arm back, ripping the limb in half lengthwise until Stridentsong struck the cluster of bone from which the monster’s serrated blades sprouted. 
 
    Max clamped his left hand onto the Slaughterman’s limb next to where the crossguards of his blade protruded from its flesh. Megalo Maw extended its blades from his palm and began ripping into the monster’s mangled forearm, causing meat to whirr free in tattered ribbons and bone to cascade in sharpened slivers. At the same time, he sawed Stridentsong in the opposite direction. Both of his weapons tore their way free of the Slaughterman’s flesh, and the monster’s limb crashed to the floor, excised from the elbow down. 
 
    The Slaughterman hissed angrily at the loss of one of its bladed arms. Then it opened its mouth and unhinged its jaws. A second face, identical in features to the original, burst from its throat. Held aloft by a slime covered tentacular neck, it streaked toward Max. A tongue covered in whirring blades slid from between its thin, pale lips. 
 
    Max let Helminfell fall from his Ring of Holding, and Nesura snatched it up. She drove the spear upward into the underside of the Slaughterman’s second jaw, forcing it high and away from Max. The enchanted spear was only Level 40, so it creaked and flexed, its shaft bending dangerously beneath the tremendous pressures exerted on it from both above and below. 
 
    Nesura grunted as she pushed harder on Helminfell, shoving the Slaughterman’s second head even higher. Stress lines appeared on the spear’s shaft as she did so. She growled at Max. “Hurry up!” 
 
    He was already moving. Taking a cross-step forward and past the Slaughterman’s second head, he unleashed repeated cycles of Moonlit Reflection Arc blade forms on the monster’s exposed chest. Stridentsong sliced again and again into the Slaughterman’s flesh and apron, laying its torso open to the bone and exposing its twisted, misshapen ribcage. 
 
    Helminfell’s shaft gave way then, snapping halfway down its length. Its enchantment went dormant, and its tip fell from the underside of the Slaughterman’s second jaw. The monster snapped its tentacle-borne gaze down upon Max, before descending toward him once more. 
 
    Storm Bolter had replenished its ammunition a heartbeat ago, so he raised the enchanted crossbow and shot the monster’s falling head twice. The explosive bolts knocked the Slaughterman’s second face off-course, so that its bladed tongue whirred past him and sliced its entire length into the floor barely three inches away from his left foot. 
 
    Nesura leaped onto the tentacular appendage trailing from the monster’s second head and drove her sword into the base of its skull, slipping the point of her blade deftly beneath the curve of its bone and into its cranial cavity. She twisted Mortal Ruin viciously, scrambling whatever served as its brains. The tentacular neck writhed and thrashed wildly as the monster’s second head perished. 
 
    The Slaughterman snapped its first set of jaws shut, biting off the convulsing appendage and allowing it to flop free. The monster then turned its original gaze back upon Max. The swirling shadows within its eye sockets emanated waves of malice that washed over him. All of a sudden, his limbs stiffened, his heartbeat quickened, and the world became a very dark, overbearing, and small place. 
 
    It’s not just trying to intimidate me, he realized. It’s also casting some kind of spell on me, one that’s trying to make me fall apart mentally so that I can’t fight back. 
 
    Nesura appeared by his side and cast Greater Rallying Beacon. It was a spell Max had acquired a while ago, but had only been optimized to Level 43 not too long ago. He’d thought it might come in handy if he needed to bolster the resolve of the Vanquishers. As things had turned out, he was now the one benefiting from the spell instead. 
 
    Good thing I prepared this, he thought, as an orb of golden light emerged from Nesura’s hands to hover over his head. Its radiance pushed away the despair trying to overwhelm his senses, and he shook off the Slaughterman’s spell. 
 
    “It was casting Disheartening Glare, a Gaze spell,” Nesura explained, speaking directly into his mind. “That’s a Level 50 spell, so I couldn’t copy it with Arcane Flux, but Gaze spells are too strangely configured for most Knights-Errant to use, anyway. Only very rare Classifications like the Ocularist can cast them properly.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a Classification before,” Max replied, ducking beneath the sweep of the Slaughterman’s remaining bladed arm. He raised Storm Bolter and shot its remaining two bolts into the monster’s flayed torso. Explosions resounded within the depths of the Slaughterman’s chest cavity, and cracks cobwebbed across the surface of its exposed ribcage. 
 
    “The Ocularist is a weak, useless Classification,” Nesura said. “It’s good for absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Max responded with a vague mental shrug. He kicked off from his crouch, wrapping both hands over Stridentsong’s hilt. Nesura charged alongside him, Mortal Ruin held out before her. Both enchanted swords struck the Slaughterman’s crumbling ribcage and shattered it, exposing the sickly mass of pulsing flesh that served as its heart amidst a cascade of falling bone shards. 
 
    Stridentsong and Mortal Ruin continued on their driven path to plunge into the monster’s misshapen organ. Max twisted his blade and tore it sideways. Nesura did the same, but in the opposite direction. The Slaughterman’s heart burst, and the monster staggered back, a wheezing gasp escaping its pale lips. 
 
    Max and Nesura leaped backward as the Slaughterman flailed clumsily at them with its single arm. The monster cast them one final glare, before keeling over and crashing face-first upon the floor. 
 
    “It’s dead,” Nesura confirmed, scanning it with Max’s Soul Lens. 
 
    The edges of the Slaughterman’s body began dissolving into flakes of black light, giving further proof to the familiar’s declaration. Max strode over to the monster’s remains, tore free its apron, and set it ablaze with a Fireball spell. Once again, he heard faint whispers and sighs of gratitude as the souls of the Slaughterman’s victims were released from its grasp to find whatever peace they could in their respective afterlives. 
 
    He received a Soul Lens notification then, one that he almost dismissed reflexively, expecting it to be another ominous warning about how the Slaughterman would continue seeking him out whenever he entered a Dungeon. 
 
    “Take a closer look, first!” Nesura chided him, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    Saga attained! 
 
      
 
    Thrice the Slaughterer 
 
    Defeated the Slaughterman three times 
 
    The Slaughterman can no longer stalk you through the cosmos. 
 
    +500% Victory Shard acquisition 
 
    Permanent +75 bonus to all Physical Attributes 
 
    -15% Mana Cost to all spells 
 
    +55% potency to all spells 
 
      
 
    Permanently imbue one soul-bound weapon of your choice with the Ravening Slaughter enchantment; if this weapon is destroyed, you can choose another to receive this enchantment. 
 
    Ravening Slaughter: 10% of damage you deal to any target is converted to Health Points which will enter your Health Point reserves; +150% armor piercing; all attacks have a 99% chance to inflict bleeding on any applicable target] 
 
    An applicable target is one that is capable of bleeding, I suppose, Max thought, glancing over his shoulder at the Ebon Golems. He looked down at Stridentsong and applied the Ravening Slaughter enchantment to it. There really wasn’t any other choice, since the dueling sword was his primary weapon. As the enchantment took hold upon Stridentsong, a small, glowing green rune appeared on its hilt. He held the sword out in front of him and wrapped his index finger over the rune, but nothing happened. 
 
    “It’s a focus rune,” Nesura explained. “You need to press it and consciously command it into activation for it to work.” 
 
    “I see. It’s like a safety feature, to prevent its enchantment from manifesting accidentally,” Max reasoned. He reached out mentally to Stridentsong and activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment. 
 
    Whirring crimson blades, smaller than but similar in shape to those of the Slaughterman, appeared over Stridentsong’s own blade, hovering in the air a tenth of an inch away from the enchanted sword’s steely length. Max tilted Stridentsong carefully. The Ravening Slaughter blades followed suit, forming a buzzing web over the sword. He focused his will on them, and they grew larger, extending up to nearly five feet from Stridentsong’s blade. Anything he struck with them would be torn apart. 
 
    But it’s not worth having them constantly around, he thought. They’re actually causing Stridentsong to vibrate slightly in my grasp, which shifts its balance around. I can’t do any blade forms properly like that. Also, I have to constantly focus on keeping the Ravening Slaughter enchantment active, which is a drain on my mental strength. I could activate it momentarily whenever my blade makes contact, but that’s also mentally exerting. I’ll just use it when I have to. 
 
    Max deactivated the enchantment, and the crimson whirring blades vanished. He sheathed Stridentsong, before nodding to Nesura. “You got your retribution. How does it feel?” 
 
    “It feels good,” the familiar said, a savage grin spreading across the face of her crimson incarnation. “Especially since killing that disgusting freak netted us a ridiculous amount of Victory Shards.” 
 
    She conjured another Soul Lens screen and angled it for Max to read. 
 
      
 
    Level 46 attained 
 
    Level 47 attained 
 
    Level 48 attained 
 
    Level 49 attained 
 
    Level 50 attained 
 
    Level 51 attained 
 
      
 
    Max felt his jaw drop in amazement. He’d expected to receive a hefty amount of Victory Shards for killing the Slaughterman, but his Sagas had multiplied them to an astronomical sum beyond his wildest imaginings. 
 
    “You have become much more powerful, Max, and so have I,” Garlocke said, striding over to stand next to him. “Our foes will perish.” 
 
    “They will,” Max promised the raptor, giving him a hearty thump on the shoulder. 
 
    Kerana and the rest of the Vanquishers walked over as well. The former wore expressions of admiration and awe upon their faces. They gave voice to rousing cheers and shook their weapons in the air as they congratulated Max. 
 
    He looked at Kerana as her followers expressed their exhilaration. To his slight surprise, the Infiltrator was similarly awed as well. There was no trace of bitterness or jealousy in the cast of her features. 
 
    “I… I don’t know what to say,” Kerana muttered. “That battle between you and the Slaughterman was terrifying and amazing all at once. Any prize you win for that victory is more than well-deserved. Congratulations, Knight-Commander.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max replied. He nodded past her shoulder at the remaining Apocalypse Knights. “How are the Vanquishers holding up? When the Dungeon shifts again, we’ll be facing the Warden, more likely than not. One of your Defenders is dead on his feet from exhaustion, and it looks like two of your Infiltrators can’t seem to keep their Cloak spells up any longer, Mana potions or not.” 
 
    “Seven of them will have to go,” Kerana said. “The rest are good for at least one more fight.” 
 
    “That fight will be more challenging than any they’ve had so far in this Dungeon, even more so with our reduced numbers, and I can’t protect everyone on my own, whatever my Level is,” Max pointed out. “Are you sure you still have four other Vanquishers besides yourself to count on?” 
 
    Kerana frowned, before sighing and nodding her head grudgingly. “You’re right. We’re nearly at our limit. If I push them too hard, some of them could die. We’ll withdraw and leave the rest to you.” 
 
    “Don’t feel as if you’ve let me down, Knight Marshal Ollster,” Max said, raising his voice so that every Apocalypse Knight could hear him. “You and your Vanquishers acquitted yourselves well today. Think of what you’ve accomplished: fighting your way through hordes of Level 40 monsters, picking up a fortune’s worth of Dungeon metal and enchanted items, and earning enough Victory Shards to ascend a Level or two. That’s a tremendous victory!” 
 
    The Vanquishers’ cheers grew louder. Kerana’s grin returned to her face. She raised her blade and added her voice to the chorus of victory. 
 
    Blue light fell from some unknown source above, shrouding everything in similarly hued tones. The blood-streaked floor disappeared, and a grey, web-like platform replaced it. Max saw a black abyss yawning infinitely through the fine grain-sized gaps across its surface. The same void extended overhead, crisscrossed intermittently by strands of the same substance beneath his feet. 
 
    They were standing in the middle of a giant spider web. The Dungeon’s entrance appeared behind the Apocalypse Knights once more. 
 
    “Go,” he said to the Vanquishers. “I’ll see you all back at base camp.” 
 
    Kerana nodded, and without saying anything more, she herded the Vanquishers out of the Dungeon before leaving as well. 
 
    Max walked over to where Helminfell and Peerless Sentinel lay on the ground and swept his Ring of Holding over them in turn. The enchanted spear and shield were damaged beyond use, but not beyond repair. Corvis and his Artificers would probably be able to do something with them.  
 
    I was thinking of modifying Helminfell into something other than a spear anyway, he thought, before turning to the Ebon Golems and dismissing them. The constructs vanished in wisps of smoke, and the Ebon Gold amulet flashed briefly upon reabsorbing them.  
 
    “Good idea,” Nesura said, still holding onto her crimson incarnation. “This simply isn’t the terrain for those things.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t,” he agreed, before retrieving another Mana potion and downing its contents in a single gulp. He then tossed the empty bottle over his shoulder. It spun out into the void and began its eternal descent into endless darkness.  
 
    Predictably enough, a massive silhouette with eight legs and a segmented arachnid torso loomed into view. 
 
    “That’s the Warden,” Nesura said, scanning the monster with Max’s Soul Lens. “It’s an Arachnovore Countess.”  
 
    “Alright,” Max said, cracking his knuckles and stretching his neck muscles. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Arachnovore Countess’s torso was humanoid and femininely proportioned, taking the form of a pale woman clad above the waist in a breastplate of black steel. Its features were gaunt and hungry, framed by long, dark hair. Its eyes were compound, rippling in their respective sockets, and it had dripping mandibles instead of jaws. A spear spanning more than ten feet shaft-wise filled its right fist. A spiked buckler sat within the grasp of its left. An arachnid abdomen sat beneath its humanoid waist, armored in plates of chitin. Each of its eight legs was similarly clad. 
 
    Nesura angled the Soul Lens screen so that Max could read the results of her scan. 
 
      
 
    Warden: Arachnovore Countess 
 
    Level 40 (Special Condition) 
 
    Health: 2527/2527 
 
    Mana: 2975/2975 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 178 
 
    Dexterity: 233 
 
    Fortitude: 211 
 
    Perception: 299 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Arachnovore Swarm 
 
    Spear Mastery 
 
    Lore of the Arachnovore 
 
    Rewards 
 
    Victory Shard value: 40 (x850 special condition) 
 
    Treasure Class: SSS 
 
      
 
    “Arachnovore Swarm is a summoning spell to conjure hordes of Arachnovore monsters,” Nesura explained. “I can probably copy it for you with Arcane Flux, but you won’t be able to summon nearly as many Arachnovores as this Warden can. Spear Mastery is an inherent ability that cannot be copied, and so is the Lore of the Arachnovore skill.” 
 
    “We’ve come across monsters with Lore skills before,” Max said. “They’re simply a full suite of spells revolving around one theme or the other. The Lore of the Arachnovore is probably focused on venom, web-weaving, and the like.” 
 
    “You’re correct,” Nesura confirmed. She grinned at Max. “You’ve come a long way. Figuring out Dungeons and monsters is now second nature to you.” 
 
    “I—no, we—have taken on so many of them,” Max pointed out. “Power is everything in the Crucible, and how much power someone has depends a lot on his experience.” 
 
    The Arachnovore Countess raised its spear, then. More arachnid shapes appeared, emerging from the void to perch upon the web-strands surrounding Max and Nesura. These new monsters did not have humanoid torsos. 
 
    “Arachnovore Destroyers,” Nesura identified them after a quick Soul Lens scan. “They’re not very strong individually, but they’ve got us surrounded. If the Vanquishers were still here, they would be in a very bad position.” 
 
    “Good thing they’re gone, then,” Max said, looking at another Soul Lens screen the familiar had turned his way. 
 
      
 
    New Spell Acquired 
 
      
 
    Summon Arachnovore 
 
    Flux Spell: Not ready 
 
    Instantaneous spell 
 
    Level 40 
 
    Conjures 1 Level 40 Arachnovore Destroyer to fight on your behalf for 40 minutes. 
 
    Mana Cost: 170 
 
      
 
    I don’t know if I’ll ever use that, but it never hurts to have more options, he thought, as he leaped onto Garlocke’s back. “We can’t stay surrounded like this. Get us somewhere better.” 
 
    “I will,” the raptor said, before shifting into his vaulter form. The closest Arachnovore Destroyers leaped from their perches then, their mandibles and the spiked limbs dripping with venom, and descended upon him.   
 
    Garlocke coiled his conjoined rear legs like a spring, before kicking off the web-strand he was standing on and hurtling upward into the air, streaking through the midst of the falling monsters. Max blasted four Arachnovore Destroyers apart with Storm Bolter, while Nesura skewered two arachnid heads with her sword as they ascended. 
 
    The raptor’s leap took him to another web-strand, where a cluster of monsters had already congregated. Max hurled a Flame Storm down upon their waiting forms, engulfing them in sheets of fire. Eerily human shrieks tore their way from the Arachnovore Destroyers as their bodies became thrashing, flame-shrouded silhouettes. Garlocke landed in their midst just as they began toppling from their perches, breaking apart into swirls of drifting ash during their descent into the inky void below. 
 
    Nesura pulled out Max’s bow, plucked repeatedly upon its string, and sent a flurry of piercing arrows into the compound eyes and between the mandibles of a group of Arachnovore Destroyers on an adjacent web-strand. They fell, their chitin-clad legs curling about their bodies. 
 
    The Arachnovore Countess leveled its spear at Max and shrieked. A bolt of sickly green energy darted from the tip of its weapon and raced toward him. Max cast a Shield spell and raised a magical barrier of translucent light in front of him. The Warden’s projectile crashed against his barrier and washed harmlessly off its surface. 
 
    Nesura retrieved one of the few remaining explosive arrows Max still had and sent it streaking at the Arachnovore Countess’s face. Four Arachnovore Destroyers threw their bodies in the way, so that the arrow detonated in their midst and blasted their limbs from their bodies and sent their ruptured torsos spiraling into the void. 
 
    “We’ve got to finish this up close,” she said, sweeping her glance upwards and around. More Arachnovore Destroyers had appeared on the web-strands behind Max. They were surrounded again, and Max realized that if the Warden were able to keep summoning more of its lesser kin to its aid and have them emerge into existence wherever it wanted, Garlocke would never be able to break free of the monsters’ encirclement. Nesura clicked her tongue in annoyance, obviously coming to the same conclusion. “And I think trying to secure a better angle of attack is going to be a waste of time.” 
 
    “I think so too,” Max agreed, adjusting his grip on Stridentsong in his right hand as he raised his Magus Staff with his left. “Anyway, we already have the best angle of attack: straight ahead. Garlocke, bring us in.” 
 
    The raptor grunted in assent and leaped off again. His foreclaws elongated into whip-like appendages that terminated in long, sweeping blades of bone. Max recognized them as part of Garlocke’s battleblade form, which meant that the raptor was now capable of picking and choosing which aspects of his transformations would serve him best at any given moment. 
 
    Arachnovore Devourers swarmed into Garlocke’s path. He lashed his tendril-like limbs out, weaving their ends into a net of flickering blades to dice every monster that came within range into ichor-drenched cubes of meat. The few Arachnovore Destroyers that got past fell to Nesura’s bow-fire or Jolting Arc spells crackling from the tip of Max’s Magus Staff. 
 
    Garlocke bounded from one web-strand to the next. The Warden hurled magical bolts of venom, none of which left even the slightest scratch on Max’s Shield spells. It conjured webs of violet light to slow and cripple Garlocke. Max and Nesura burned them from existence with Fireball and Flame Storm spells. Arachnovore Destroyers died in droves to stop their advance. They failed, and in the span of a minute, Max had made it to the Arachnovore Countess. 
 
    The Warden thrust its spear toward his face. He smashed it aside with an Iron Aegis Block blade form. Garlocke leaped, bringing him past the tip of the Arachnovre’s weapon and allowing him to counter with a Weeping Loom. The Warden tried to parry the wide, arcing cut with its buckler, but Max twirled his wrist toward the end of his sword-stroke and altered its path slightly. Stridentsong’s edge dipped beneath the rim of the Arachnovore Countess’s buckler and chopped deeply into the underside of the Warden’s left wrist. 
 
    Max activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment bound into his sword, then. Whirring crimson blades ripped into existence and chewed their way through the Arachnovore Countess’s limb, severing it entirely. The Warden began to cry out in horror, only for Nesura to stab it through the forehead with Mortal Ruin. Max finished the job by burying Stridentsong into the Arachnovore Countess’s side and allowing the crimson blades to turn its torso into tatters of mangled meat. 
 
    “Well, that was easy,” Nesura said, as Garlocke lowered his snout to take a bite from the pile of detritus that were the Warden’s remains. “But then again, it should be easy. We’re Level 51, while this was a Level 40 monster, Warden or not.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured as well,” Max said, dismounting Garlocke and reaching past his snout to pick up a sphere of colorless light. It was a soul-bound item, waiting for him to claim it, but whatever manifested from its depths would also be only Level 40. He shrugged and placed it within his Ring of Holding instead. Maybe Corvis could use it to repair Helminfell and Peerless Sentinel or maybe even further empower their enchantments in some way. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to give it a shot yourself?” Nesura asked, pulling an enchanted crafting hammer from Max’s Ring of Holding. “I can help you with it.” 
 
    “No,” Max said, shaking his head. “Corvis will do a much better job than I can.” 
 
    “Will he, though?” Nesura mused. “Your Level is much higher than his right now. In fact, I don’t know if he can even get anything done with the broken spear and shield. They’re Level 40, and he isn’t.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Max agreed, sighing. “But I also remember he recently imbued that hammer I gave him, Turanos, with an enchantment that will allow him to create and bind enchantments that are several Levels higher than his current one. He isn’t that far off from Level 40.” 
 
    “He was Level 33 last we checked. It’ll take him some time to get to Level 40,” Nesura said, twirling the crafting hammer in her hand. “Also, you can’t rely on him forever, especially not after you’re done with the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “I know,” Max said. He frowned at the familiar. “Now, put that hammer away. It’s not the time and place to craft any enchantments. I’ll figure something out later.” 
 
    “We still need to figure out a way to keep Sava around,” Nesura said, returning the crafting hammer to Max’s Ring of Holding. “Let’s quickly wrap things up here, return to the Apocalypse Horizon, and get our hands on Artur Brightblade. He’ll know something, and even if it doesn’t, it’ll be fun to make him scream and bleed.” 
 
    “I hope he can bleed,” Garlocke said, speaking through mouthfuls of noisily chewed spider meat. “I want to eat his guts while he watches.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Max said. He gave the raptor a good thump on the back. “But for now, let’s get out of this place, first.” 
 
    “The Dungeon core is over there,” Nesura said, pointing to a sphere of violet light on a web-strand a hundred or so feet away. She took out an arrow bearing a simple and cheap enchantment that increased its range, nocked it to the bow in her hands, and drew the string. But she didn’t shoot. Instead, she lowered the bow and frowned. “Wait. What’s that?” 
 
    Max knew what she was referring to. Behind the Dungeon core, a similarly hued patch of violet light was spreading. Another vaguely arachnid silhouette was visible in its depths. He nodded to Nesura. “We’re not taking any chances. Break the Dungeon core.” 
 
    The familiar nodded and raised the bow once more. This time, her arrow flew straight and true into the violet sphere, shattering it entirely and beginning the Dungeon’s complete dissolution. Max blinked as the latter unfolded. He always did. Sometimes he wondered if it were an instinctual action to prevent him from seeing what existed between a Dungeon’s depths and the real, physical world and thereby retain his sanity. 
 
    It was an idle and fruitless thought, one that he pushed to the back of his mind as he found himself standing right next to the Errantry Mansion’s tree-like form. The trails of violet light between the Errantry Mansion and where the Gauntlet of Chaos once hovered were gone, which meant that his mission was successful. 
 
    Vaustika would no longer have access to monstrous reinforcements. His numbers were limited to the remaining Enforcers he’d turned into Harbingers and the relatively few Knights-Errant who’d either been taken by him or chosen to throw their lot in with him. 
 
    A concerted push with me at the forefront might break his position, Max thought. Strategy and logistics don’t matter when I am Level 51 and Vaustika’s idiots average out at around Level 34 at most. No, that won’t work. The Harbingers outnumber us by too much for us to take them on an open battlefield. I’ll have to think of something else. 
 
    “Max, that damned thing is still here,” Nesura said, jolting him from his ruminations. The familiar’s crimson incarnation pointed its finger at the patch of violet light and its arachnid inhabitant, which was now beginning to unfold its eight legs from its body. She nocked another arrow to the bow, an explosive one. “Should we kill it?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Max said, scanning the creature with his Soul Lens. 
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    “It’s the same thing we saw just before we left the Errantry Mansion,” Nesura said, glancing down at the results of Max’s scan. “But now it’s moving. I wonder—“ 
 
    The spider disappeared, then. Max spun on his heel, whipping Stridentsong out in a scything arc behind him. The enchanted sword came to a halt a hair’s breadth from the creature’s compound eyes, causing it to freeze into startled rigidity. 
 
    “Taking someone’s back really isn’t the best way to make a good first impression,” he chided the spider. He rested Stridentsong gently on top of its head, angling the enchanted sword’s blade so that the barest exertion of pressure would see it slicing through compound eyes and into whatever passed for brains within an arachnid’s skull. Max arched his brow. “Now, start talking, or I’ll start cutting.” 
 
    “Cosmic energy flows strongly within you indeed, Challenger,” the creature said. Its voice was cold and monotonous, yet distinctly feminine. “I thought to extract the contents of your cranium and replace them with a mechanism that would bind your flesh to my will, but it seems that you are far too powerful for me to succeed in such an endeavor.” 
 
    “Now that you’ve admitted to your attempt to kill me, I can safely say you’ve lost your chance to make that good impression I was just talking about,” Max said, tilting his sword slightly. Any further movement on his part, no matter how slight, would burst the left set of the spider’s compound eyes. “Alright. I have a few questions. You should answer them. First, what are you?” 
 
    “I am the Architect of Fate,” it replied. “In eons past, before my first encounter with cosmic energy, I went by the name Sylan.” 
 
    “By the Blood Gods,” Nesura hissed. “Is… is she a Primordial Entity?” 
 
    “Your familiar is correct, Cosmic Challenger,” Sylan replied. Her voice was even, but there was no doubting the tension and fear underlying every word that passed between her mandibles. “I do indeed belong to the class of beings that mortals can only conceptualize as Primordial Entities.” 
 
    “What are those?” Max asked. “The Soul Lens can’t scan you, so I’m going to guess that you exist outside the Crucible or are somehow untouched by it. So are Primordial Entities simply creatures whose worlds don’t have Dungeons or Knights-Errant?” 
 
    “No, that’s not right, Max,” Nesura said. “There are many worlds where there aren’t Dungeons or Knights-Errant. Remember Vykora? His world sends its people to the Crucible to serve as monsters. In return, no Dungeons would ever appear in his world.” 
 
    “There are also places in the cosmos that have never felt the touch of the Crucible and its master, the Cosmic Logos,” Sylan added. “Such regions are few and far between, because they fall under the stewardship of Primordial Entities who have the power to keep their domains inviolate of cosmic energy.” 
 
    “That means you can’t possibly be one of these Primordial Entities,” Max said. He glanced meaningfully down at the blade he held to Sylan’s compound eyes. “If you were powerful enough to actually resist the Cosmic Logos, you wouldn’t be in such a situation.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nesura agreed. “But why can’t the Soul Lens scan her?” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out later,” Max said, before turning his attention back to Sylan. “Here’s my next question. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Your query is a simple but layered one,” Sylan replied. “First, I must tell you why I approached you. Second, I must reveal how I arrived here, teetering on the edge of extinction and subject to your whims. Third, I will have to disclose to you what I hope to achieve.” 
 
    “You should do all that,” Garlocke said, flicking his tongue between his teeth. “Before we run out of patience.” 
 
    “Very well.” Sylan was beginning to tremble from the tension of remaining immobile for so long. Max withdrew Stridentsong but still held it ready. Sylan’s compound eyes focused on the sword for a brief moment before returning their regard to Max, telling him that she had no illusions about being able to escape Stridentsong’s bite without cooperating fully. She shuddered and made a visible effort to compose herself before speaking again. “For countless eons, I remained hidden within the void between worlds, suspended in a dormant state. I reached tendrils of my consciousness out to worlds beneath the Crucible’s yoke. I was waiting for the emergence of someone, likely a Cosmic Challenger such as yourself, capable of disrupting the Crucible’s inner workings. I found you, so I roused myself and folded karma and causality themselves to travel to your location.” 
 
    “That took a bit of doing, it seemed,” Max reasoned. “Otherwise, we would be having this conversation inside the Errantry Mansion instead of here.” 
 
    “No,” Sylan said. “You were Level 43 at that time. You would not have been powerful enough to stop me from subsuming you, then slaying every other Cosmic Challenger in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Max, she said she was capable of folding karma and causality,” Nesura hissed. “That means she likely had something to do with Vykora’s and the Slaughterman’s appearances within that Dungeon.” 
 
    “I did,” Sylan said, before Max could question her further. “I had… difficulties in transporting my physical vessel to your location, but I could still read the threads of fate trailing from your karmic resonance and manipulate them, at great cost to myself.” 
 
    “You wanted me to empower myself while you figured out a way to get to me,” Max said. “But you miscalculated. You didn’t expect me to attain this much power in such a short amount of time.” 
 
    “Karmic and causal manipulation is an inexact science at the best of times,” Sylan conceded. “I was perhaps also too frantic and impatient at finally having found a promising candidate for my purposes to concoct and then enact a scheme that would ultimately culminate in rendering you helpless and at my disposal. So yes, this was an error on my part, borne of my own arrogance and spite.” 
 
    “Spite…” Max grinned and shook his head. “I’ll get back to that later. Tell me how you finally got here.” 
 
    “Karmic synchronicity,” Sylan explained. “Entities, objects, locations, and even circumstances that are similar share some degree of karmic synchronicity. By manipulating the causal ties of your endeavors within the Dungeon, I managed to induce it to produce a Warden of an arachnid nature, which echoes my own particular physiognomy, thereby establishing the karmic synchronicity I needed to traverse the cosmos to you.” 
 
    “If you can do all that, what do you need Max for?” Nesura demanded. “Let’s say you took his body. What good would that do you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have just subsumed his flesh, familiar,” Sylan said. “I would have also acquired his… penchant for disruption and his uncanny ability to triumph over and supersede the Crucible’s design. Yes, Artur Brightblade gave you the tools with which you’ve put to such great effect, but the Dungeon Lord’s gifts would have been wasted on anyone else but you, Maximo Strident. Only you have succeeded where all others have and would have failed. Now, your next question will undoubtedly be to enquire about my purpose, building off of your familiar’s second-most recent query.” 
 
    “No, I already know what you want me for,” Max said. “It’s pretty clear.” 
 
    “It is?” Sylan’s compound eyes rippled. “Well, then tell me. What do you believe my purpose to be?” 
 
    “You mentioned spite being one of the two things that caused your miscalculation and put you here beneath my blade,” Max pointed out. He made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the Errantry Mansion and the space in the sky where the Gauntlet of Chaos once hovered. “You hate this. You hate the Cosmic Logos. You hate the Crucible. You want to destroy the former and take the latter for yourself.” 
 
    “You are astute, Maximo Strident,” Sylan said. “Though I suppose your deduction wasn’t a very difficult one to make.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Max agreed. “Especially not when I also want the same thing.” 
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    Sylan seemed stunned at Max’s response. She remained silent for many moments before speaking again, and when she did, her voice was unsteady. “You seek to claim the Crucible for yourself? I did not foresee such an outcome within your karmic web.” 
 
    “Ah, web.” Max chuckled. “I get it. You’re the spider at the center of the web of fate, karma, causality and so on, tugging on its threads and making everyone dance to your tune. You don’t seem to be doing very well, though.” 
 
    A bitter laugh escaped Sylan’s mandibles. “No, but trying to engineer and maneuver the karmic web of individuals such as yourself, Maximo Strident, has always been a risky gamble, one which I took and lost.” 
 
    “And just what kind of individual am I?” Max asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Incarnations of chaos, linchpins of havoc, defiers of destiny.” Sylan sighed, a surprisingly human sound. “Unravelers of karma. If you truly desire to become the next Cosmic Logos, then we have nothing to talk about. I lack the power to slay and subsume you, Maximo Strident. If we fight…” 
 
    “It won’t be a fight,” Max interrupted her. “It’ll just be an execution.” 
 
    “So be it.” Sylan slumped, looking as crestfallen as a giant spider could be. “Kill me, Maximo Strident, and end my misery.” 
 
    “I’m very inclined to do so, but I don’t think we’re done talking.” Max put Stridentsong through a simple twirl, and Sylan stiffened visibly. For all her bravado, this seemingly eons-old, immortal creature was obviously not ready to meet her end, at least not yet. “I have so many questions, but I think I know just the right one to ask. Why do you want to seize control of the Crucible?” 
 
    “Because it is rightfully mine!” Sylan snarled. “I was the one who built its framework. I was the one who fashioned its inner workings. I was the creator of its Karmic Engine, and the creature that now calls itself the Cosmic Logos betrayed me!” 
 
    Max arched his brow but kept his features otherwise neutral in the face of such a startling revelation. He exchanged a sidelong glance with Nesura. Her astonishment brimmed through their mental link, but she maintained the mask of cold, arrogant belligerence that only she could pull off. 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” he told her mentally. “She’ll explain more on her own accord. She won’t be able to help herself.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. You were an Inquisitor Major during your time in the Enforcers,” Nesura replied wordlessly. “You have interrogated countless hopeless souls like this arachnid wretch here.” 
 
    Max fought down the urge to frown at the familiar. He’d known shortly after their first meeting that she had access to all his memories, but it didn’t make him any less uncomfortable when she brought up his past, even after all this time. 
 
    “Sylan mentioned Brightblade,” Nesura pointed out. “She knows who you are and what you’ve been doing. She might very well be putting on an act here to manipulate us the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “She might,” Max conceded. “But I’m counting on the fact that being confronted with her imminent death will make her a bit more honest. Let’s hear her out. If I really don’t like what she says, I’ll chop her up and feed her to Garlocke.” 
 
    Sure enough, a few silent moments after her outburst, Sylan resumed speaking. “Cosmic energy lies at the heart of it all, a nigh-omnipotent force of creation and destruction, resting within the very fabric of reality itself. When the cosmos was young, cosmic energy was hidden, perceptible only to the most gifted of individuals across the endless worlds, and of these individuals, rarer and even more gifted were those who could touch and bend cosmic energy to their purposes. I was one of these beings, a living goddess among the lesser creatures of my species.” 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos was another,” Max reasoned. “Look, I can’t be here all day, so I’ll skip ahead a bit for you. Somehow, you and the Cosmic Logos met, and together, you decided to create the Crucible, which captures and harnesses cosmic energy. The Cosmic Logos ended up taking it all for itself, leaving you with little, if anything at all. That’s why you’re not very powerful, at least in comparison to the Cosmic Logos. Does that sound right to you?” 
 
    “It does,” Sylan said sullenly. 
 
    But why did you two create the Crucible?” Max asked. “So you could torment worlds that can’t resist its touch? Force people to fight monsters and risk their lives in Dungeons for your entertainment?” 
 
    “No, that wasn’t my intention,” Sylan said. “The Crucible is an engine of infinite creation and destruction. It can forge and break any karmic thread, giving its wielder complete control over anything, ranging from the destiny of the lowliest vermin on any world subject to its influence to phenomena that span the cosmos.” 
 
    “You wanted to rule the cosmos, down to its very last detail,” Nesura said. The familiar grinned savagely. “Now, that is a depth of tyranny I can aspire to. Think about it, Max. With the Crucible, we can surpass the Gods themselves.” 
 
    “It can’t touch Primordial Entities and their worlds.” Max pointed Stridentsong at Sylan. “You said as much.” 
 
    “No, it can’t,” Sylan said, her voice brimming with tension as the enchanted sword’s tip hovered over her head. “But Primordial Entities can be seduced into becoming part of the Crucible. All they need is a taste of cosmic energy, and sooner or later, they will be hurling themselves and every world they own into the Crucible.” 
 
    “Wait. The Crucible doesn’t contain worlds,” Nesura said. “It touches them, causing Dungeons to appear across them and Cosmic Challengers to emerge among their populace.” 
 
    “But it could,” Sylan said, scoffing. “In fact, it was made to do so in the first place. The whole point of the Crucible was to devour the cosmos itself and subject every iota of it to my will.” 
 
    “But instead, your associate decided to turn it into this carnival,” Max said. “A carnival where there’s no end to fighting and killing. But then again, even if there were no Knights-Errant and Dungeons, things wouldn’t be much different on my world, at least with regards to fighting and killing.” 
 
    “It is in the nature of all sentient creatures to slaughter and torment each other,” Sylan said. “Given any degree of freedom, any species throughout the cosmos would choose bloodshed and carnage over creation and harmony.” 
 
    “You mean, creation and harmony under the supervision of someone who knows better such as yourself,” Max said, rolling his eyes. “No, thanks. I’ll take endless war any day over what you have to offer.” 
 
    “You’ll take endless war over living the rest of your days out in peace,” Nesura said directly into his mind, punctuating her thoughts with a mental cackle. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “It is,” Max replied. During his final days as an Enforcer, he’d felt lost and hopeless because the Hunnite War was over. Serving in the Valerisen Inquisition had staved off those feelings for a while, but he’d needed the battlefield, any battlefield to feel alive. As a Knight-Errant and then an Apocalypse Knight, he’d found what he needed, and when the Apocalypse Horizon was gone, he’d be looking elsewhere for a fresh arena where he would have to kill or be killed. He lowered his sword, so that it was no longer pointing at Sylan. “Alright, listen up. I think we can work together.” 
 
    “Truly?” Sylan’s compound eyes rippled with evident disbelief. “We are at such odds with one another. How could we possibly come to any kind of accord? I would never trust you, and vice versa.” 
 
    “Who said anything about trust?” Max nodded to Garlocke. The raptor pounced on Sylan and flattened her to the ground. The Architect of Fate screamed in terror and began thrashing wildly, obviously thinking that her life was about to end beneath Garlocke’s claws and teeth.  
 
    “So much for that stoic demeanor.” Nesura snickered. The familiar pulled out a plain steel circlet from Max’s Ring of Holding. It was the geas item that the Slayer had originally planned to use on Max, but it had undergone several extensive modifications by Corvis’s crew of Artificers, since then. 
 
    Nesura tossed the geas item to Max, who snatched it out of the air and sank down to one knee next to Sylan’s head, which was pinned to the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded, her voice breaking in obvious terror. “What are you…” 
 
    “Coming to an… what was that word you used, again? Ah, an accord. We’re coming to an accord,” Max said, pressing a rune on the circlet. Crimson-black light began to writhe across the length of the geas item. He nodded down at Sylan. “Relax. I know you recognize this, but it’s really not what you think it is. It won’t turn you into a mindless automaton, because then you’ll be no use to me, nor will it seize control of your thoughts and force you to obey me. But you should also know that either I or Nesura can kill you with a thought. Still, this arrangement isn’t permanent, so you can look forward to the day when I take it off, which will be when the terms of our accord have been met and we can both go our separate ways, alive.” 
 
    “Alive?” Sylan gnashed her mandibles furiously. “You would use me and then cast me aside?” 
 
    “Would you rather die, then?” Max flexed his grip on Stridentsong’s hilt meaningfully. “Because that can be arranged.” 
 
    “No!” Sylan cried. “No! I… I will do your bidding. I…” 
 
    “You’re not ready to die yet,” Max said. “I get it. Who really is, at the end of the day?” 
 
    He slipped the circlet over Sylan’s brow, placing it right above her compound eyes. The geas item expanded to fit its wearer perfectly. The crimson-black radiance wreathing its length flared once, before receding into a faint glow, signaling that it could now only be removed by Max. 
 
    Max got to his feet and waved Garlocke off of Sylan. The raptor obeyed readily enough, though he still took the time to flick his tongue next to her face and bare his fangs to give her a close-up look at them. Max chuckled and shook his head, before nudging the side of Sylan’s face with his booted toe. “Alright, get up. We have things to discuss.” 
 
    “What more is there to discuss?” Sylan said bitterly as she pushed herself off the ground. “You give the orders, and I obey.” 
 
    “That’s mostly how things are going to work between us, yes, but I don’t like taking something and giving nothing back in return,” Max said. “Let’s figure out a way in which we can both benefit. You want to snatch control of the Crucible from the Cosmic Logos and give it to yourself. How can that be done?” 
 
    “It will be a long and arduous process, one that involves what you are already undertaking upon your world. And yes, Maximo Strident, I have read your karmic web and already know everything there is to know about you,” Sylan said. A slight tinge of smugness returned to her voice for a brief instant, only to die out when Garlocke flexed his foreclaws so that their tips nearly brushed against her face. 
 
    “You don’t have to keep telling us how omniscient you are when you clearly aren’t,” Max said, frowning. “Now hurry up and get to the point. Garlocke is hungry, and I promised him a feast.” 
 
    “He did,” Garlocke agreed, baring his fangs.  
 
    “The Dungeon Lord called Artur Brightblade has pulled immense amounts of cosmic energy into his temporal anomaly—the one your followers call the Apocalypse Horizon—and you are well on your way toward unraveling it,” Sylan went on, trying and failing to keep her voice from trembling. “Once that happens, the cosmic energy invested into his creation will be released, free to be reclaimed by the Cosmic Logos or to be diverted to other purposes.” 
 
    “Brightblade won’t allow the former to happen,” Nesura reasoned. “Or he would have simply killed us all already, instead of letting us progress through the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “No, he won’t,” Max agreed. “He was being quite cryptic about what would happen when we do eventually finish his twisted little game, but he’s not going to just let the Cosmic Logos take everything back at that point. I remember him saying something about how this world and all the cosmic energy in it would be sealed away from the rest of the cosmos if the Apocalypse Horizon came to fruition. He also indicated that something like that would happen too if we win.” 
 
    “Cutting this world off from the Crucible would destabilize the Cosmic Logos grip on it,” Sylan confirmed. “Doing the same to more worlds would yield similar results, until eventually, the Crucible breaks free from its wielder’s grasp. I’d planned to use you, Maximo Strident, to purge world after world of the Crucible’s touch until I can finally take it for myself.” 
 
    “But when you do, you’d be reigning over nothing, wouldn’t you?” Max asked. “Or can you then use the Crucible to reclaim those worlds that have been freed from it?” 
 
    “She can,” Nesura said. “We touched on this before, Max, about how the Crucible possibly absorbing worlds into itself rather than throwing Dungeons onto them, and Sylan gave us a confirmation that this can indeed happen.” 
 
    “That was my intention,” Sylan admitted bitterly. “But now it seems that my design has become yours.” 
 
    “No, not really.” Max sighed. “Look, I don’t want the same thing as you. I don’t want to rule over the cosmos. By the Verdant Gods, I barely even want to run the Apocalypse Knights. All I want…” 
 
    “…is an eternity of carnage,” Sylan finished for him, her voice now bearing a tinge of hope. “You want the Crucible to provide you with a carnival, to use your own words, that never ends. I am absolutely willing to cede that much to you, Maximo Strident. Get me the Crucible, and I’ll give you a million of the worlds I will absorb into it as your personal domain. You can place any number of Dungeons you like within them and deem as many individuals as you like Cosmic Challengers.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad offer, but I want something else more,” Max said. “You read my karmic web, you said. So tell me, what do I want more right now than your offer of my own personal corner of the Crucible?” 
 
    “It involves that temporal paradox, Sava Saree,” Sylan said right away. “You want her to exist beyond Artur Brightblade’s abomination.” 
 
    “Correct.” Max nodded. “Can you make that happen?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy, if it’s possible at all,” Sylan said. “She is part of the temporal anomaly, which means she isn’t supposed to exist in the first place, especially not when there is already a real version of her within your world. Both their concurrent existences will result in cascading paradoxes, which will eventually disrupt the very fabric of reality.” 
 
    “I’m taking her with me when I leave this world,” Max said. “Would that make any difference if the two Savas are on separate worlds?” 
 
    “They would still be within the same cosmos,” Syaln pointed out. “And there, they would share the same karmic web, with disastrous consequences.” 
 
    “We can always kill the Sava out here,” Nesura suggested. “Maybe that would help.” 
 
    “No,” Max said immediately. “That’s not an option.” 
 
    “Alright.” Nesura winced, as did Garlocke, in his reptilian fashion. “I really didn’t like that idea anyway. The Sava out here isn’t ours, but she’s still Sava.” 
 
    “No, actually, she isn’t,” Max said, as a thought struck him. He met Sylan’s gaze. “When you talk about someone’s karmic web, you’re talking about this individual’s history and experiences, right?” 
 
    “It’s much more complicated than that…” Sylan shuddered again as Garlocke swiped at the air just above her head. Her next words were devoid of any condescension. “But yes, your summation is a brief but accurate one.” 
 
    “Then it follows that the Sava in the Apocalypse Horizon doesn’t have the same karmic web as the one out here, in the main timeline,” Max reasoned. “So there wouldn’t be any paradox…” 
 
    “No, that’s not how it works,” Sylan said. “The karmic web of the Cosmic Challenger known as Sava Saree exists wholly within the Apocalypse Horizon. If it were to be somehow extracted from the temporal anomaly—a feat of which I’m incapable—I could weave it into the cosmos’s karmic vastness. Then, if she stays far away from this world, the paradox cascade I mentioned might not happen.” 
 
    “Brightblade might know something,” Nesura said. “He created the Apocalypse Horizon, and he bent reality itself to turn you into a Knight-Errant, Max.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was the original plan, anyway,” Max agreed. “So, Sylan, if Brightblade pulls through on his end, can I count on you to do your part for Sava?” 
 
    “You can,” she said. “But is that all you desire? Surely that can’t be the case, not when the Crucible itself can be yours.” 
 
    “I already said I don’t want the Crucible,” Max scoffed. “At least, not in the same way you mean. I’m not going to secure it for you, but I don’t see why we can’t help each other along the way. So here are the terms of that accord you wanted. Help me with Sava, and when we’re done with this world, I’ll release you from the geas item. And on top of all that, you get to ask one favor of me. Just one, and it needs to be reasonable.” 
 
    “Are you going to specify what is reasonable and what isn’t?” Sylan asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to kill anyone for you, to start with,” Max said. “I’m also not going to give you anything in my possession, enchanted or not. You also don’t get to tell me to walk away from any fight I’m in or want to pick. But if you need me to go retrieve something for you or be your bodyguard for say, a week or so, then yes, that’s something I’d be willing to do for you.” 
 
    “You might end up killing sentient entities anyway while retrieving something for me or guarding me,” Sylan pointed out. “Will that be a problem?” 
 
    “No, it won’t.” Max grinned and twirled Stridentsong idly. “Idiots who don’t know well enough to get out of my way or leave me alone have only themselves to blame if I kill them. So what do you think? Are those terms acceptable to you?” 
 
    To his surprise, Sylan actually laughed at his answer. The Architect of Fate heaved with mirth for many moments before recovering her composure. “Very well, Maximo Strident. I accept the terms of our accord.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Max said, putting his sword away and giving a now-crestfallen Garlocke a consolatory pat on the shoulder. “Because if you didn’t, you’d be dead.” 
 
    “Great. So now, we have a spider tagging along with us on top of a stupid, disgusting, overgrown lizard,” Nesura grumbled. “Good job, Max. You couldn’t have assembled a less sightly entourage.” 
 
    “Ugly, smelly bat will fit right in,” Garlocke said, in his usual matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “Alright, save it for later,” Max snapped, not wanting the familiar and the spirit beast to begin one of their bickering bouts. He nodded to Sylan. “Alright, follow me. I’ll have to introduce you to the Apocalypse Knights and try to explain your presence, so that they don’t take you for a monster and kill you out of hand.” 
 
    “Wait. Your familiar has a point,” Sylan said. “I shouldn’t draw any undue attention to myself. I will adopt a form that will allow me to blend in amongst humans.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Max shrugged. “Alright, go ahead. The geas item should remain in place no matter how much shape-shifting you do.” 
 
    Black light enveloped Sylan’s arachnid form, and when it faded, a pale, dark-haired and dark-eyed woman stood in its place. She was slight of build, and her features were plain and unremarkable. Sylan raised the Ring of Holding upon her finger and clothed herself in a form-fitting suit of black plate armor. A sword appeared by her hip next, followed by a staff in her left hand. 
 
    “Max! She can now be scanned!” Nesura said, pushing a Soul Lens screen into view. 
 
      
 
    Sylan Finarr 
 
    Classification: Arcanist 
 
    Level: 46 
 
      
 
    “I have reshaped my scant reserves of cosmic energy to assume the semblance of a Cosmic Challenger, a Knight-Errant, as termed in your world,” Sylan explained. “It has been a long time since I last took this form, albeit with a different physical appearance.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Max said, arching his brow. “You’re an Arcanist, too. I suppose that karmic synchronicity you were talking about played a role in bringing me to your attention?” 
 
    “It did,” Sylan said. “Given the nature of their Classification, Arcanists have the greatest likelihood of surpassing the Crucible’s inner workings. No other Classification even comes close.” 
 
    “In this form, can you get Victory Shards and increase your Level?” Max asked. 
 
    “I can,” Sylan confirmed. “And I have. I worked my way up from Level 1, ranging from world to world, as I sought to rectify my betrayal and reclaim what is rightfully mine.” 
 
    “But you weren’t getting anywhere, so you entered a dormant state and monitored the karmic threads strewn across the cosmos,” Nesura said. “Well, things will be different now.” 
 
    “How so?” Sylan frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re now working for me,” Max said, turning back to the Errantry Mansion’s entrance. “Alright, let’s get going.” 
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    The Apocalypse Knights’ base camp within the Errantry Mansion was actually a cluster of taverns, inns, and hostels around a Truesteel outlet store, with the whole thing cordoned off by a picket line with posted sentries. Two of the latter, Warmongers Max had led into Dungeons before, spotted him as he approached, with Garlocke trotting alongside him and Sylan following a few paces back. 
 
    “Hail, Knight-Commander!” one of them bellowed, snapping out a salute that was actually fairly passable. He was a powerfully built man in his late-twenties, and he was clad collar to toe in creased and battered plate armor. His eyes were heavy with fatigue. “Congratulations on your successful mission!” 
 
    The other Warmonger, a short but stout woman wearing enchanted chainmail, saluted as well. She seemed battered and exhausted as well. “Sir, Knight Marshal Ollster and her people returned roughly a half-hour before you did. Knight Marshal Crask and Knight Marshal Sokargiin are hearing their report.” 
 
    “Good. As you were,” Max said, returning their salutes and striding past them. The Warmongers cast curious glances at Sylan as she followed in his wake, but they didn’t challenge her. 
 
    A Truesteel clerk ran up to Max before he’d made it a dozen steps into base camp. He was Gustav Oberl, a young man who’d been designated by the Truesteel Clan as Max’s personal assistant. 
 
    “Good to see you, Gustav,” Max said to him, before retrieving a gold coin from his Ring of Holding and handing it over to the clerk. “Could you get Garlocke some roast pork? As much as this coin will buy. When he’s done eating, come see me, and I’ll give you another gold coin for you to keep for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Gustav said, his face lighting up at the prospect of receiving so much money. The clerk’s joyous expression took on a note of uncertainty though, as the full implications of his task sank in. 
 
    A single gold coin would buy a lot of roast pork. Max didn’t know if there were that much stockpiled in the Errantry Mansion, which meant that Gustav would probably have to order some from Hisktown’s markets and perhaps beyond. The clerk had a monumental task on his hands. 
 
    Gustav squared his jaw. The doubt left his eyes and was replaced with gleaming resolve. The clerk was determined to earn his money, it seemed. “I’ll take care of it, sir. But Knight Marshal Crask wanted me to tell you as soon as you got back that your presence is needed urgently in the courtyard behind the Blue Trumpet. I believe Knight Marshal Ollster has already gone there. Knight Marshal Sokargiin should be there, too.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll go see what Jonn wants.” Max clasped Gustav’s shoulder. “Take good care of Garlocke for me.” 
 
    “…or else,” Garlocke rumbled, idly flexing his foreclaws, though there was no malice in the raptor’s eyes. Garlocke had a healthy amount of respect for some members of the Apocalypse Knights, such as Jonn Crask, Subotai, and Flora Truesteel, but he didn’t like any of them. Gustav was one of the very few individuals whom the raptor actually liked. 
 
    “When have I ever not?” the clerk said, reaching out and scratching behind Garlocke’s ears. “Come along, then. Let’s get you something to eat.” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s good.” Garlocke followed the clerk toward a tavern, shouldering aside any Apocalypse Knights unfortunate enough to get in his way. 
 
    Max left the raptor and the clerk to their own devices. At his current Level, Garlocke could stay manifested for entire days, but he would likely dematerialize and return to his summoning totem after his meal. In any case, the raptor would be ready when Max needed him once more. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at Sylan. The Architect had remained silent so far. Gustav had noticed her, of course, but in his discreet fashion, he had also chosen not to comment.  Max beckoned to Sylan. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the three Knight Marshals, like I said. The others can wait to meet you.” 
 
    “Under what pretext and facade?” Sylan said quietly. “Tell me, so I can better play along.” 
 
    “Under no pretext or façade,” Max replied, grinning. “I’m going to tell them exactly who and what you are and what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” Sylan frowned in disapproval. “Your precious Apocalypse Knights might just kill me out of hand, like you were apparently worried about just now.” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t.” Max shook his head. “You look like a human, and you show up as a Knight-Errant on a Soul Lens scan. They already know that other worlds exist, so they’ll probably just consider you an otherworldly ally. Besides, take a look around. You might be the strangest thing in this place, but you definitely don’t look like it.” 
 
    Sylan panned her gaze slowly across the bustling hub that was the base camp, where Apocalypse Knights went about their business, with their spirit beasts in tow. A few of them—the Valerisen youths that had once sworn allegiance to Vaustika—had the Spirit Binder Classification, so they were accompanied by their familiars. Six-legged equines that shimmered with light, man-sized jellyfish that hovered in the air, and two-headed wolves, among other equally wondrous creatures, mingled amongst the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “Your world is under the influence of a cosmic limiter you humans call Pureheart’s Sacrifice, so that the Cosmic Challengers here have been limited to only the Warmonger, Elementalist, Defender, and Infiltrator Classifications and can ascend no higher than Level 4. But within the temporal anomaly, they are given free rein to awaken new Classifications and acquire all manner of summoning totems.” 
 
    “Speaking of Levels, you’re definitely the highest-Level Knight-Errant around beneath me,” Max said. “That will definitely draw some attention. I’ll tell the Apocalypse Knights not to probe too much, but there’s no escaping some uncomfortable questions here and there from some people who really should know better.” 
 
    “He means Trisha,” Nesura interjected, poking her head out of his belt pouch. The familiar had dismissed her crimson incarnation and napped throughout the entire journey from the Errantry Mansion’s entrance back to base camp. “I think he’s browbeaten Kerana badly enough for her to never even look at Max crossways again.” 
 
    “If only,” Max scoffed. “If Kerana can be broken so easily like that, then I would have no use for her. She just needed to be shown her place once and for all, and she’ll do just fine there.” 
 
    “Trisha Weis is your second-in-command,” Sylan said. “But she is nowhere near as powerful as you, nor can she match most of your other lieutenants or your paramour, Sava Saree, in battle.” 
 
    “She’s good at more things than fighting,” Max said. “Very good, in fact. I’d go so far as to say that if I die before fixing the Apocalypse Horizon, she very well might be able to go on and finish the job. But yes, as Nesura was saying, Trisha will probe. Just be honest, because it’s not worth the effort trying to dodge or be evasive with her questions.” 
 
    “Also, she gets really annoyed when people are just completely transparent with her, because she doesn’t get to play her little mind games,” Nesura added, with a cackle. “So that alone is already worth it.” 
 
     “Your hold over your followers is less than complete, Maximo Strident,” Sylan said, a disapproving frown appearing on her face. “The threads in your karmic web indicated this somewhat, but…” 
 
    “If you hold onto people too tightly, you lose them,” Max said. “That’s a basic tenet of leadership. The fact that you don’t know it might explain why you have been failing over the eons.” 
 
    “Does suffering your utterly unfounded criticism also fall under the purview of doing your bidding?” Sylan asked, bitterly biting off each word that passed through her lips. 
 
    “No, not at all. I’m not criticizing you, by the way. When I criticize an Apocalypse Knight, I do so with the intent of helping him or her improve,” Max said, shrugging. “I don’t care about doing the same for you, so what I said just now was merely an insult, albeit a fairly mild one.” 
 
    Sylan seethed wordlessly and clenched her fists while Max and Nesura shared a chuckle. 
 
    “Alright, enough of this. Follow closely,” Max said, before striding in the direction of the Blue Trumpet. Sylan obeyed, staying several paces behind him. 
 
    Apocalypse Knights recognized him as he walked through their midst. He returned their salutes, muttered a few condolences to those who’d lost friends and comrades-in-arms against the Harbingers, and gave rousing remarks to some whose flagging morale needed them. Many curious glances were cast Sylan’s way, and there was also some quiet muttering, but nobody asked her who she was or tried to scan her. 
 
    Max quickly noticed that many of the Apocalypse Knights bore signs of recent battle, visible in their battered armor and the visible fatigue that was the aftereffect of receiving healing spells. There were also quite a few faces missing, and when he asked about their owners, he was met with sighs of bereavement and sad looks. 
 
    Jonn had undertaken a planned sortie while Max and the Vanquishers ventured into the Gauntlet of Chaos, and he’d lost a hundred and seventy-eight Apocalypse Knights in the process. It was a staggering number, especially with Subotai taking the role of field tactician. It also explained why so many of the Valerisen youths were present in the Errantry Mansion. Trisha had sent them as reinforcements, in a bid to make up the rapidly thinning numbers of the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “We beat back those bastards, Knight-Commander,” a Defender named Issilan said, when asked for more details about the latest clash with Vaustika’s Harbingers. “But they… changed. I’m not sure how to explain it. The Knight Marshals might know more.” 
 
    “Alright, thanks.” Max clasped Issilan’s hand briefly, before renewing his stride toward the Blue Trumpet. The rest of the Apocalypse Knights, now sensing his urgency, opened up a path for him through their ranks. 
 
    “Those Harbingers are mortals suffused with cosmic energy in the most invasive of ways,” Sylan said in a low voice as she quickened her pace, so that she was now walking alongside Max, instead of behind him. “They are doomed creatures, destined to burn out in months, if not weeks. But their peculiar condition grants them great, albeit short-lived, power and allows whoever holds sway over them to modify them in many ways.” 
 
    “Let’s get to Jonn first before you say anymore, so that you don’t need to repeat your explanation,” Max said, coming to a halt at the Blue Trumpet’s entrance. The usually lively tavern was empty, likely at Jonn’s request. One of the barmaids there recognized him and quickly ushered him inside and past the heavy wooden bar counter that sat a third of the way down the length of its barroom. There, she opened a backdoor, and when Max stepped through, he found himself in a spacious courtyard. 
 
    Jonn, Subotai, and Kerana were there, standing a short distance away from… a corpse made up of too many tangled limbs, heads, and torsos. Jonn’s plate armor hung in tatters over his massive frame, and Subotai’s gear was in a similar condition, though the young Hunnite was also all but dead on his feet from post-healing fatigue. 
 
    They turned to Max, and he saw signs of surprise flicker across Subotai’s and Kerana’s features as Sylan stepped into view. Even Jonn couldn’t completely maintain his stony stoicism, arching his brow by the merest fraction of an inch.   
 
    “Who…?” Kerana began, only to cough into her fist and make a slight gesture in Jonn’s direction. “He’s got some news, Knight-Commander. It’s bad.” 
 
    “It is.” Jonn tilted his craggy brow at the corpse, before returning his full regard to Max. “First, Strident, let me congratulate you on your success and for ascending so many Levels in such a short period of time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max replied. “What happened out there? I heard we lost a lot of people.” 
 
    “This happened, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said, pointing to the corpse. “The Harbingers emerged in force, possibly because they must have somehow become aware of what you were doing. Their monsters were easy enough to handle, and so were they, until they… began combining with one another.” 
 
    “Jonn said that this thing was Level 49,” Kerana said, her features creased with worry. “He held five of them off by himself while Subotai and the others finished off the rest of the Harbingers and monsters, before taking them on together.” 
 
    “There were six of these creatures in total,” Subotai said. The Hunnite was swaying on his feet, barely able to stand. “One of them tore apart fifty Apocalypse Knights and nearly killed me before we brought it down. The fact that Jonn was able to keep five of them at bay for so long is nothing short of amazing.” 
 
    “If it weren’t for Sokargiin’s quick thinking, we would have all perished out there,” Jonn added. “I merely stalled for time.” 
 
    “Each of you played to your strengths,” Max said. “Jonn’s the powerhouse, while Subotai takes charge of the tactics. You succeeded in stopping Vaustika from claiming more of the Errantry Mansion, and you both returned alive. Right now, I’d consider that a victory, one that was hard-fought and hard-won, but a victory nevertheless.” 
 
    “We stopped them this time, but I don’t know if we will the next time,” Jonn said. “Against my wishes, Trisha had sent children as reinforcements. I fear I lack the heart to send them to their deaths.” 
 
    “An essence merge…” Sylan said, mostly to herself. She lifted one of the corpse’s many malformed limbs with her right hand briefly, before letting it fall limp once more. “But it’s not stable. Of course it wouldn’t be. It can’t be.” 
 
    “Uh, who, by the Verdant Gods, is that?” Kerana demanded, finally unable to abate her curiosity any further as she pointed at the Architect with her right hand and raised her left wrist at the same time to perform a Soul Lens scan. 
 
    “Hold it,” Max said. He reached out, grasped Kerana’s left forearm, and pulled it down to stop the Infiltrator’s scan, before releasing her. “I’ll tell you everything. Subotai, sit down before you fall down. Jonn?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jonn said, shaking his head. 
 
    “He really is, though I don’t know how,” Subotai groaned as he took a seat on one of the many stools strewn throughout the courtyard. “And the same goes for you too, Knight-Commander. Kerana gave us a brief overview of what you and her… Vanquishers went through in that Gestalt Dungeon. You must have cast hundreds, maybe thousands of spells, all while fighting nonstop. How are you looking so fresh?” 
 
    “Some gifted individuals are rejuvenated, rather than drained, when they channel cosmic energy through their bodies,” Sylan said. She pointed at Jonn, then Max. “The Warmonger is one such specimen. Your Knight-Commander is the same, though much more so. The Infiltrator and the younger Warmonger are mediocre in comparison.” 
 
    “What?” Kerana snarled. She clenched her fists. “Who…?” 
 
    “Hush,” Max interrupted her. “I said I’d explain, didn’t I? Sit down and listen, Knight Marshal Ollster.” 
 
    “But… but I…” Kerana began to protest, only for Jonn to pick up a stool and put it down on the courtyard floor next to her. She accepted the seat, not wanting to affront the legendary Warmonger. 
 
    Max took a deep breath, before going over in detail his meeting with Sylan and the terms of their agreement. During his account, he made no secret of his desire to leave this world once the Apocalypse Horizon was resolved. When he was done, he glanced at Sylan, signaling to her that it was her turn to speak. 
 
    But Jonn spoke up first, his craggy brow furrowing in evident worry. “This… Architect seeks total control over everything that lives and breathes. When she achieves her goal, our world might be in danger.” 
 
    “I swear by my real name that this world will be left inviolate when I regain control over the Crucible,” Sylan hastily promised. “It is a scant concession when I stand to seize the entire cosmos.” 
 
    “I’ll do even better than that, Jonn.” Max ran his fingers over Stridentsong’s hilt for a brief but meaningful moment. “If she returns to this world after we leave, for any reason at all, I’ll kill her. You can trust me on that.” 
 
    “I do, Strident,” Jonn said. “That’s enough reassurance from me.” 
 
    “Irvin Vaustika has become a creature of the Crucible and, by extension, the Cosmic Logos,” Sylan said. “As a Harbinger, his life is forfeit, though I suspect he doesn’t know it yet. He has struck a fool’s bargain, one in which he will not live to receive whatever reward he desired in the first place.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I’m not sure if Vaustika is doing all this entirely on his own free will,” Max said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “He’s always been a conniving, backstabbing bastard, but he’s not stupid, either. We know that Legion got to him, but we also know that subtlety is not its forte. It wouldn’t be able to trick him into agreeing to become a short-lived Harbinger, not when one of the things he really wants is immortality.” 
 
    “He might be an unwilling pawn, just like the Knights-Errant and those of our people the Harbingers managed to take alive,” Subotai said grimly. “But at this point, it doesn’t change anything. We have to kill him, even if it’s just out of mercy.” 
 
    “But we can’t,” Kerana said, jerking a thumb at the grotesque corpse in the courtyard. “Not when he’s got an army of those Level 49 things. He could march them over here right now and flatten us. The Verdant Gods alone know why he’s not doing just that.” 
 
    “I do know, actually,” Sylan said. “This entity is the result of an Essence Merge among twenty Harbingers, all of whom are on average about Level 31. The process is a crude and inefficient one, so the product isn’t some unholy godlike being that surpasses Level 99. But nevertheless the Essence Merge will yield an entity that is higher in Level and possesses much greater Physical Attributes than its components.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Max urged her. “Why wouldn’t Vaustika just throw a few more of these things at us and wipe us out here and now?” 
 
    “Preparing vessels for an Essence Merge takes time and a considerable amount of cosmic energy, more than even a Harbinger’s warped flesh can handle all at once,” Sylan explained. “Also, I’ve already mentioned repeatedly just how these merged creatures… these Chimeric Harbingers suffer from high degrees of instability, many magnitudes greater than those of their less warped kind. I don’t see any of them living longer than an hour past their creation.” 
 
    “That means Vaustika will need to mass his forces and coordinate a single decisive push,” Max said. “We have some time before that happens, but not much.” 
 
    “So what should we do?” Subotai asked, before his worried frown deepened. “By the Fire Gods, you’ve got that look in your eyes again, Knight-Commander. You’re going to mount a counterattack right away, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Max said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no way the counterattack could take place immediately, of course. The surviving Apocalypse Knights had to recuperate from the battle that had mauled them, and most of their reinforcements were too green to be sent into the fray against the Harbingers by themselves. Even Kerana’s Vanquishers needed to recover from their foray into the Gauntlet of Chaos. 
 
    “I know things are really bad in the Errantry Mansion now, but we barely have enough numbers to keep up with the Dungeons here,” Trisha said, speaking through a screen hovering above Max’s Command Table. “If it weren’t for Sava singlehandedly doing a hundred Apocalypse Knights’ work, we would have fallen behind and the world would have ended.” 
 
    Sava, according to Trisha, had started rampaging through Dungeons all by herself, taking on the most difficult ones and completing them in a fraction of the time it would take even multiple Apocalypse Knights cohorts to accomplish the same with lesser Dungeons. She checked in regularly with base camp through a necklace enchanted for communication with the Command Table, mostly to inform whoever was manning it at the moment about the Dungeons she’d conquered and the new ones that appeared. She would then set down Warp Daises and attune them to the ones in base camp, before moving onto another Dungeon, so she hadn’t returned to rest and resupply in days. 
 
    “I know,” Max replied, before nodding slightly over his shoulder at Kerana, who was standing behind him. “That’s why I’m sending her and her Vanquishers back to you. The Apocalypse Horizon takes top priority over everything else.” 
 
    “Are you sure? That will leave the Apocalypse Knights even more painfully thin numbers-wise in the Errantry Mansion,” Trisha said. The Elementalist had dark rings of fatigue beneath her eyes. She must have been pushing herself hard in the Dungeons, Max figured, as she’d gotten to Level 44. 
 
    “No, it won’t.” Max grinned. “They have me and Jonn, plus his Vanguards.” 
 
    “Vanguards and Vanquishers, eh?” Trisha mirrored Max’s grin. “I like that. Giving elite groups of Apocalypse Knights their own names is going to do wonders for morale.” 
 
    “It uplifts the elite and pushes them to strive harder, while also giving the others something to aspire to,” Max said. “I want to go a bit further than that. You have access to my personal account with the Truesteel Clan. Tell one of their clerks to arrange some sort of reward system for any Apocalypse Knights who make it into an elite group and take any reward out of my pocket.” 
 
    “Just one more thing for me to do,” Trisha complained, as she scribbled something into one of her very ordinary paper notebooks. Max remembered purchasing an enchanted scribing tablet for her a while back, but the Elementalist never seemed to use it, to his slight annoyance. She twirled her pencil and nodded. “Alright, I’ll see to that. So far we have two elite groups, Jonn’s Vanguards and Kerana’s Vanquishers. Are there any others you want to name? Subotai has his Scouts. Jargal has his clique of misfits, too. Flora has also gotten quite a following around her.” 
 
    “That’s no surprise,” Max said, tapping several runes on the Command Table and conjuring several screens that displayed rosters of the Apocalypse Knights centered around the three Knight Marshals. “All of them are excellent Knights-Errant in their own right and very competent leaders on top of that. Let’s see. Subotai’s Scouts are Hunnite soldiers excelling in reconnaissance and tracking. We should just keep their military moniker.” 
 
    “Subotai’s Scouts, eh? Got it.” Trisha scribbled in her notebook again. “What about Jargal’s and Flora’s groups?” 
 
    “From what I’m seeing, Jargal’s people are mostly the Hunnite Knights-Errant who came with him in the first place. They’re Warmongers and Infiltrators, and all of them favor fighting from horseback or astride a spirit beast,” Max said, sweeping his gaze over one of the screens. “I’ve gone with them to take on several Dungeons, and they are swift, with a penchant for hit-and-run tactics. They will be the Raiders.” 
 
    “That’s fitting,” Trisha agreed, as she continued writing in her notebook. “Jonn’s Vanguards are made up mostly of Warmongers too, with the remainder evenly split between Defenders and Elementalists. They’re good in head-on fights. That’s why you’ve named them the Vanguards, right?” 
 
    “An elite group’s name should reflect their strengths,” Max said, glancing at Kerana again. “That’s why her group is called the Vanquishers, because they’re a versatile and resourceful group that clears Dungeons quickly.” 
 
    “Damn right we are,” Kerana said, a savage grin forming over her face. She thumped her fist on the Command Table and nodded at Trisha’s screen. “You need numbers on your end, right? We’ll start heading back to the Apocalypse Horizon right away.” 
 
    With that, the Infiltrator spun on her heel and stomped off, shoving her way past a cluster of bewildered Truesteel Clerks as she made her way out of Max’s command post. Trish sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know how you managed to get through to her.” 
 
    “All I had to do was put her in her place,” Max said, stretching his neck muscles. “Though to be fair, it’s a place that she likes.” 
 
    “More leadership advice from our great Knight-Commander?” Trisha scoffed. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll do well enough for myself when you’re out of the picture, one way or the other.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” Max replied. “That’s why I’m trying to shape the others up, so that they’ll be somewhat on your level. That way, you won’t get things all your way once we’re done with the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether to be flattered at your compliment or annoyed at your admittance that you’re literally grooming my rivals and adversaries.” Trisha sighed again and waved dismissively. “Then again, you wouldn’t be you if you weren’t such a contrarian bastard. You are aware that the more quickly and more decisively I conquer this world, the less bloodshed and suffering there will be, are you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Max shrugged. “Or maybe all the bloodshed and suffering will come after your victory. But you’re missing the point.” 
 
    “Which is?” Trisha frowned and tapped her pencil impatiently on the notebook. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in you simply waltzing your way to your Imperial Throne?” Max said, his grin widening. “Go earn it.” 
 
    “I already am!” Trisha snapped. “Let’s get back on track. We were talking about elite groups. You said Kerana’s Vanquishers are Dungeon-clearing specialists, but Flora’s people aren’t slouches in that regard, either. They are a versatile bunch, spread equally among all four Classifications, with some of the youth Marksmen along for the ride. Thanks to Flora being Flora, they all have the best gear money can buy and no shortage of potions or other consumables. So far, they’re the fastest Dungeon clearers beneath Sava. Luckily for both of us, Kerana isn’t here to hear what I just said.” 
 
    “Leadership,” Max said, half-jokingly as he tapped his temple with an index finger. 
 
    “Whatever you say.” Trisha rolled her eyes. “So what are you going to call Flora’s elites? The Truesteel Clan used to be the biggest backer of the Venture Spears Guild. And when the Slayer got exposed and killed, the Venture Spears pretty much got absorbed into the Apocalypse Knights. The Truesteel Clan shifted their support to us, in no small part thanks to Flora.” 
 
    “They are Flora’s Adventurers,” Max decided. “That’s fitting enough.” 
 
    “I agree,” Trisha said, scribbling in her notebook. “Are we done talking about the elite groups?” 
 
    “Almost,” Max said, before pointing at the screen carrying Trisha’s visage. “You’ve got your group of regulars, too. The roster you showed me suggested as much. Most of them are Elementalists, just like you, with a few Infiltrators in the mix.” 
 
    “The Infiltrators scout ahead and tell us where the monsters are,” Trisha said, grinning. “The rest of us then blast the monsters apart from afar. It’s worked out quite well so far. We’re the best at clearing out lower-Level Dungeons.” 
 
    “That’s a good strategy. With those Dungeons out of the way, the rest of the Apocalypse Knights can focus their efforts on the others,” Max said. “Do you want to name your own group, or should I do it?” 
 
    “You do it.” Trisha leaned back in her chair. “I want to see what you come up with.” 
 
    “Trisha’s Devastators,” Max said. “You lot are living artillery, only tens of thousands of times more devastating than any battery of ballistae or trebuchets.” 
 
    “I like it.” Trisha flashed a rare genuine smile. “Alright. Trisha’s Devastators, it is. I’ve got a caveat though. I will be the one rewarding my elites, not you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand.” Max chuckled. “You need to secure your own power-base. And no, I’m not worried about a coup. Trust me when I say that if you try anything like that, your own Devastators will hand me your head on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Oh, I am very well aware that is how things stand… for the moment,” Trisha said. “But you don’t have an elite group, Max. You’ve worked with plenty of the Apocalypse Knights, but the only one who’s always with you is Sava, plus Garlocke and Nessy, of course.” 
 
    “That’s just how things are,” Max said, shrugging. “Let me know when Sava checks in again.” 
 
    “I will. I’ll also spread the word about these elite groups and have some of the Truesteel clerks write up an official bulletin, complete with rosters.” Trisha glanced over her shoulder, then. She nodded and shuffled to the side. Corvis’s visage replaced hers in the screen. During the Hunnite War, the Artificer had been a tall, powerfully built man. But he’d also sustained a crippling injury in that war that turned him into a sickly, withered husk, dependent on expensive herbal medication to survive until Max had managed to turn him into a Knight Errant with a Transcendent Gem. Now, Corvis looked much more vital and healthy, even though he hadn’t put back on all of the weight and muscle he’d lost. 
 
    “Max!” Corvis cried. “How are things going on over there? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am,” Max said. “You seem to be doing well for yourself over there, too. The roster says you managed to get to Level 39, which is quite a lot of progress since I last checked. Good job.” 
 
    “We’re so shorthanded here that I’ve had to go out to take care of quite a few Dungeons myself,” Corvis said. “Besides, I need to keep my Level up so I won’t become useless to you.” 
 
    “I’ve sent a runner with some enchanted items over to you,” Max said. “Two of them are broken, and one of them is a Level 40 summoning item. I’ve included an unclaimed soul-bound sphere plus a heap of Level 40 Dungeon metal. See what you can do with them, but don’t make it your top priority at the moment.” 
 
    “Yeah, my crew and I are flooded with requests for repairs and restorations. The Apocalypse Knights are breaking their weapons and armor almost as quickly as we can fix them.” Corvis sighed wearily. “Between dealing with that and still needing to go out to the Dungeons, I’ve got to say that my hands are pretty full.” 
 
    “Again, it’s not a top priority,” Max said. “Just get to it when you have the time.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” Corvis scoffed. “Everything we’re doing here hinges on you, so you are my top priority. Do you remember Geri and Ernest?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” Max said, recalling the two gifted Artificer Youths who’d helped Corvis develop a superior version of the Reinforcement Portals. “What about them?” 
 
    “They’re far more gifted and skilled than I am when it comes to working with runes,” Corvis said. “I’ll hand them that hammer you gave me, Turanos, and let them see what they can come up with regarding your items. Whatever they produce will be far superior to anything I cobble together.” 
 
    “Alright,” Max said. “Do what you think is best. Thank you, Corvis.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Corvis replied, a grin across his face. “You watch yourself out there, alright? Beat that bastard Vaustika to a pulp and stick a sword up his…” 
 
    “I get it, I get it,” Max said, chuckling. “Leave Vaustika to me. I’ll take care of him. Give Beatrice and Aldo my love.” 
 
    “You got it.” Corvis nodded. Then he disappeared from the screen. 
 
    A moment later, Trisha materialized again. “I’m not done yet. That creature you brought back… that Architect spider…” 
 
    “I know,” Max said. “She can’t be trusted, even with the geas item, but we need her.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” Trisha asked. “Tell me you didn’t give her free reign of the Errantry Mansion.” 
 
    “She’s with the Artificers here. Nesura’s keeping an eye on her,” Max said. “Apparently she can concoct something that will help against those merged Harbingers.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t the Artificers’ time be better off spent repairing everyone’s gear?” Trisha said. “You intend to move out as soon as you can, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Max said. “But the Apocalypse Knights here still need at least a day or so to recover. And besides, like you said, we’re short on numbers here. We’ll need every edge we can get, so I told the Artificers to indulge her for five hours. After that, they are to return to their regular duties.” 
 
    “So she says she’s the co-creator of the Crucible, eh?” Trisha shook her head slowly. “That’s a bit difficult to swallow, don’t you think? Do you believe her, Max? She could very well be another agent of the Cosmic Logos, just like Legion.” 
 
    “I don’t think she is,” Max said. “At the end of the day, Legion is a monster. Sylan isn’t. And I don’t think she was lying about being one of the creators of the Crucible. There’s too much bitterness and obsession in her voice. She’s a liar, for sure, and a habitual one, but not about this. The Crucible is too near and dear to her heart.” 
 
    “What if she’s just a deluded madwoman, then? Or a charlatan?” Trisha pressed. 
 
    “A deluded madwoman or a charlatan wouldn’t be powerful enough to manifest as a Level 46 Knight-Errant,” Max pointed out. “Beneath all the lies and manipulations, Sylan possesses true power. If I hadn’t gotten to Level 51 during the Gauntlet of Chaos, she could very well have killed me then and there.” 
 
    “If she betrays us, make sure her death is a long and painful one, Max,” Trisha said. “There is nothing worse than harboring a traitor and trying to see past a curtain of lies.” 
 
    “That’s why I told you all exactly who she is and what my plans are,” Max said. “Transparency can brook conflict, but it leaves no room for resentment to fester.” 
 
    “Another leadership lesson, Knight-Commander?” Trisha rolled her eyes exasperatedly. “That sounded like something you’d say to Subotai. I swear, that young man is too earnest and upright for his own good. I actually feel sorry for him for having to spend time near you, because I can’t see you being anything but a bad influence on him.” 
 
    “He’ll prosper in the world to come, just like you will,” Max promised, with a soft laugh. 
 
    “See? That’s the problem! I’d rather him just be one of my pretty boy-toys I send out to fight and kill on my behalf than an actual potential rival for world dominance.” Trisha huffed. “But that’s going to be impossible with you putting all those ideas in his head.” 
 
    “Worry about one thing at a time first, Knight Marshal,” Max said. “Remember that if we don’t deal with the Apocalypse Horizon, everything else is moot. And right now, you’d be better off going to bed before you keel over and smack the Command Table with your face.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea.” Trisha reached for something out of sight, presumably a rune on the Command table. “I’m scheduled to strike another Dungeon tomorrow. With any luck, it’ll be a short one.” 
 
    Her image disappeared then, as did the screen previously containing it. Another appeared, this one displaying the visage of a Truesteel clerk, who would be manning the Command Table in the Apocalypse Horizon. Max nodded politely to the clerk in the screen, before tapping a rune on his Command Table and breaking its connection with his Soul Lens. Another clerk in the Errantry Mansion’s command post gave him a thumbs-up gesture from across the room. 
 
    “I have established a connection to the Command Table from my workstation, sir,” the clerk said. “You can go on ahead.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Max said, before striding out of the command post, across the street, and toward the common room of the Blue Trumpet. The tavern had resumed its business after Jonn had disposed of the Harbinger corpse, and its common room was bustling with activity. The scent of food wafted to Max’s senses, and though he wasn’t particularly hungry, he truly didn’t mind a hot meal and a cold mug of ale. 
 
    Nesura said that as the higher my Level is, the less I need to eat or drink because of the huge amounts of cosmic energy in my Soul Lens, he thought. I wonder if I’ll get to the point when I won’t ever need food, water, or even sleep. 
 
    “No, that last thing is impossible,” Nesura’s voice came ringing through their mental connection. “You’ll need sleep, if only to maintain your sanity. Food and drink will become mere indulgences instead of necessities, once enough cosmic energy suffuses your flesh. You will transcend mortality… but you knew that already, and it doesn’t bother you in the slightest.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Max replied, coming to a halt just before he walked through the Blue Trumpet’s doorway. There was beef stew cooking somewhere inside. Apocalypse Knights were raising mugs and toasting the fallen. 
 
    He turned and walked away. Not a trace of his appetite remained, at least not for food or drink. That wasn’t what he needed right now, perhaps never again. He reached out to Nesura mentally. “What is it? Did something happen with Sylan? That’s why you contacted me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “She’s having a little hissy fit right now because the Artificers aren’t able to do what she needs them to do,” Nesura said. “Which isn’t surprising. These little boys and girls are Level 23 on average. No crafting hammer, no matter how potent, will allow them to craft a Level 50 enchanted item.” 
 
    “She wants to craft a Level 50 enchanted item?” Max shook his head in disbelief. “She’s only Level 46. Does she have a crafting hammer too?” 
 
    “Yes, apparently,” Nesura replied. “And it’s a pretty powerful one, too. With it, she can craft enchanted items up to Level 55. But…” 
 
    “Arcanists don’t have the same degree of control and precision that Artificers do,” Max finished for the familiar. “I’m coming over. Make sure she doesn’t kill anyone before I arrive.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s no worry about that,” Nesura said. “I’ll activate the geas item right away if she makes a move on any of these poor children, and she knows I will, too.” 
 
    The Artificers sent to the Errantry Mansion had been stationed in a warehouse owned by the Truesteel Clan. It took Max several minutes to walk across the base camp and reach the warehouse, and he could hear Sylan screaming at the Artificers as soon as he pushed its door open and stepped inside. 
 
    “Incompetent, useless weaklings!” she raged, her voice echoing off the walls of the spacious building. “I should—“ 
 
    “You should shut up before you embarrass yourself any further,” Max said, walking up to her and cuffing her sharply behind her left ear. The Architect yelped in surprise and stumbled forward a few steps, before casting a horrified and appalled look at him. 
 
    “You… you struck me!” she hissed. “You—!” 
 
    “Yeah, I did, and if you don’t calm down, there will be much more where that came from,” Max said, clenching his gauntleted fist and raising it threateningly. Sylan gulped in fear and clamped her mouth shut. Max nodded. “There you go. Now be quiet until I speak to you again.” 
 
    Muted cheers rippled across the ranks of the gathered Artificers. They were all youths, recently awoken to their destinies as Knights-Errant and judging from their expressions, more than a little in awe of their Knight-Commander, especially after witnessing him put their bullying tormentor in her place. 
 
    “Everyone alright?” he asked them, though Nesura had already told him that Sylan hadn’t laid a finger on any of the Artificers. 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander!” they chorused, as they snapped to attention and pulled off half-decent salutes that made Max wonder if Corvis had actually been going around and drilling the Apocalypse Knights in performing the gesture. 
 
    “Good to hear.” Max returned the salutes, before looking in Nesura’s direction. The familiar was perched on a velvet cushion. Two hapless Artificers were fanning her with silken fans, while a third, a fresh-faced young man who looked disturbingly like Felix was hand-feeding her grapes from a silver bowl. 
 
    “…what was that you said about transcending mortality again?” he asked her, arching his brow. 
 
    “Being a goddess doesn’t mean you can’t also be indulgent.” Nesura cackled. “I also said as much.” 
 
    “Did you buy the cushion, fans, and bowl with my money?” Max asked. “When did you… never mind. I don’t care about that. Enjoy your grapes.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” the familiar said, leering lasciviously at the young man feeding her grapes. “Oh, yes. This is very nice. You must tell me where you sleep around here.” 
 
    “Do not do that, young sir. Consider it an order,” Max said, before turning away from the pouting bat to the sullen Architect of Fate. “And you. If these Apocalypse Knights can’t craft a Level 50 enchanted item, then they simply can’t. Yelling at them isn’t going to change anything.” 
 
    Sylan refused to meet his gaze. Max raised his fist again, causing her to flinch away from him. 
 
    “Good. Now that I’ve gotten your attention, tell me what you want to make,” he said, taking out his crafting hammer. 
 
        
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s called an Atmos Siphon,” Sylan explained. “It creates a slight vortex that imposes a weak pull on all forms of cosmic energy within fifty feet. Given the unstable and volatile nature of the conjoined Harbingers, if they come within the vicinity of an Atmos Siphon’s effects and remain there for roughly three to four minutes, the cosmic energy within their flesh will go awry and their bodies will start falling apart.” 
 
    “Three to four minutes at a range of fifty feet…” Max mused, rubbing his jaw. “For a Level 50 enchanted item, it’s not a very powerful one.” 
 
    “It can’t be, or any Cosmic Challengers… Knights-Errant will be affected as well and be unable to cast spells or use any of their enchanted items,” Sylan said. She pulled out a scroll from her Ring of Holding, unfurled it upon a table nearby, and beckoned Max over to look at it. “I’d originally designed the Atmos Siphon as a projectile weapon used to incapacitate the monsters, Crucible Agents, and Cosmic Challengers my betrayer sent after me. For your purposes, I will have to impose many limitations and inefficiencies on it to dampen its effects.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just use the original design and throw it at the Harbingers?” Nesura asked from her perch atop her cushion. “Wouldn’t that be simpler?” 
 
    “In its unmodified form, the Atmos Siphon’s effects will linger for years within a radius of five hundred miles,” Sylan said, shaking her head. “It will completely destroy the extra-dimensional space of the Errantry Mansion and cast everyone within it to random locations in this world… or beyond.” 
 
    Max walked over to the table and studied the scroll’s contents. Sure enough, he could see that there was a complex diagram of some mechanical, sphere-like device drawn in painstaking detail over its surface, but he didn’t understand any of the words. He sighed and shook his head. “I can’t read any of this.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” Sylan hissed impatiently. “The annotations and notes are written in a language unknown upon this world!” 
 
    “Speaking of languages, how come you can speak ours so fluently?” Max asked. He jerked a thumb in Nesura’s direction. “When I first met her, she was a monster, so I presumed the Crucible translated whatever she was saying to me at the time. When she became my familiar, she must have picked up my language through our mental link. But you’re not a Knight-Errant, not really anyway, and you don’t belong to this world.” 
 
    “I can instantly learn any language in its entirety just by hearing a native speaker utter a single word of it,” Sylan said proudly. “That is just one of the less significant gifts I enjoy as a higher, more evolved being than you mortals.” 
 
    “Alright, higher being,” Max said, sharing a mocking chuckle with Nesura and several of the gathered Artificers. “If you’re so gifted, then how come you need help from my Apocalypse Knights to build you this trinket? You’re much closer to Level 50 than they are, and Nesura told me your crafting hammer can more than make up the difference, so what exactly do you want them to do for you?” 
 
    “The Arcanist Classification’s greatest strength and greatest weakness lie in its versatility,” Sylan said. “It can imitate the capabilities of the Artificer Classification, but with less than a tenth of the efficacy and efficiency. I can’t craft the Atmos Siphon myself.” 
 
    “So how did you do it before, then?” Max asked. “Because you must have, right?” 
 
    “I was able to manipulate Artificers of a sufficient Level from other worlds into furthering my cause,” she said, sneering at the youths clustered behind Max. “Unfortunately, there are none of similar caliber here.” 
 
    “If you can’t do it, then neither can I, since crafting enchanted items and piecing runes together really isn’t really my forte.” Max nodded at Nesura, who was gobbling down grape after grape. “She might be able to help, though. Nesura’s pretty good Flux Conjunction and Flux Fabrication, which I assume is what we would be using to craft the Atmos Siphon.” 
 
    “I might,” Nesura said, idly gesturing with her wingtip for the Artificer on her left to fan her harder. “I’m good at almost everything.” 
 
    “If we burn up all our Arcanum in a joint Flux Fabrication, we might be able to craft a version of the Atmos Siphon that’s a lot weaker,” Sylan said, drumming her fingers anxiously across the rim of the table. “But the resultant product will be lackluster to the point of nigh-uselessness.” 
 
    “What can this inferior version achieve?” Max asked. “The one you were talking about has a range of fifty feet, and those merged Harbingers need to be exposed to it for three to four minutes before they feel any effects.” 
 
    “What we might be able to put together will have a range of roughly thirty feet.” Sylan pointed at several spots on the diagram across her scroll. Max had no idea what they meant. “But keep this in mind. Making an attempt will drain our Arcanum so completely that our reserves will not even begin recovering for several days. So if we fail, we’ll have to wait for that amount of time before we try again.” 
 
    “Either we don’t fail, or we do without it,” Max said. “The latter was the original plan anyway. Those merged Harbingers are Level 50, you say? Jonn is Level 45, and he managed to hold off several of them at once. The two of us should be able to spearhead the final assault on Vaustika without any problem.” 
 
    “Besides, that trinket of yours will catch at most a dozen of those freaks in its effective radius,” Nesura pointed out. “Assuming it actually works, it will help, of course, in a pitched battle, but likely not very much.” 
 
    “Could Corvis pull it off? Of all the Artificers in the Apocalypse Knights, his Level is the highest,” Max said. “Maybe we can send him a translated copy of this scroll and whatever instructions he needs, and he might be able to hammer something out in a day or two.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Knight Marshal Corvis Tober can’t craft a Level 50 enchanted item either,” said one of the Artificers, a young woman whose name Max recalled was Iria Reska. She gulped nervously as Max, Sylan, and Nesura turned to her, but she continued speaking anyway. “His hammer, Turanos, will allow him to craft enchanted items up to Level 49, which is just one Level short of what is required for the Atmos Siphon.” 
 
    “Maybe he needs to do some monster hunting,” Nesura said. “If he really puts his back into it…” 
 
    “He doesn’t have the time for that,” Max said, shaking his head. “He needs to focus on repairing and rearming our Dungeon-delving cohorts so that we can keep up with the Apocalypse Horizon. Sylan and I will give this one try, and we launch the attack in thirty hours’ time from now, just as I’d planned.” 
 
    “I’ll need some high quality Dungeon essences, then,” Sylan said. “They need to be as close to Level 50 as possible.” 
 
    “She means Dungeon metal,” Nesura interjected, obviously noticing the looks of confusion on Max’s and the Artificers’ faces. “In this world, slain monsters yield their essences in the form of those ridiculous metal pieces that sustain your way of life. In other worlds, the essences manifest differently.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Max said, walking over to an empty crate a few feet away and emptying a stack of Dungeon metal into it from his Ring of Holding. Sheets of gleaming platinum, golden nuggets thrice as large as a grown man’s clenched fist, and huge cylinders of silver crashed into the wooden container, bursting its confines entirely and forming a mountainous heap on the floor of the warehouse. He turned back to Sylan as the Artificers gasped in awe. “Is this enough?” 
 
    The Architect of Fate picked up her scroll and stalked over to the pile of Dungeon metal, which stood thrice as tall as she did and nearly twenty times as wide. She then began picking out the platinum sheets and putting them into her Ring of Holding, all while wearing a look of impatient disdain upon her face. “These will have to do.” 
 
    “Great.” Max nodded, before turning to the Artificers. “Is there somewhere we can work in here?” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander,” Iria replied. She pointed to a section of the warehouse where a broad, rectangular table sat. Enchanted inscribers, sheaves of paper, and racks of etching acid were arrayed on a shelf nearby. “That’s one of our workstations. It’s at your disposal.” 
 
    “Alright, Sylan,” Max said, twirling his crafting hammer. It was a plain but sturdy tool, carrying an enchantment that allowed him to use his Flux Fabrication skill to inscribe runes, enhance soul-bound weapons, and even create enchanted items up to three Levels higher than his own. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    He began walking over to the table, with Sylan trailing behind him. Nesura stayed where she was, munching on grapes. She waved idly at them. “Good luck, you two.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to help?” Max glared at her. 
 
    “No.” Nesura began leering at the youth feeding her again. “I have better things to do.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” Max strode over to the familiar, picked her up by the ears in one hand, and resumed his stride to the table, while she kicked, cursed, and flailed at his gauntleted grasp. 
 
    “Can… can we stop now?” the Artificer who’d been fanning her from the right asked. She was a short and stocky bespectacled young woman named Corrianne Tevar. 
 
    “Yes,” Max said, adjusting his grip so that he could clamp his palm over Nesura’s snout and muffle the tide of obscenities pouring from her lips. “Go get some rest, the two of you. Your arms are trembling.” 
 
    “Oh thank the Verdant Gods,” the young man who’d been feeding Nesura said. He glanced down at the bowl in his trembling hands. It was nearly empty. “She said I’d be feeding her something else when this was done. I don’t know if I want to find out what.” 
 
    “You don’t,” Max assured him. “Now, you’d better make yourself scarce. I’ll do what I can to keep her away from you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” the young man snapped off a shaky salute, before bolting out of the warehouse. 
 
    “Your familiar has very degenerate appetites,” Sylan pointed out, while casting Max a sidelong glance. 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” Max demanded, as Nesura thrashed and flailed in his grasp. 
 
    “Familiars are echoes of their masters,” Sylan said, sniffing prissily. “That is true of yours as well, even though the circumstances through which you acquired her were fairly… exceptional.” 
 
    “Oh, Max is definitely a degenerate,” Nesura said, managing to squirm her snout free. “I’ve seen everything he gets up to with Sava. He’s—“ 
 
    The familiar squawked in an entirely un-batlike fashion as Max caught her by the scruff of her neck before she could fly away and stuffed her unceremoniously into his belt pouch. He then glared at Sylan until the smirk on her face dissolved and she averted her gaze uneasily. 
 
    The Architect of Fate walked past him and laid out her scroll on the table, alongside the platinum sheets. She took out her crafting hammer as well. It was thin, delicate, and cased in gleaming silver. She projected a Soul Lens screen and extended a cohort request to Max. 
 
    “We need to be in the same cohort if we’re going to attempt a joint Flux Fabrication,” Sylan explained, her words terse with impatience. 
 
    Max hadn’t formed a cohort with anyone since leaving the Apocalypse Horizon, but he shrugged and accepted the request. Instantly, he became aware of Sylan’s presence, not as keenly as Nesura’s, but it was there. He pulled Nesura out and dropped her onto the table. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” she said. “Since you need my genius so badly, I’ll graciously oblige you. I want a reward, though. Garlocke got pork. I want a troupe of male courtesans.” 
 
    “Do that on your own time,” Max said, resisting the urge to smack the familiar over the top of her head. 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Nesura promised. “And on your coin, too.” 
 
    “Let’s just start,” Max said to Sylan. “Before she annoys us both to death.” 
 
    The Architect of Fate nodded, before picking up a platinum sheet and tapping its surface with her hammer. The Soul Lens screen she’d projected earlier flickered. 
 
      
 
    Commence Flux Fabrication? 
 
      
 
    Sylan tilted her head slightly. The words on the screen shifted again. 
 
      
 
    Commence Joint Flux Fabrication with Maximo Strident? 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to assent too,” she said, her gaze flickering momentarily to Max before returning to the screen. 
 
    “Sure.” Max shrugged and extended his will to the screen. Another one appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Beginning Joint Flux Fabrication with Sylan Finarr… 
 
    Participants: 
 
    Sylan Finarr 
 
    Arcanum: 547/547 
 
    Maximo Strident 
 
    Arcanum: 8975/8975 
 
    Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix 
 
    Arcanum: 53759/53759 
 
      
 
    Sylan’s eyes nearly bulged from their sockets as she saw the depths of Max’s and Nesura’s Arcanum reserves. “What? How? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just not as gifted or exceptional as you thought you were,” Max said, before chuckling at the tics of pain and anger that flickered across Sylan’s features. He shrugged. “But seriously, I don’t know. Maybe it has to do with my elevated Physical Attributes, which in turn give me more Arcanum to work with. Nesura’s Arcanum seems to scale off mine, and she’s always had a lot more of that than I ever did, so there you go. What do you think, Nesura?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, either,” the familiar replied. “But does it matter?” 
 
    The other Artificers had gathered around the table to enjoy the spectacle, though they stayed roughly ten paces away. Many of them had their enchanted tablets and styluses readied for note-taking. Several others were holding up crystalline prisms enchanted to capture sequences of images for subsequent viewing. 
 
    “No, I guess it doesn’t,” Max said, before returning his regard to Sylan and adjusting his grip on his crafting hammer. “You’ll have to take the lead, since I have no idea how you’re going to make the Atmos Siphon.” 
 
    “Wait.” Sylan shook her head. “With that much Arcanum, maybe we can force a Crucible trespass and craft something else that would be even more effective.” 
 
    “I’m open to that,” Max said. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    The Architect of Fate produced another scroll from her Ring of Holding and placed it over the Atmos Siphon diagram. The two sheaves of parchment melded together, and Max could see that whatever was on the upper scroll was now overlaid over the contents of the bottom one. The sphere was now part of a larger object, almost as if it were the pommel of a strange, three-pronged dagger. 
 
    “This is an Atmos Ripper,” she said, pointing to the tip of the dagger and then running her finger down its length to the sphere that was supposed to be the Atmos Siphon. “It will drain the cosmic energy from any entity it punctures and vent it out through here. If this entity is a natural wielder of cosmic energy, such as a Knight-Errant or a monster, it will be incapacitated for hours, maybe even days before it recovers. If it wasn’t, then it will be completely and permanently stripped of cosmic energy, for better or worse.” 
 
    “So this means we can subdue the Harbingers who were originally Knights-Errant and change all the others back into Mundanes,” Max said. “We can save their lives instead of killing them.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Sylan said. “Whatever mental hold this Vaustika creature has on them will persist. Also, any damage done to their flesh through the transformation will remain. You could use the Atmos Ripper on a Harbinger, only for it to die a horrible death as a Mundane because its internal organs have been altered to the point that they can no longer function without cosmic energy.” 
 
    “Or they could just bleed to death,” Nesura pointed out. “That strange blade—if I’m understanding the notes on the margin here—is at least eight inches long and needs to be at least two-thirds of the way within the flesh of its target for it to work. And there are three of them.” 
 
    “We can just cast a healing spell on…” Max frowned at the familiar. “Wait. You can read this language?” 
 
    “I couldn’t, but I just cast Polyglot Transmutation on myself, so now I can,” Nesura said. 
 
    “I have that spell?” Max scratched the back of his head. “I don’t remember copying it.” 
 
    “I got it for us from a monster in that library-themed Dungeon we were in a while back,” Nesura told him. “I thought it might be an interesting spell to have. I guess you must have missed the Soul Lens notification and I forgot to remind you about it.” 
 
    “Just how many spells have you copied simply because you thought they were interesting?” Max demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know. Sixty? Seventy?” Nesura shrugged in a distinctly human fashion. “It’s alright. You can hold hundreds of Flux spells, and you only use a few of them anyway. Icelance, Jolting Arc, Fire Storm, and the like.” 
 
    “Alright, whatever. I’ll take a closer look at my list of Flux spells later.” Max sighed and cast Polyglot Transmutation on himself. A faint gold radiance washed over his vision, and suddenly he could read every single word, letter, and number on Sylan’s scrolls. 
 
    But he still couldn’t make much more sense out of the whole thing. He clicked his tongue in frustration and threw his hands up. “Fine. This really isn’t my forte. Sylan, let’s get started.” 
 
    “You are a gifted wielder of cosmic energy, Maximo Strident, but primarily as a disruptor and destroyer,” the Architect of Fate said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “You will serve my purposes well, but not all of them.” 
 
    “Right now, you’re serving my purpose,” Max snapped at her. “Don’t forget that. Now, let’s give this a try. If we succeed, great. If we don’t, we’ll just have to do things the hard way.” 
 
    “With such immense depths of Arcanum reserves, we will succeed,” Sylan promised. She raised her hammer and tapped it on a platinum sheet again. New words appeared on the Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Joint Flux Fabrication initiated! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The platinum sheet Sylan had tapped with her hammer dissolved into swirls of multi-colored light that in turn formed a glowing cluster in the air in front of her. Her brow furrowed in concentration, and radiant threads peeled away from the luminous mass, before twisting into complex shapes Max recognized as runes.   
 
    He glanced briefly at the Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Combined Flux Strength 18740: 187400 seconds remaining for runic coherence 
 
      
 
    That’s a lot of time for us to work with, he thought. We won’t have to rush at all. 
 
    “By the Verdant Gods,” one of the Artificers gasped. “She didn’t need to smelt the Dungeon metal at all! That’s impossible!” 
 
    “The metallic form Dungeon essences take on this world is a mere conceit, designed to be enticing to human sensibilities,” Sylan said, glancing over her shoulder. There was more than a tinge of smugness in her voice. “Once you see past the trappings of the Crucible, you can behold its true inner workings and more capably bend them to your will.” 
 
    “You have to be able to see or otherwise sense them first, though,” Nesura said. “That’s beyond what most Knights-Errant are capable of.” 
 
    “I’m not a Knight-Errant,” Sylan reminded her. The smugness in the Architect’s voice thickened. “This is but a mere guise I adopt for the benefit of your lesser minds and to evade detection within the Crucible. I am naturally gifted with the ability to perceive and manipulate cosmic energy, a scarce and precious trait across the entire cosmos.” 
 
    The Crucible plays by its rules. By taking on the role of a Knight-Errant with a Classification and a Soul Lens, Sylan is protected by those rules, so the Cosmic Logos can’t simply smite her or drop Level 99 monsters in her vicinity, Max realized. He nudged Sylan and gestured to the half-formed runes. “Get back to work. I don’t want to be stuck here all day.” 
 
    The Architect of Fate grimaced and went back to pulling more threads of light and forming them into runes. Max turned back to the gathered Artificers. “The same goes for the rest of you, too. You all have heaps of enchanted gear to repair. Get to it.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander!” the youths said, saluting. Max returned the salute crisply, and they dispersed throughout the workstations scattered throughout the warehouse. 
 
    “She’s going to need a little bit of help soon,” Nesura said, climbing back into Max’s belt pouch. A moment later, her crimson incarnation appeared next to him, holding a crafting hammer in its hands. 
 
    “When did you get that?” Max asked. “Did you buy it for yourself with my money?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied simply, before holding her hammer out next to his for comparison. “See? Mine has these nice jewels set into the rim of its inscribing tip. Yours is plain and ugly. Anyway, before you ask, I used this to bind a cooling enchantment on my pillow and an exclusive scent enchantment on my fans.” 
 
    “Exclusive scent enchantment?” Max asked. “What’s that? I’ve never heard of it before.” 
 
    “It just means that only I can enjoy the lavender scent the fans give off,” Nesura explained. “That way, the people I force to fan me don’t get to indulge in it, too.” 
 
    “What… what else did you buy without me knowing?” Max held up his Ring of Holding. “I’d better not find Sanctuary Items inside filled with men you’ve kidnapped.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” Nesura waved dismissively. “I don’t do that anymore. It really isn’t fun when you forget about a particularly cute specimen for a long time, only to find that it has starved to death when you finally remember to check on it.” 
 
    “…what?” Max sighed and shook his head. “Alright, I’ll just leave it at that. The more I find out, the worse it gets.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have asked in the first place,” Nesura chided, before nodding at Sylan. “Ah, there it is. Time for me to jump in.” 
 
    Some of the runes the Architect had formed were beginning to unravel. Nesura raised her hammer. Max felt her extend her will to the runes, and they snapped back into shape. Both she and Sylan turned to Max. 
 
    “Infuse those with some Arcanum now!” they said, near simultaneously, before casting disgusted glares at one another. 
 
    Max shrugged and did as he was told, hefting his hammer as well and sweeping them over the runes. Arcanum poured from his Soul Lens over them, sharpening their outlines and giving them a more solid, permanent appearance. 
 
    “Is that what I’m supposed to do, then?” he asked. “If so, it’s pretty manageable.” 
 
    “Of course it would be, because the spider and I are doing the work that’s actually difficult,” Nesura grumbled. She nudged him in the side with her elbow. “Now, give me some room, because I need to do a preliminary reinforcement of the next set of runes.” 
 
    Max shrugged and stepped back. Sylan tapped another platinum sheet, turning it into a mass of light, from which she started pulling runes into existence. Nesura adjusted those that wavered in shape, and once more, it was his turn to infuse the runes with Arcanum again. 
 
    When he was done, he counted seventy-nine distinct runes floating in the air over the table, all of them wreathed in the white-blue radiance that emanated from his body every time he used one of his Flux abilities. 
 
    “That luminance is manifested Arcanum,” Sylan explained, lowering her hammer and sitting down upon a nearby chair. The Architect of Fate was obviously fatigued, her brow streaked with sweat and her eyes tight with strain. “Arcanum is the creative permutation of cosmic energy, used to affect and alter the workings of the Crucible.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Max nodded. “The Artificers and Spirit Binders use Arcanum too, because crafting enchanted items and manifesting familiars or spirit beasts is a creative process.” 
 
    “Arcanists mostly use Arcanum to alter themselves and learn spells, skills, and abilities from other Knights-Errant or monsters,” Sylan went on. “But as you know very well, they can also perform many of the same feats that Artificers and Spirit Binders do.” 
 
    “That’s all very well and good, but nobody gave you any permission to take a break,” Nesura said, snatching Sylan’s chair away from behind her, so that the Architect of Fate had to stand up or fall upon her rear. “Back to work!” 
 
    Sylan glowered at the familiar, before turning back to the table and tapping another platinum sheet. The three of them repeated the process twice more, consuming a princely ransom in Dungeon metal and leaving a vast array of glowing runes hovering above the table. 
 
    “Now, the next part will be risky,” Sylan said. “When I try to assemble these runes to build the Atmos Ripper, your Soul Lens will react in an unusual fashion, telling you to cease what you’re doing. When that happens, I need you to ignore it and press on.” 
 
    “Because we’ll be breaking the Crucible’s rules,” Max said. “Don’t worry. We’ve done something like this before with the Transcendent Gem in the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “The temporal anomaly is Brightblade’s creation, and so it adheres to his intentions, with the Crucible’s design staying in the background, malleable to his whims,” Sylan pointed out. “It’s not the same here, in a world touched by the Crucible. Its rules and workings will be far stricter, and trespasses upon them will be exceedingly difficult.” 
 
    “Pureheart’s Sacrifice will mitigate that somewhat,” Nesura said. “It still won’t be easy, though.” 
 
    “We’ll manage, somehow.” Max stretched his neck muscles and rolled his shoulders. He felt a twinge in the back of his head and looked at Nesura. 
 
    “I’ve just handed control over my Arcanum reserves to you,” she said. “The spider and I will be too busy piecing the runes together and holding them in place. Your job is to…” 
 
    “Glue, forge, or bind them together permanently with Arcanum,” Max finished her sentence. “I can manage that.” 
 
    “If you fail…” Sylan began ominously. 
 
    “Then we’ll just go without the Atmos Ripper, as we’d planned,” Max said. “But I do intend to give this my all. If there’s any chance we can save the lives of the Enforcers and Knights-Errant Vaustika has turned into Harbingers, we need to take it.” 
 
    Sylan tapped several runes in sequence, and they followed in the wake of her hammer’s passage as she brought them to Nesura. The familiar struck them loose, but before the runes could fall to the ground and dissipate, Sylan began piecing them together into an intricate pattern, periodically glancing at her overlaid scrolls as she did so.  
 
    After a few minutes, she looked at Max and nodded. He placed his hammer over the pattern, but before he could infuse it with Arcanum, a Soul Lens screen appeared unbidden in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    WARNING 
 
    UNSANCTIONED FABRICATION IN PROGRESS 
 
    ABORT FLUX FABRICATION IMMEDIATELY 
 
      
 
    Max dismissed the screen and poured Arcanum from his Soul Lens, sending it down the length of the hammer before radiating from its head over Sylan’s runic pattern. His left wrist trembled violently as he did so, and a sharp pain began to press in upon both of his temples. 
 
    “You’ll be fine!” Sylan cried. “With the amount of Arcanum you have at your disposal, you’ll be able to bend the Crucible’s design long enough to complete this phase of the Flux Fabrication!” 
 
    “Keep at it, Max. I can feel your pain, but it’s not actually hurting you in any way,” Nesura added, though the familiar had an uncharacteristic look of concern upon her face. “You haven’t lost any Health Points so far.” 
 
    Max nodded and held his hammer in place. The runic pattern drank in the white-blue light of his Arcanum until it could do so no longer and became incandescent. Sylan raised her hammer then, and Nesura did the same. They struck the pattern repeatedly until the light radiating from its depths faded. 
 
    “You can stop for now,” Sylan said. “We still need to do this four more times.” 
 
    “Alright.” Max lowered his hammer and took a step back. Immediately, the pain withdrew from his temples, and his Soul Lens stopped vibrating, though another screen had appeared, carrying upon its surface an ominous warning. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    CRUCIBLE TRESPASS COMMITTED 
 
      
 
    ERROR… 
 
    CONSEQUENCES WILL FOLLOW 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Sylan told him, noticing the screen as well. “Consider it a mark of honor. Only those who pull at their chains will eventually break them.” 
 
    “Wait, it’s different,” Nesura said, pointing to the edges of the Soul Lens screen. It was hazier and less defined than it used to be. She called Mortal Ruin to her fist and leveled its tip to Sylan’s throat. “What did you do? Max’s Soul Lens has changed. This didn’t happen when we used the Transcendent Gem in the Apocalypse Horizon!” 
 
    “Of course it didn’t,” Sylan said, holding her hands up. “Like I pointed out earlier, the temporal anomaly is subject to Brightblade’s whims. The Transcendent Gem is one of his creations. Using it within his realm isn’t nearly as egregious a trespass against a Crucible as what the three of us just did.” 
 
    “The borders of your Soul Lens screens are far hazier and less distinct than mine,” Max said. “I didn’t think much of it at first, but that probably means you’ve committed many more of these… Crucible trespasses than I have, and you’re still here. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, Nesura, so you can put away your sword.” 
 
    “This might not be harmful to you in a direct sense, but it does mark you as an enemy of the Cosmic Logos,” Nesura explained, exerting just a bit more pressure on her blade so that its tip skirted over the lip of Sylan’s gorget and nicked her flesh, drawing a bead of blood.”We don’t need that kind of attention.” 
 
    “We already have it,” Max pointed out. “What do you think Legion, Vaustika, and the Harbingers are, apart from being a direct intervention by the Cosmic Logos? It knows about us already, and if it doesn’t know what our intentions are yet, it will soon enough. Now, let’s get back to work, the two of you.” 
 
    Nesura grimaced and put Mortal Ruin away. She took her crafting hammer up again. Sylan did the same, and the process unfolded once more. By the time the fourth cycle was complete, the runic pattern had assumed the rough shape of the dagger Max had seen on the two overlaid scrolls. 
 
    “Almost there,” Sylan said, her voice strained. “One more cycle should complete this phase of the Flux Fabrication.” 
 
    “This phase?” Nesura grumbled. The familiar’s crimson incarnation seemed tired and lethargic. Whatever she was doing, it drained enough of her mental energy that Max could feel her fatigue as if it were his own. “We’re not done yet?” 
 
    “The final phase is the easiest one,” Sylan said, before glancing at Max. “How much Arcanum do we have left?” 
 
    “Surprisingly little, actually.” Max projected a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Sylan Finarr 
 
    Arcanum: 0/547 
 
      
 
    Maximo Strident 
 
    Arcanum: 0/8975 
 
      
 
    Nesura Trillia Fengthela Vix 
 
    Arcanum: 10976/53759 
 
      
 
    “Do we have enough to finish the job?” he asked, trying in vain to blink away the fatigue that weighed down his eyelids and beat an aching rhythm into his skull. 
 
    “Just about, I’d say,” Sylan replied, holding up her hammer tremblingly. “Now, no more delays. Weren’t you the one who said you didn’t want to be here all day?” 
 
    “I was.” Max tightened his grip on his hammer. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    Upon completing the fifth cycle, Sylan stepped away from the runic pattern as it pulsed with white-blue light, before disappearing, with a three-pronged metal spike taking its place. She caught it in her free hand before the spike could fall and placed it on the table. The Architect gave Max a weary nod. “The Atmos Ripper’s physical vessel has manifested, along with all its attendant energy loci. Now, we need to actually bind the enchantments into place.” 
 
    “Good,” Max said, leaning over the spike. The whole thing looked to him like a seamless length of featureless metal, though when he compared it to Sylan’s diagram, he could actually discern where the unfinished Atmos Ripper’s parts were, from the three-pronged blade to the bulky handle and its oversized pommel. All in all, it reminded him of a very awkward and unwieldy rondel dagger, a fairly niche weapon carried by some senior officers in the Enforcers who favored heavy plate armor. 
 
    There were still a dozen or so runes left hovering above the table’s surface. Sylan drew them to her three or four at a time, before shaping them into patterns that were much smaller than the ones used to give the Atmos Ripper physicality. Nesura reinforced the smaller patterns, and Max washed the dwindling remnants of their pooled Arcanum resources over them. 
 
    Once the patterns blazed with white-blue light, Sylan would then hammer them into the Atmos Ripper’s length. Some went into its tripled blade, while an equal number submerged beneath the surface of its pommel. A few fell into its handle. As the Architect of Fate worked, the weapon’s details emerged, and it began to resemble its portrayal in her diagram more and more. 
 
    Eventually, the last of the runes fell into the Atmos Ripper. The dagger pulsed one last time with white-blue light. Sylan exhaled slowly and stepped back, lowering her hammer. She turned to Max and nodded wearily. “It’s done. The Atmos Ripper has been created.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Max said, releasing the breath he’d been holding for the last few heartbeats. He’d seen slain monsters leave behind all manner of enchanted items and witnessed Corvis and his crew binding enchantments into weapons and armor, but he never thought he’d ever get to behold, let alone partake, in the crafting of a heavily enchanted dagger. He reached out to the Atmos Ripper’s hilt, but Nesura stopped him. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, before scanning it with Max’s Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    Atmos Ripper: UNCLASSIFIABLE enchanted weapon 
 
    Ripper Blade +50 
 
    Vortex 
 
    -30% to all Physical Attributes and efficacy of all spells on equip; penalties persist for 12 hours after relinquishing weapon 
 
    +75% chance of Special Condition encounters in Dungeons while this weapon is in your possession 
 
    ERROR 
 
      
 
    “So it’s literally worse than a Mundane weapon, and it also carries a minor curse, too,” Nesura growled, drawing Mortal Ruin again. “We went through all that effort for this garbage?” 
 
    “You’d better start explaining, Sylan, and quickly,” Max added, frowning at the Architect of Fate. “Because what this is telling me is that you’re completely untrustworthy. I brought you on so that you could figure out a way to help Sava, but if this is the kind of help I’m going to get from you, I think I might as well take my chances with Artur Brightblade.” 
 
    “That means I get to feed you your own guts,” Nesura added. “And then I’ll feed you to Garlocke.” 
 
    “Examine the Vortex enchantment on the blade,” Sylan said, pointing a trembling finger at the Atmos Ripper. “It will prove that our efforts are worthwhile.” 
 
    Max focused on the enchantment, and the words on the Soul Lens screen changed. 
 
      
 
    ERROR: UNKNOWN ENCHANTMENT 
 
    Vortex: Drains cosmic energy from target upon impalement with weapon at a rate of 10% per second; 1 minute cool-down 
 
    ERROR: EXISTENT TRESPASS 
 
      
 
    “It does what you said it’d do, but I’m still not sure if this blade is a viable weapon at all,” Max said. “You need to stab a Harbinger with it in a non-lethal location and then hold it in place for ten seconds? That’s very difficult to pull off in a pitched battle. On top of that, after it takes effect, you need to wait for a full minute before you can use it again.” 
 
    “It’s junk,” Nesura said, sneering. “I’ve seen Level 1 weapons with better enchantments. Even the Atmos Siphon will be more useful.” 
 
    “Is there anything else we can do with this?” Max asked. “Can we alter or improve it in any way?” 
 
    “Improve my design?” Sylan was aghast. “How dare you insult me like that?” 
 
    “Answer the question!” Nesura snapped, raising her sword and leveling its tip at the Architect of Fate’s eyes. 
 
    “We’re out of Arcanum!” Sylan said. “And we won’t begin to recover any of it until a few days pass. We can’t perform any further Flux Fabrications upon it!” 
 
    “What if we use other enchanted items on it?” Max wondered aloud. “There are emblems and tokens that can enhance the rate at which an expended enchantment refreshes into readiness again or increase its overall effectiveness. Those don’t have to be Level 50. We can probably just purchase a whole assortment of them from the Truesteel outlet and fasten them to the Atmos Ripper.” 
 
    “You would do such a crass, vulgar thing to such a specimen of my genius?” Sylan shook with rage. 
 
    “I would,” Max said, holding up a finger to forestall the tirade that threatened to pour between the Architect’s lips. “And to be fair to you, this is a work of genius. You created a Level 50 enchanted weapon out of Dungeon metal. That’s no mean feat. But we need something that we can actually use in battle.” 
 
    “It could be used out of battle, too,” Nesura said. “We can stab any incapacitated or captured Harbingers who used to be Enforcers with it and see if that saves their lives.” 
 
    “That might work, too,” Max agreed. “But the original point of this all was to find a way for us to deal more easily with the merged Harbingers. The Atmos Ripper gives us another option, but it’s far from the best one.” 
 
    “It’s probably better to just fight and kill them,” Nesura said. “Even if you drain all the cosmic energy from them, their bodies are so twisted and warped that they wouldn’t be able to survive anyway.” 
 
    “Wait! You don’t have to drain all the cosmic energy from the merged Harbingers,” Sylan said, obviously somewhat mollified by Max’s praise of her creation. “They are so volatile that any disruption to the flow of energy within their bodies will likely result in the dissolution of their physical vessels.” 
 
    “So a quick stab will work,” Max reasoned. “That’s good. Now we actually do have a fairly effective weapon we can use on those creatures. We just need to quicken the rate at which the Vortex enchantment refreshes, and that can be done with emblems and tokens.” 
 
    “Ooh, are we going shopping?” Nesura put her sword and hammer away, before rubbing her hands in glee. “I love shopping!” 
 
    Max checked his Ring of Holding, half-expecting to find himself utterly destitute. Fortunately, he still had thousands of gold coins left. Even if those were gone, I still have tens of thousands more coins stored away within the vaults of the Truesteel Clan’s banking affiliates.   
 
    “Yeah, just so you know, I already tried accessing your private account,” Nesura said, in a matter-of-fact way. “The clerks won’t let me, no matter how much I threatened them.” 
 
    “You threatened the Truesteel clerks, the people the Apocalypse Knights depend on to stay functional on a day-to-day basis,” Max stated flatly, resisting the urge to rip Nesura’s physical body from his belt pouch and kick it through one of the warehouse’s windows. 
 
    “Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time.” Nesura shrugged. 
 
    “How would that…” Max took a deep breath and held it for a ten-count before exhaling. “Alright, never mind. Telling you to not do that again isn’t even worth my time.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Nesura hopped from one foot to the other in excitement. “Now, can we go shopping?” 
 
    Max tossed the familiar his Ring of Holding. “You go. Get what we need and bring it to the command post.” 
 
    Nesura had a curious look on her face as she caught the Ring of Holding. “Are you sure? I’ll buy stuff for myself, too. More pillows. Candy. All manner of degenerate indulgences, such as delectable male courtesans servicing my every depraved whim.” 
 
    “There’s no brothel in base camp, but as for the rest, go right on ahead,” Max said, taking her physical body out of his belt pouch and tossing it over to her crimson incarnation too. “Just make sure we’re stocked up on enchanted arrows and potions. And pick up some spiced jerky for Garlocke, the type that he likes.” 
 
    Nesura cackled as she awakened in her bat form, surrounded by the dissipating swirls of sanguine light. She was holding Max’s Ring of Holding in one of her feet. Without another word, the familiar swept out of the warehouse. 
 
    “You… you turned her into your errand girl with just a few words,” Sylan said, her jaw dropping agape. 
 
    “That, and possibly a hundred gold coins, if I’m lucky,” Max said. “Alright. We’re done here. Let’s head back to the command post.” 
 
    “I need to rest,” the Architect of Fate said sullenly. “Crafting the Atmos Ripper has taken a drastic toll on me, as it surely must also have on you and your familiar.” 
 
    “Nesura’s pretty revitalized, as you can see for yourself,” Max said. “As for me, I’ll walk it off quickly enough. You need to rest? There are cots in the command post. Go lie down there. Oh, and one other thing. Pick up the Atmos Ripper. You’ll be carrying it from now on.” 
 
    “Me? But it’ll lower my Physical Attributes and—“ Sylan began to protest. 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Max said, cutting her off. “Besides, it’s your work of genius, isn’t it? Take it up with some of that pride you keep going on and on about. Show it off to everyone we run into. Tell them what it does, all of it.” 
 
    “You are a vile man, Maximo Strident,” Sylan said bitterly, as she picked up the Atmos Ripper and put it in her Ring of Holding. “A cruel, heartless fiend.” 
 
    “Only to those who tried to kill me,” Max shot back, a grin unfolding across his face. “Now, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several things happened in the thirty hours the Apocalypse Knights took to launch the attack. Several of their most gifted Artificers fashioned a four-inch long chain made of small, delicate, but sturdy links of enchanted steel. One end was attached to the Atmos Ripper’s awkward pommel, and the other carried a bevy of enchanted emblems and tokens Nesura had bought from the Truesteel Clan. 
 
    The dagger was still a terrible weapon, but now it needed only a ten-count for its primary enchantment to refresh itself upon being expended. Despite her protests, Sylan would be its primary bearer and carry it into battle alongside Max when the final advance upon the Harbingers took place. 
 
    The next occurrence of note revolved around Max’s decision to name elite groups among the Apocalypse Knights. The Truesteel clerks updated the rosters within hours of his conversation with Trisha, and by the time the next morning rolled around, the word had been fully spread. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights stationed at either base camp received the news very well, and their morale surged to new heights. By the end of that day, Max was receiving reports from Trisha about how the rate at which Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon were being cleared had seen a marked increase. All the Apocalypse Knights there strove to achieve greater feats of valor, so that they might either live up to their elite designation or work toward achieving one. Those in the Errantry Mansion were galvanized for the battle to come, so that they might do the same. 
 
    Sava checked in briefly as well, and the Truesteel clerks established a link between her communication amulet and Max’s Command Table. The Duelist had singlehandedly extinguished three Dungeons in a row in the span of a single day and gotten to Level 47 through simple, grueling carnage. She gave Max a beautiful, euphoric smile, and her image in the screen blew a kiss to him. 
 
    Then she was off to the next Dungeon, seeking to whet her blade in rivers of blood and dance amidst choruses of screams. 
 
    Jargal and his Raiders joined Max in the Errantry Mansion to take the place of Kerana and her Vanquishers. Trisha had sent them because they were more adept in open conflict, while the Vanquishers could speed their way through most Dungeons. The Hunnite warrior arrived in the mid-afternoon, trotting his armored warhorse through the wooden hallways of the Errantry Mansion. The Raiders, all of them mounted on horses clad in enchanted panoply or astride spirit beasts, trailed after him. 
 
    Not all of the Raiders were Hunnite. Max saw a fair number of faces bearing Valerisen and Baneling features in their midst. Jargal himself had replaced some of his bombast with a note of grave somberness, though he still gave off his typical air of wild ferociousness, only this time, it was tempered by a sense of patient cunning and brutal competence. It had won him much regard amongst the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    Flora paid a brief visit as well. She’d heard about the Atmos Ripper and about the Apocalypse Knights’ intent to rescue whomever they could from Vaustika’s grasp. The scion of the Truesteel Clan brought with her a Ring of Holding containing literal heaps of enchanted shackles. 
 
    “This will make our rescue efforts safer,” she’d explained, scanning one of the shackles and projecting its description upon a Soul Lens screen. 
 
      
 
    Adamant Binding: Lesser enchanted item 
 
    Shackles +34 
 
    -85% to Physical Attributes and disables spell casting on equip for any entity Level 34 and below 
 
    This item will break 34 hours after being equipped 
 
      
 
    “That’s just about over the average Level of the Harbingers, so these shackles will work for most of them,” Max said. “Thank you, Flora.” 
 
    The Guardian had beamed radiantly then, before returning to the Apocalypse Horizon, where her Adventurers were cutting a swathe through the Dungeons. 
 
    The Infiltrators among Subotai’s Scouts crept through the violet radiance, in a bid to discover the lay of the land and the Harbingers’ troop dispositions. Instead, they found that beyond the light, the Errantry Mansion had changed, its walkways, rooms, and stairwells of woven wood replaced by stone pavements and tall, multi-storied buildings of brick and mortar. They also saw a massive gilded palace in the distance and beyond that, what appeared to be a semi-materializing tree of gargantuan proportions. The Scouts were exclusively Hunnite, so they’d never visited the Oligarchic Palace or seen Pureheart’s Sacrifice before. Still, they’d heard of or read about the grandest building in their rival country’s Capitol and the miraculous tree that sheltered the entire world from the darkest horrors that Dungeons had to offer. 
 
    The Scouts retreated shortly thereafter and reported their findings to Max, who immediately summoned the present Knight Marshals to an emergency meeting in the command post. 
 
    “Vaustika is reshaping his corner of the Errantry Mansion into an imitation of the Capitol, the Oligarchic Palace, and Pureheart’s Sacrifice,” Max told them. “We can safely rule out that this isn’t an act of deranged megalomania on his part. Legion won’t let him waste time and resources on something like this, which means that building the pseudo-Capitol is part of their plan.” 
 
    “But why?” Jargal wondered, knuckling his mustache. “We know the Harbingers can’t approach the actual Pureheart’s Sacrifice without being forced back down to Level 4. So what good does it do them to make an effigy of it and burn that down? Do we know if they’re even going to burn anything? Do we even know why they’ve taken over this part of the Errantry Mansion in the first place?” 
 
    “Pureheart’s Sacrifice limits the Cosmic Logos’s ability to affect this world,” Sylan said. The Architect of Fate was standing next to Max, her features weary and anxious. “Without Pureheart’s Sacrifice, the Cosmic Logos can easily undo Brightblade’s temporal anomaly.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what we want in the first place?” Subotai asked. “Of course, we can’t step aside and let it have its way now, not after all the blood that has been shed against it, but maybe we could destroy Pureheart’s Sacrifice ourselves. That way, the Apocalypse Horizon comes to an end, and Dungeons above Level 4 will start appearing in the world.” 
 
    “They’ll also start appearing at random, which means they won’t be caught in time, and every human nation will be devastated by monster incursions,” Trisha said, speaking from a screen hovering above Max’s Command Table. “The Valerisen Dominion will almost certainly renew the war against the Hunnite Khanate. The Banelar Kingdom will be dragged in. Life on this world will end as we know it, because we would have stopped an apocalypse only to create another for ourselves.” 
 
    “Before all that can unfold, the Cosmic Logos will take steps to ensure something like this doesn’t happen again,” Sylan said. “It will probably absorb this world entirely into the Crucible. Humanity will become functionally extinct then, as you will all be remade down to the very last iota of your beings into creatures that can exist wholly within the Crucible.” 
 
    “We did talk a bit about how this might happen,” Nesura commented directly into Max’s mind, before falling uncharacteristically silent. He glanced down at his belt pouch and saw how the familiar’s worried features matched what he felt from her through their mental link. 
 
    “We’re not going to destroy Pureheart’s Sacrifice,” Max decided. “And we’re not going to let Vaustika and Legion do so, either.” 
 
    “But are they?” Jargal mused. “Let’s say they build an imitation of Pureheart’s Sacrifice and then destroy it. What will that achieve? How will that help them—” 
 
    “Karmic synchronicity,” Sylan said. “Pureheart’s Sacrifice and the Errantry Mansion are bound by heavy karmic ties, because they were created by the same person, Mira Pureheart. 
 
    “One was her gift to Knights-Errant, and the other her gift to humanity,” Subotai said reverently. “Gods of Fire bless her.” 
 
    “Wait!” Max said. “The physical vessel of the Errantry Mansion is a miniature likeness of Pureheart’s Sacrifice. Didn’t anyone notice that?” 
 
    “Nobody has actually left the Errantry Mansion through its main entrance in centuries, Max,” Trisha pointed out. “Anyone who would know is long dead, even the greatest of Pureheart’s and Brightblade’s peers. Level 4 Knights-Errant age more slowly, but they still age, after all.” 
 
    “That is another indicator of the strong karmic ties between the two,” Sylan said. “Reshaping the interior of the Errantry Mansion into an exact likeness of Pureheart’s Sacrifice and its surroundings only thickens these karmic ties. So that means that if the Harbingers are allowed to complete their synchronic ritual, then they might very well be able to destroy Pureheart’s Sacrifice from here. And when that happens, you’re all as good as dead, and I won’t be able to extricate myself from this world in time.” 
 
    “According to the Scouts’ report, the imitation is three-quarters of the way to completion,” Max said. “We have to stop them before that happens. We attack in five hours.” 
 
    “Do we have a battle plan yet, Strident?” Jonn asked. The Warmonger had been silent up till this point, standing beside the Command Table with his arms crossed over his chest. “If the battlefield isn’t the Errantry Mansion anymore, but the Capitol itself, then our fight against the Harbingers won’t be a series of running skirmishes, as it has been so far. Given the Harbingers’ numbers, this will be a full scale war upon the open field that is the Capitol Square, and assuming we win that, we have to lay siege to the Oligarchic Palace.” 
 
    “You are the Khan Killer,” Subotai said to Max. “You will have to be our General, which means you can’t take the field, at least not in the way you usually do.” 
 
    “I know,” Max said, nodding. “Thanks to your Scouts’ report, we know how the Harbingers are deployed across the Capitol Square. Most of them used to be Enforcers, and we know that Vaustika has a whole suite of tacticians and strategists to call upon, so we’ll be dealing with infantry lines, cavalry columns, and archer formations. We can’t beat that in a straight fight. The Apocalypse Knights, by and large, are not an army, and when they are faced with one that can match them spell for spell, they will lose.” 
 
    “We might not have enough time for a drawn out battle, either,” Sylan said. “If they succeed in their synchronic ritual, it’s all over, and they’re already almost done, aren’t they? We need to attack now, not in five hours’ time.” 
 
    “Our forces aren’t quite ready yet,” Subotai said quietly, shaking his head. “They must be organized into battle units that are a bit more cohesive and specific than cohorts, and Max still needs to come up with a plan. If we charge blindly into the battle, we will be decisively wiped out.” 
 
    “How did you beat them and drive them back the first time around, Max?” Trisha asked. “You pretty much out-strategized Vaustika’s council of idiots, didn’t you? Why can’t you do the same?” 
 
    “Jonn’s already explained as much. We were fighting in the Errantry Mansion, where it’s impossible to deploy large formations of troops,” Max said. “Everything came down to skirmishing, ambushing, and flanking. Most of what I used against the Harbingers then won’t be relevant on the Capitol Square, with all its open ground.” 
 
    “We have infantry, cavalry, and archers, too,” Jargal said. “Why can’t we beat them in a straight fight?” 
 
    “Because they outnumber us nearly a dozen to one,” Subotai said politely to his fellow Hunnite. “Their numerical superiority couldn’t be brought fully to bear in the Errantry Mansion, but that won't be the same in the battle to come.” 
 
    “Hey, look on the bright side,” Trisha said. “At least you don’t have to deal with monsters swelling their ranks, right? Good thing you sorted out the Gauntlet of Chaos first, Max. Anyway, if being outnumbered is the biggest hurdle here, I can begin a general recall of all Apocalypse Knights on my end. Then I’ll send them all over to you.” 
 
    “No,” Max said, tapping a rune on the Command Table. A screen appeared, listing all the active Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon and their respective timers. He pointed at a few that were nearly on the verge of failure. “You can’t spare them, unless you want the world to end. Also, even if we gather every single last Apocalypse Knight, we’ll still be heavily outnumbered. I’ll succeed with the people I have already here. ” 
 
    “Understood. Alright. I have to lead the Devastators against a cluster of Dungeons,” Trisha said. “Cut Vaustika into pieces for me, Max, and come back alive, all of you.” 
 
    The screen holding her image vanished. Max turned to Subotai. “We don’t have the numbers for anything too fancy. We leave the Raiders, the Scouts, and the Vanguards as they are and deploy the Warmongers we have here as an infantry block, with half of the Defenders scattered amongst them. The Infiltrators will simply be two scattered groups of skirmishers. One will cover our flanks. The other will act as a mobile reserve. The rest of the Defenders will protect the Elementalists, who will hang back and strike from afar.” 
 
    “That’s a fairly typical Valerisen formation, with a frontline, skirmishers, and artillery,” the Hunnite said. “But you’ll be going up against the same thing, only with a force many magnitudes larger and comprised of professional soldiers.” 
 
    “The simpler and more orthodox an approach is, the fewer flaws and weaknesses there are for an enemy to exploit,” Max replied, tapping another rune on the Command Table. A three-dimensional sculpture of light appeared amidst the screens. It was a representation of the Capitol Square. He pointed to various locations upon the miniaturized Capitol Square. Blue lines appeared, trailing the passage of his fingertip. When he was done, he nodded to Subotai. “Let’s say we deploy our forces like this, just as I’d mentioned. How do you think the Harbingers are going to respond?” 
 
    “They’ll do the same, because there is no reason to do otherwise,” Subotai replied. He began drawing on the image as well, but using red lines instead to represent the Harbingers’ forces. A mirror image of the Apocalypse Knights’ formation appeared, only much larger. “And then when the fighting begins, they will encircle and crush us. They won’t need any tactics. Let’s say we have the Vanguards fighting in the front line alongside the infantry and the Raiders attacking from the flanks. It won’t make a difference. The Vanguards will be overrun alongside the rest of our people, and the Raiders will be caught and destroyed.” 
 
    “That’s a cheery outlook on our chances,” Jargal said, grimacing. “It’s obvious this won’t work, Knight-Commander. So what do we do?” 
 
    “There’s not much else we can do, given this kind of open terrain,” Subotai said. “If we were fighting in the other parts of the Errantry Mansion, we would have more options. But we can’t draw them away onto more favorable ground, either. They are exactly where they want to be, and they only need to stay there until they destroy Pureheart’s Sacrifice.” 
 
    “Let’s go over some of the things you said, Subotai.” Max pointed at the depictions of the forces arrayed upon the image. “If nothing progresses beyond this point, will we be destroyed?” 
 
    “No.” Subotai frowned in puzzlement. “Of course not, because at this point, neither force has engaged the other. The Harbingers will have to advance, and we will have to meet them.” 
 
    The Hunnite drew a circle between the red and blue lines. “And then the clash should occur somewhere around here.” 
 
    “But if we don’t meet their advance, then what?” Max pressed. 
 
    “They will have to advance… further?” Subotai shrugged and drew another circle, this time right in front of the blue lines. “And then the fight will take place here, with the same results.” 
 
    “They will pull away from the Capitol, you mean,” Max said. “But like you pointed out, how enthusiastically will they do that?” 
 
    “With some reluctance, for sure.” Subotai scratched his jaw and furrowed his brow in thought. “They are holding a key position, yet they cannot ignore an enemy force deployed before them. They will have to engage, and they will do so, but maybe later rather than sooner.” 
 
    “And why is that? Why can’t they just sit there and hold the Capitol until we all die?” Jargal asked, sighing in frustration. “This is why I’m not a soldier. Holding territory, formations, and all that garbage just make my head spin. I also noticed you haven’t mentioned your Scouts, Subotai. What role would they have to play in this battle?” 
 
    “We can only serve in the infantry line and die alongside them,” Subotai said, clenching his jaw resolutely. “But we will do so gladly. And as for your question, Jargal, they will have to come face us eventually because while we are there, their focus will be on us, leaving them open to any subterfuge or plot that might be underway… wait. So you do have another plot, Knight-Commander?” 
 
    Max chuckled, before reaching out and clasping Subotai on the shoulder. “Well done. Always keep the bigger picture in mind and consider all factors. If you can do that, and I know you can, you’ll become one of the greatest generals in the Khanate one day, perhaps even a Khan.” 
 
    “Thank you, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said, slightly embarrassed at the praise. “So our deployment is simply a decoy, something to hold their attention, while another strategy unfolds. Does that strategy involve you going after Vaustika personally?” 
 
    “It does,” Max confirmed. “We don’t know how or if his death will affect the Harbingers at all. Maybe they won’t care if we kill the bastard, or maybe they will go into some kind of catatonic state upon his death. If the latter happens, then we win. If the former is the case, we pull back into the depths of the Errantry Mansion, and if they pursue, we do what we’ve been doing against them for the last few weeks. Either way, their plan to destroy Pureheart’s Sacrifice is disrupted, buying us some time in the worst case scenario and winning us victory in the best.” 
 
    “Can you explain clearly for the rest of us who aren’t military geniuses, please?” Jargal grumbled, as he pulled up a chair and dropped his considerable armored bulk into it. “So far, what I’m getting is that we stand in front of them until they get nervous enough to come to us, and then Max sneaks into that palace, finds Vaustika, and kills him.” 
 
    “You’ve summed it up pretty well, but there’s a bit more to it,” Max said. “Subotai, your Scouts won’t all be part of the infantry line. The best Infiltrators among you will make their way into the building, find Vaustika’s exact location, and then get me right there with a Reinforcement Portal.” 
 
    “What if Vaustika takes the field, Strident?” Jonn asked. “If he does, he will be heavily guarded, and it won’t be easy to get to him, even with the rest of us mounting a suicidal charge into the enemy.” 
 
    “If I take the field, he won’t,” Max said. “I know Vaustika very well. He’s an insecure, conniving coward at heart, which means that he’ll be too worried about me finding a way to get to him if he’s out in the open.” 
 
    “You do have a reputation for pulling off the impossible,” Jargal pointed out. “And besides, wasn’t he with you when you earned the title of Khan Killer? He’s seen you decapitate an army upon the battlefield by killing its leader before.” 
 
    “Vaustika, being the central locus of the Cosmic Logos’s intervention into this world,” will likely be completing the imitation of Pureheart’s Sacrifice,” Sylan said. “It is very unlikely that he will personally partake in the battle to come. Finding and then killing him will definitely end the Cosmic Logos’s presence in this world, at least for the time being. As for his location, it will almost certainly be somewhere near the unfinished imitation.” 
 
    “You heard her, Subotai,” Max said. “If your Infiltrators can get me there, I’ll finish Vaustika off and wrap up all this Harbinger nonsense.” 
 
    “My men will do their best, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said. “But if it’s Infiltrators you need, then shouldn’t you have kept Kerana’s Vanquishers around? They’re masters of stealth.” 
 
    “They’re masters of stealth against monsters, not people,” Max said, shaking his head. “Monsters are bound to the rules of their respective Dungeons, even when they emerge as part of an incursion. This makes them predictable, as long as one can decode the patterns beneath their Dungeons’ themes. It’s not an easy task, by any means, but the Vanquishers are good at it. The Scouts, on the other hand, know how to get past soldiers, which most of the Harbingers are.” 
 
    “I understand.” Subotai saluted. “I will see to the equipping and deployment of the finest Infiltrators among the Scouts, Knight-Commander.” 
 
    “Dismissed, Knight Marshal,” Max said, returning the salute. 
 
    Subotai strode briskly out of the command post. Jargal chuckled as he pulled up another chair and used it as a footrest. 
 
    “Once upon a time, you were the scourge of my nation, Maximo Strident,” he said. “And now, you’re nurturing quite possibly the greatest threat to yours. If, in ten years’ time, the Khagan decides he wants the Valerisen Dominion as a vassal state, Subotai is going to make that happen. Do you not care about your homeland? Your people? Jonn? You’re Valerisen too, aren’t you? What do you have to say about this?” 
 
    “I am a Knight-Errant,” Jonn replied in a quiet voice. “Right now, I am an Apocalypse Knight, but when I no longer am, I will still be a Knight-Errant. That is all that matters to me. Whether or not the Valerisen Dominion persists through the ages does not.” 
 
    “Subotai won’t have it all his way, either,” Max said. “He’ll be going up against Trisha. As things stand now, she will crush him. With a bit of help here and some guidance there, things will be much less one-sided for Subotai in the years to come.” 
 
    “You foresee war, then?” Jargal frowned momentarily, before throwing his head back and unleashing a bark of bitter laughter. “Of course you do. You are a creature of war and bloodshed, Maximo Strident, and you see those in everything that falls beneath your regard.” 
 
    “Humans are creatures of war and bloodshed, silly man,” Nesura said, cackling. “All sentient beings throughout the cosmos are. Self-consciousness is inextricably tied with conflict and slaughter. Peace and harmony are feeble illusions. There is only war.” 
 
    “Let’s bring our discussion back on track,” Max said. He pointed at the image of the Capitol Square floating above the Command Table and drew two green lines behind the blue ones that represented the Apocalypse Knights. “Before you bring it up, Jargal, here is where I want the Vanguards and the Raiders. You’ll ride with me.” 
 
    Jonn nodded his assent. 
 
    “So we’re the cavalry, huh?” Jargal grinned savagely. “Fine by me. What exactly do you have in mind?” 
 
    Max severed his connection with the Command Table, stood up, and matched Jargal’s grin. “We’re going to raise some hell, of course.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Capitol was the largest single township within the Valerisen Dominion, spanning ten times the distance along and across as four of the next most townships put together. Gilded mansions and opulent entertainment districts sat along its outer rims, joined to one another by the most meticulously maintained and engineered streets within the nation. Barracks full of Enforcers were dispersed intermittently through their midst, ready to defend the interests and wealth of the high merchants, the nobles, and the lesser princes who inhabited them. 
 
    Closer into the center were walled palaces belonging to the true princes of the Dominion. Each of them was a minor settlement in itself, housing tens of thousands of Valerisens indentured to the service of a true prince. Inquisitorial spires—tall, narrow buildings of polished black stone—were scattered within these minor fiefdoms, ostensibly for the protection of the princes. In truth, the Inquisitorial Enforcers tasked to these duties were there to monitor those sitting amongst the upper echelons of the nation’s power hierarchy and snuff out any threats to their true masters. 
 
    Those would be the Ten Oligarchs, who lived within the Oligarchic Palace, a mountainous structure of unthinkably opulent design and nigh-impregnable fortification sitting at the literal center of the nation. As their title suggested, only ten of the Dominion’s most powerful rulers existed at a time, and they held their seats for the remainder of their lifetimes, which were measured in years—sometimes even months—instead of decades, due to their constant assassination attempts upon one another.  
 
    That was why though they held the power of life and death over any lesser citizen of the Dominion, their internecine struggles kept them in check, allowing most Valerisens to live beneath their notice and enjoy a relative degree of freedom and self-determination, such as it were within the nation. 
 
    Max had aspired to such a position of power. At first, he’d thought this ambition was born of ideals of reformation, justice, and law. As an Oligarch, he would purge corruption from the heart of the Dominion. He would reform the nation and lead it to greater heights. 
 
    But I was lying to myself all that time, he thought, as he swept his gaze over the imitation Oligarchic Palace stretching across the false horizon within the Errantry Mansion. He didn’t care about the ways he could bring about the betterment of the country or its people as one of the Ten Oligarchs. He didn’t even really care for the wealth, power, and luxury such a position would bring. 
 
    What he’d truly desired was the war, one that went beyond the clash between the Valerisen Dominion and the Hunnite Khanate. It would have been one that didn’t necessarily involve troop formations and open battlefields, but it would have been a war, regardless, fought with intrigue instead of steel yet still laden with as much bloodshed and death. 
 
    But then he’d gotten a Soul Lens, become a Knight-Errant, and found a much better war instead. 
 
    “Look at those bastards,” Jargal snarled, cantering his warhorse over to Max, who sat astride Garlocke’s back. The Hunnite’s mount trembled at being so close to the raptor, but it was disciplined enough to stand its ground. Jargal pointed with his glaive at the Harbingers arrayed before the main gates of the Oligarchic Palace and spat on the floor of the Capitol Square. “Today, we’ll finally be rid of them.” 
 
    “The enemy is far fewer in number than we expected, Strident,” Jonn said quietly, his spirit beast bringing him to Max’s side as well. The legendary Warmonger had chosen a massive two-handed spiked mace as his weapon of choice for today. His craggy features were stoic and unreadable, as always, but there was no mistaking the faint puzzlement in his eyes. “I would be grateful for such an evening of the odds against us, yet I wonder if there is some other scheme underfoot.” 
 
    “Evening of the odds?” Jargal scoffed. “We’re still outnumbered more than seven to one!” 
 
    The Hunnite turned in his saddle and swept his free hand over the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights behind him. Subotai stood at the center of the infantry line, his spear in his right hand and a round shield strapped across his left forearm. Most of the Warmongers in his Scouts were dispersed evenly on either of his flanks. They weren’t necessarily the most formidable frontline warriors amongst the infantry, but they were professional soldiers who would do their best to coach, coax, and cajole their fellow Apocalypse Knights into holding a proper battle-line. 
 
    The others, the lowest in Level within the Scouts, stood a hundred paces back, each of them assuming field command of skirmisher clusters, so that they might direct the Apocalypse Knights’ archer fire, scant as it was in comparison to what the Harbingers could bring to bear, where it was needed the most. 
 
    A mixed force of Warmongers and Defenders were clustered just behind the skirmishers, ready to act as a mobile reserve to shore up any breaches in the infantry line, while the Elementalists, the living artillery, had taken up position even further back. 
 
    Subotai has deployed the Apocalypse Knights just as I’d told him, and he’s done so very well, Max thought appreciatively. He caught the young Hunnite’s eye then, though nearly fifty feet separated them. Subotai raised his spear, and Max gave him a slight nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    “We’ll be crushed in battle, their Levels be damned,” Jargal went on, scanning the front lines of the Harbingers and projecting a cluster of Soul Lens screens that told Max nothing he didn’t already know. Taking the entire force of Harbingers into account, they were Level 32 on average, which was lower than the Apocalypse Knights’ average, Level 35. But as the Hunnite had pointed out, a mere three-Level difference was nowhere near enough to make up for the sheer numerical superiority the Harbingers had over the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “Do… do you not understand that we’re not here to win a battle on an open field?” Sylan asked. The Architect of Fate was seated behind Max, much to Garlocke’s annoyance. “We are…” 
 
    “I understand, creature,” Jargal snarled at her. “We have a plan. But that plan isn’t going to do us any good if we get flattened before we can pull it off.” 
 
    “Have some faith in the best of your countrymen, Jargal,” Max said. The best Infiltrators among Subotai’s Scouts had already embarked on their mission to make their way into the Oligarchic Palace and track down Vaustika, who was predictably nowhere to be seen on the battlefield. Max turned back to Jonn. “We don’t know exactly why there aren’t as many Harbingers as we’d thought. Maybe Vaustika’s strategists have something going on, but we can’t be paralyzed by ruminations over the unknown. Whatever the Harbingers throw at us, expectedly or unexpectedly, we’ll manage, adapting when we need to.” 
 
    Jonn nodded in agreement. Jargal grunted and tightened his grip on his glaive. 
 
    “Of course I have faith in Subotai’s lads,” he said. “They’re the best of the best. They’ll get you where you need to go, Khan Killer, so that you can become a Prince Killer by the end of the day, too. I just hope we can somehow manage to buy enough time for that to happen.” 
 
    “Looks like they’re giving some of it to us of their own accord,” Nesura said, emerging from Max’s left shoulder as a partial crimson incarnation. The familiar pointed at a small group of Harbinger cavalrymen riding directly toward where Max was, a flag of truce fluttering from a saddle-mounted banner pole. 
 
    “Let’s go to meet them,” Max said, thumping his heels lightly against Garlocke’s flanks. “Jargal, Jonn, with me.” 
 
    Jonn raised a clenched fist slightly above his shoulder, signaling the Vanguards deployed in a heavy cavalry column behind him to hold their position. Jargal grunted to one of his Raider lieutenants, who bellowed at the rest of them to stay in place and maintain their light cavalry formation. 
 
    The two Knight Marshals then followed in Max’s wake, as Garlocke brought him toward the approaching Harbingers. 
 
    The two parties met in the middle of the false Capitol Square. The real one had an elaborate and opulent fountain with a marvelous marble sculpture of Mira Pureheart serving as its centerpiece. There was no such equivalent here. Evidently, Vaustika didn’t need his replica to be entirely true to form to establish the karmic synchronicity he needed. 
 
    The Harbinger entourage sported a few familiar faces. The foremost among them, a powerfully built man clad in a suit of fluted plate armor, was Grezan Fullo, Colonel of the 237th Heavy Cavalry Division. He was flanked by two of his senior lieutenants, cavalry officers Max had once fought alongside in the Hunnite War. Both of them wore armor of a similar make, minus the gilded trimming across the pauldrons and the helm. Ten other riders were arrayed behind them. Once upon a time, they’d been formidable soldiers, albeit somewhat slavishly devoted to Vaustika. 
 
    Now, they were mere extensions of his will. 
 
    Grezan Fullo’s gaze was distant, and when he opened his mouth to speak, the words carried upon his voice obviously did not belong to him. 
 
    “Max!” he said, with the same intonation and delivery of Vaustika. “It’s good to see you! You’ve certainly made things quite difficult for me.” 
 
    “Wait till I cut off your head,” Max retorted. “Now that will really inconvenience you.” 
 
    Grezan Fullo laughed, giving voice to a mirth that wasn’t his. “Ah, how I’ve missed your banter. It’s a shame that things turned out this way, Max, but you know how it is. Sooner or later, we’d find ourselves in a similar situation.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Max said. “Neither of us intended to let the other live past the Apocalypse Horizon. You were going to have Trisha kill me as soon as she could after that, and I was definitely going to swing by your home and kill everyone there before I left. So you’re right. What’s going on now is only one of the many ways things would have inevitably played out down the road.” 
 
    “Ah, great minds think alike, after all.” Grezan smiled Vaustika’s smile. “As equals, we truly…” 
 
    “We’re not equals, Vaustika,” Max cut him off. “You’re a coward and an idiot, even before the Apocalypse Horizon. Your stupidity during the Hunnite War got Corvis injured and so many of my men killed. Your cowardice after that ruined my life. I should have killed you years ago, but I didn’t, so here you are now, mouthing off to me when you’re nothing but the Cosmic Logos’s puppet. I don’t have time for that. Shut up, and let your master speak.” 
 
    Grezan’s features twisted into a rictus of rage that Max had seen many times on Vaustika’s face. He opened his mouth to retort, only for his entire body to go into violent convulsions. Foam bubbled from between the cavalry officer’s lips.  The other Harbingers didn’t react in the slightest. 
 
    “By the Fire Gods!” Jargal hissed under his breath as Grezan spasmed so hard that his armor began rattling. The Hunnite took his glaive in a two-handed grip, but Max grabbed him by the shoulder guard of his brigandine suit before he could lash out. 
 
    “Let’s see how this plays out,” he said. “But stay sharp in the meantime.” 
 
    “I hate dealing with these freaks. Give me any monster any day of the week over them,” Jargal grumbled, though he also nodded tersely in response. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Jonn said quietly. The Warmonger was sitting up straight in his saddle, with his mace held casually over his knees. He seemed completely relaxed, but Max knew that Jonn could ready his weapon and strike in the blink of an eye the moment he needed to. 
 
    Grezan’s convulsions ceased. He turned his gaze upon Max. The cavalry officer’s eyes had ruptured in their sockets, reduced to jellied dribbles trailing down his cheeks. When he spoke once more, he did so in a cold, monotonous fashion. “Incarnation complete. Harbinger vessel under complete control. Vocal functions… adequate. All other factors… irrelevant. Now commencing discourse with Cosmic Challenger 913347, Maximo Strident.” 
 
    Sylan burst into laughter unexpectedly. The Architect of Fate clutched her shoulders and howled with mirth. She heaved so hard that she began jostling Max, who promptly turned in his saddle and shoved her off it in response. Sylan hit the surface of the Capitol Square hard, but she simply continued laughing, even as tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Jargal asked, grimacing in disgust. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Max said, before tuning the Architect’s hysterics out and focusing his full attention on the entity that was now wearing Grezan’s flesh. “I’m speaking with the Cosmic Logos, I presume.” 
 
    “Affirmation: that is correct, Cosmic Challenger 913347,” it replied. “Statement: I come with an offer. The transgressions of Crucible Executor 174311, Artur Brightblade, transgressions have necessitated my direct intervention. You have found yourself embroiled in his machinations and come into conflict with me. This need not be so.” 
 
    “Oh? Do go on,” Max said, making a waving gesture. 
 
    “Demand: cease and desist,” the Cosmic Logos said. “Do not obstruct the destruction of the Interface Limitation that has been enacted upon this world. Intervene no further in the corrective measures being enacted upon Crucible Executor 174311.” 
 
    “Surely you must have something to offer me in return, right?” Max said. “You said you’re here with an offer. If that’s all there is to it, then it’s a poor offer, one that I have no reason to accept.” 
 
    “Clarification: your continued existence will be permitted in return,” the Cosmic Logos replied. “That will be the recompense due to you upon your compliance, Cosmic Challenger 913347. Observation: your chances of success upon your current actionable trajectory are zero.” 
 
    “Yeah well, I don’t believe you,” Max scoffed. “If there’s no chance I’m going to win at all, you wouldn’t even bother talking with me. You’d just have your little toys crush us, regardless of the losses they’d take in the process. No, make me a better offer. Or not, and we’ll see if things play out like you said they surely would.” 
 
    Grezan fell silent. His body twitched for many moments. Something popped audibly in his head, and blood began gushing from his left ear before the Cosmic Logos spoke again. “Statement: very well. Offer: you, Cosmic Challenger 913347, will receive enough cosmic essence to ascend to Level 99 and a hundred enchanted items of your choice.” 
 
    “Cosmic essence?” Max frowned. 
 
    “Victory Shards,” Nesura clarified, speaking directly into his mind. “When you kill a monster or another Knight-Errant, the cosmic essence of your victim flows into your Soul Lens, which registers what it received as Victory Shards, at least in this world. In other worlds, the terms are different. I’ve heard a gamut of them. Emblem Fragments, Core Prisms, Experience Points, and so forth, but they all refer to the same thing, cosmic essence, that which allows you to increase your Level and ascend to greater heights of power.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Max replied mentally, before shaking his head and speaking aloud to the Cosmic Logos. “No, that’s not good enough. I want more. Give me more.” 
 
    “Observation: you demand much, Cosmic Challenger 913347. Statement: But I am generous,” it said. “Offer: You will also be granted the full suite of Crucible Executor 173411’s abilities and given full authority to manifest Dungeons across the length and breadth of this world in accordance to your whims, as long as you do not commit the same transgressions.” 
 
    “Wow, I get to be a Dungeon Lord, on top of all that?” Max clapped heartily, so that his gauntleted palms struck one another with enough force to fill the air with a brittle, metallic cacophony. Sylan’s continual and unhinged laughter wove its way through the claps, forming a bizarre, grating, and discordant symphony. After a few moments, he lowered his hands and rested his left elbow on his saddlehorn. “You’re right. You really are generous.” 
 
    “Query: do you accept, Cosmic Challenger 913347?” the Cosmic Logos asked. “Statement: if so, execute your agreed-upon actions immediately, and you will be recompensed as soon as circumstance allows.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Max said. “Because you’re also a liar. If Brightblade can do what he did, then so can I, and you have absolutely no reason to trust me not to. And your whole issue with what’s going on in this world is having Level 99 Dungeons and monsters in the first place and just how much of a drain on you they are. Also, you don’t want to give me Level 99, not just because of that, but because simply giving away power like that breaks the Crucible’s rules. Your rules.” 
 
    Sylan had gotten to her feet by then, and her laughter, which had begun to peter out, renewed itself upon Max’s words. Her howls became hoarse and pained, but she remained in the throes of her mirth. He frowned and gave her a pointed nudge between the shoulder-blades with the armored toe of his boot, one forceful enough to send her stumbling forward and back upon her knees. 
 
    “Pull yourself together, you idiot,” Max snapped. “What’s so funny anyway?” 
 
    “That is!” Sylan shrieked, gasping for breath as she pointed at Grezan. “That’s what’s funny! It’s hilarious! My betrayer has been consumed by the Crucible! Every word that falls from the lips of any puppet it commandeers, every thought that passes through its consciousness, none of that can be separated from the Crucible’s workings anymore! Can there be anything more ironically and poetically just?” 
 
    “Plenty,” Max said. “Now, shut up, or I’ll gag you.” 
 
    "Query: you have rejected my offer, Cosmic Challenger 913347. Is that true?” the Cosmic Logos asked, finally speaking up. 
 
    “It is, and I already explained why,” Max said. “You cannot give me anything that I cannot already take for myself. And I’m not going to give you anything you want.” 
 
    “Observation: you never had any intention of establishing an accord, Cosmic Challenger 913347.” Grezan’s body clenched its fists and began shaking violently once more. “Query: then why did you continue our conversation?” 
 
    “Because I just wanted to rile you up, you bastard,” Max said, grinning savagely. “Also, I don’t know what you offered Vaustika, if anything, but if he’s not a complete puppet already, he’ll realize he isn’t your chosen one, not after what you just said to me, which the rest of the Harbingers can surely hear. You’ll have to either spend more effort keeping him in line or give him something he wants here and now.” 
 
    “Statement: you have incurred my wrath, Cosmic Challenger 913347. The consequences will be severe,” the Cosmic Logos said, slurring its words as they passed between Grezan’s clicking jaw and rolled off his writhing tongue. 
 
    “Bring them,” Max replied, summoning Stridentsong to his grasp and thumping his heels against Garlocke’s flanks to spur the raptor into a charge. 
 
    Grezan’s lieutenants surged forward, their horses galloping past either of the cavalry officer’s flanks, in an attempt to intercept Max. The foremost one lashed out with his sword. Max shot him twice with Storm Bolter, vaporizing his entire body from the waist up. Nesura flickered her blade past the second lieutenant’s parry and impaled him between the eyes. 
 
    The two Harbingers’ remains toppled from their saddles. Max leveled Storm Bolter at Grezan and shot him twice more. The two explosive bolts punched into the cavalry officer’s abdomen and detonated, ripping him apart. 
 
    But neither viscera nor blood erupted from the ruptured ruins of Grezan’s body. Tendrils of flesh swarmed out instead, each of them tipped with a glistening spike. They punched into the skulls of the rest of Grezan’s entourage, ripped them from their saddles, and pulled them into the writhing mass of meat atop the cavalry officer’s horse. 
 
    Whatever enchantment had kept the horse docile up till this point faded, and it began thrashing and screaming as more spiked, fleshy tendrils wound their lengths around its body. The animal’s shrieks lasted for barely more than the span of a heartbeat, as it was swiftly absorbed into the grotesque amalgam of meat and metal that had once been Grezan and ten other Harbingers. 
 
    “Strident, get clear!” Jonn cried. “One of those merged creatures is going to appear!” 
 
    Max took out his Magus Staff, intending to burn the monstrosity from existence before it could fully manifest, but he was too late. The writhing mass straightened out into a column of flesh that stood ten feet tall, its length interspersed by a multitude of gauntleted hands filled with swords, axes, maces, and staves. Mouths and eyes opened all over its surface, and it unleashed a shriek of many voices. 
 
    Nesura quickly scanned it with Max’s Soul Lens. 
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    “Watch out!” the familiar warned, as two of the Harbinger’s stave-wielding hands leveled their weapons at Max and unleashed paired bolts of lightning upon him. 
 
    He blocked one with an Aegis spell, while Nesura did the same to the other, sending massive arcs of electricity coruscating back upon the Conjoined Harbinger. Energy barriers flashed into existence over its towering length. Its reflected Lightning Bolt spells washed harmlessly over its Shield spells. 
 
    Ten armored fists crashed down toward Max next, all of them filled with blades and spikes. He parried with Stridentsong, bringing into play the Swaying Willow and Iron Aegis Block blade forms to pick apart the descending weapons, before countering with a Weeping Loom that tore a deep, yet bloodless, gash upon the Conjoined Harbinger’s flesh. 
 
    Three more of the creature’s arms swung down in an arc from his left flank. He ducked beneath the passage of the axe carried by one, sidestepped the fall of the sword wielded by another, but was forced to cross Stridentsong and his Magus Staff into a crude block to prevent the third’s mace from crashing into his chest. 
 
    The impact was enough to rip him from his saddle and send him hurtling backward through the air. Max twisted his body and landed on his feet. His heels scraped trails of sparks against the surface of the Capitol Square as the momentum of his flight played itself out. 
 
    Eventually, he came to a halt right next to Sylan. Jonn and Subotai advanced, their weapons readied. Left riderless, Garlocke pounced on the Conjoined Harbinger, only to be batted aside by the creature as it pursued Max, its movements blindingly swift and deceptively adroit. 
 
    Max put away his Magus Staff and grabbed Sylan by the scruff of her neck. Before the Architect could say anything, he picked her up bodily and hurled her at the Conjoined Harbinger. A shriek of terror tore itself from her lips, but she held out the Atmos Ripper before her and somehow managed to punch the enchanted dagger into the creature’s flesh, sinking its triple-pronged blade nearly an inch deep. 
 
    The Conjoined Harbinger hurled her aside with contemptuous ease. It was fixated on Max, and it should be. If he died here, the Apocalypse Knights, Artur Brightblade, and the entire world were done for. He took Stridentsong in a two-handed grip as it approached. 
 
    Jargal unleashed an ululating war cry. The Hunnite was obviously terrified, but he held his ground. Jonn was silent, his mace held in his unwavering grasp. Both men were ready to fight and die beside Max. 
 
    But neither of them needed to, not this day. The Conjoined Harbinger’s charge faltered as the lower half of its grotesque body simply sloughed off, dissolving into a thick puddle of fetid sludge upon the Capitol Square. The creature convulsed once. Its arms fell off. 
 
    And then the rest of it followed, leaving behind little more than a pool of liquefied meat in which pieces of armor were partially submerged. Immense amounts of Victory Shards flowed into Max’s Soul Lens. Sylan, with whom he still shared a cohort bond, received the other half of the reward for killing the Conjoined Harbinger. 
 
    His Soul Lens flickered. 
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    All those Sagas are really paying off now, he thought, quickly checking his cohort bond with Sylan. She doesn’t have any of those, but she’s gotten to Level 47. 
 
    The Architect of Fate had picked herself up by then. She cast Max a sullen glare, but he held her gaze evenly until she was forced to avert it. 
 
    “Go pick it back up,” he said, pointing to the Atmos Ripper, which lay in the middle of the stinking puddle that had once been the Conjoined Harbinger. 
 
    Sylan began to protest, only for Max to shush her harshly and point at the army of Harbingers massed at the far end of the Capitol Square. They were advancing in formation, ready to bring annihilation upon the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “Hurry up, you idiot!” he shouted at her. “Stop wasting my time!” 
 
    The Architect sniffled as she moved to obey. 
 
    “I’m stronger now,” Garlocke said, as he trotted back to Max’s side. The raptor was unhurt. 
 
    “Good,” Max said, as he vaulted upon Garlocke’s back. 
 
    Sylan had retrieved the Atmos Ripper by then. She approached Max, reeking but with a vindictive grin upon her face. Nesura doused her with a Cleansing Downpour spell, drenching her in a brief deluge of magical water that soaked her to the bone but utterly removed the stench of the Conjoined Harbinger’s remains. 
 
    “When did you learn that?” he asked the familiar as Sylan climbed sullenly into the saddle behind him.  
 
    “Does it matter?” Nesura said, shrugging. “I wasn’t about to let her stink us up. She’s disgusting enough as it is.” 
 
    Max shrugged as well and nodded to Jonn and Jargal. “Alright. Let’s get to work.” 
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    Astride Garlocke, Max charged straight ahead at the approaching Harbingers. A column of heavy cavalry emerged from their midst, couched their lances, and began a countercharge in response. He met them head-on, smashing aside their leveled weapons with Stridentsong and blasting gaps in their formation with Storm Bolter. Garlocke crashed, slashed, and bit his way through walls of armored horseflesh and Harbinger meat, sending heads and limbs flying in every direction. 
 
    Max activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment, then. Whirring blades of crimson light appeared over Stridentsong’s length. He swept them through the Harbingers and marveled at how their armor and shields crumpled beneath the bite of his sword. Magical barriers flashed into existence, presumably born from Shield spells cast by the Defenders amongst the Harbingers. 
 
    They didn’t matter. Stridentsong sliced through them as if they weren’t there, before proceeding to wreak even more carnage upon the heavily armored creatures that stood in Max’s way. He hacked four cavalrymen in half at the waist with a single Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form, before following that up with a Weeping Loom blade form that reduced three more Harbingers to gouts of crimson mist and cascading entrails. 
 
    Grasping the Magus Staff in both of her crimson incarnation’s hands, Nesura sent Jolting Arc and Fire Storm spells rippling from Max’s flanks. In the days before the attack, he’d optimized every spell he regularly used to Level 51. The Harbingers had no defense against them. Arcs of coruscating lightning and tides of flame rolled across their ranks, leaving charred, ashen husks where plate-clad riders had once been. 
 
    And then Max had cut through the cavalry column, leaving it in ruins behind him as he continued his advance towards the main Harbinger force. He glanced quickly over his shoulder. Behind him, Jonn and the Vanguards crashed into the remnants of the Harbinger riders. The Warmonger slew two or three of the enemy with every swing of his mace, while his followers mopped up the rest. 
 
    Jargal and the Raiders rode past them. They were more lightly armored and thus swifter, but it would be several moments yet before they caught up with Max. 
 
    Fiery orbs, earthen spears, and bolts of lightning emerged from the back ranks of the advancing Harbingers. They traversed a short arc through the false skies, before descending upon Max and washing harmlessly over the magical barriers of translucent light Nesura had conjured above his head. 
 
    Max dismissed the Ravening Slaughter enchantment upon Stridentsong, sheathed the sword, and took out his bow. Shortly after he’d received his Soul Lens, he’d acquired a skill called Momentum, which amplified the range and power of any arrow he shot. He called Momentum to the forefront of his consciousness and activated its effects as he loosed three shafts in rapid succession. 
 
    The arrows tore across the Capitol Square toward the central block of Harbinger infantry, who were marching with their tower shields raised. Each of Max’s Momentum-heightened arrows struck a separate shield and sent its carrier hurtling backward in a cluster of broken bones and ruptured organs that bowled over all who stood in its way. The entire center of the Harbinger formation collapsed in on itself. The Harbingers’ advance faltered. Breaches rippled into existence across the wall of raised shields. 
 
    More arrows hurtled past Max’s shoulders then, unleashed by the Raiders astride their mounts in typical Hunnite fashion. The shafts slipped through the gaps in the Harbingers’ shield walls and found their way into eyes, throats, or groins. The enchantments bound into their arrowheads unfolded, bringing into existence limb-ripping explosions and swirls of elemental energy through the ranks of the Harbinger infantry. 
 
    Their shield wall fell into even greater disarray, which allowed Jargal and the Raiders to scythe another volley into the Harbingers before wheeling their mounts and fleeing the hail of retributive arrows and spells that arced from their enemies’ formation. 
 
    Max tugged on his saddlehorn, and Garlocke responded promptly, turning around and sprinting off in the same direction as the Raiders. Arrows and bolts of elemental chased him, only to shatter against his magical barriers. 
 
    “Why are we pulling back?” Nesura asked. “At Level 56, we’re powerful enough to reap our way through their midst with impunity.” 
 
    “I don’t know how quickly the Harbingers can merge together to form one of those conjoined creatures,” Max explained. “If we stay too close for too long, one of them can pop up suddenly and catch us unawares.” 
 
    “There’s no way to tell how long the melding process is, as each Conjoined Harbinger is a unique entity in itself,” Sylan piped up from her perch behind Max. The Architect had been holding on in breathless terror all this time. “But it would be safe to assume that the higher the Level of any of those creatures, the more time it would have needed to manifest.” 
 
    Max gave her a slight nod of acknowledgement over his shoulder, before glancing back at the Harbingers as well. The white radiance of healing spells rippled through their ranks. Their Defenders were doing what they could to repair the damage Max and the Raiders had inflicted. 
 
    Those who survive and get healed will still be too weak to fight well, he thought, as he turned his gaze forward once more and saw several non-elite Apocalypse Knights riders picking their way through the fallen remnants of the Harbinger cavalry the Vanguards had just destroyed. Any survivors they found were secured with the enchanted shackles Flora had provided and tossed across their saddles or upon enchanted floating discs, before being brought toward the far end of the Capitol Square and beyond the violet light that denoted the border between Vaustika’s realm and the rest of the Errantry Mansion. 
 
    There, they would be handed over to the Artificers, who would then place them within enchanted cages in the hopes that they could be saved by the Atmos Ripper, Vaustika’s death, or a combination of the both. 
 
    Max shrugged. It wasn’t the most efficient use of battlefield resources, but the mere possibility that the Harbingers could be saved had sent morale skyrocketing among the Apocalypse Knights. Executing an evacuation plan in an attempt to actualize that possibility would do the same, but to a much greater degree. The chorus of cheers that arose from the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights as the riders rode past them proved as much. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Nesura said directly into his mind. “The Apocalypse Knights might find themselves more preoccupied with saving lives than winning the fight.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Max replied. “They’re not stupid. Letting them do this when they still can will help them fight as hard as they need to when the battle-lines meet.” 
 
    Garlocke caught up to the Raiders then, and brought Max alongside Jargal. The Hunnite whooped wildly and waved his bow above his head, signaling for his cavalry formation to wheel about for another strike upon the enemy. 
 
    The Vanguards thundered past them as they were turning. Jonn was leading his followers to intercept another column of cavalry that had sprung from the Harbingers in pursuit of the Raiders. The second wave of enemy riders was light cavalry, armored in brigandine suits and wielding light spears instead of heavy lances. They’d been gaining on the Raiders for a while and would have caught them in a flanking charge if not for the Vanguards’ intervention. 
 
    The most heavily armored and skilful combatants amongst the Apocalypse Knights crashed head-on into the Harbingers’ riders. The superior armament and prowess of the Vanguards allowed them to flatten their enemy and reduce them to bloody smears across the Capitol Square’s floor. Jonn raised his mace to call for a complete halt upon the disintegration of the Harbingers’ light cavalry, and another group of rescue riders darted from the main formation of the Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    Jonn’s an average rider at best, and so are most of the Vanguards, Max thought, as he brought Garlocke around, keeping perfect pace with Jargal and the Raiders. But that’s alright. I don’t need any fancy riding from him and his people. 
 
    “Khan Killer!” Jargal shouted as the Raiders tore toward the advancing Harbingers again. He pointed at the rain of arrows and spells descending upon them. “Are you going to do anything about that?” 
 
    “I will,” Nesura said, casting Shield in rapid succession and blanketing the Raiders in overlapping layers of magical barriers. The scant few Defenders riding with Jargal added their efforts to the defense as well, forming a translucent bulwark of colorless light that fended off the Harbingers’ volley of arrows and cascading sheets of fire and lightning. 
 
    The Raiders wheeled about as they arrived within range of their shortbows, presenting their flank to the Harbingers’ infantry line. Max raised Storm Bolter and blasted holes in the wall of shields arrayed before him. The Raiders unleashed a volley of arrows into the gaps of the Harbinger formation once more, felling several dozen of them. 
 
    Crossbowmen surged from the faltering ranks of the Harbingers, ready to shoot the Raiders in the back as they withdrew. 
 
    But the Raiders didn’t withdraw. 
 
    Putting his bow away, Jargal readied his glaive and charged the momentarily disrupted spot in the Harbingers’ infantry line. His followers turned their mounts deftly about and followed in his wake, forming a wedge with him at the forefront. The crossbowmen barely had time to adjust their aim before Jargal and the Raiders were in their midst, hacking and slashing them apart. 
 
    Max plucked repeatedly upon his bow, sending one Momentum-empowered arrow after another through the ranks of the Harbingers on the Raiders’ left, while Nesura blanketed those on their right in Fire Storm spells. Their efforts kept the gap Jargal had punched into the Harbingers’ formation open, allowing the Raiders to push deeper and deeper, killing and maiming as they went. 
 
    They couldn’t keep going, of course. 
 
    A group of heavily armored Harbinger infantrymen five dozen or so feet behind their foremost battle-line clustered into a tight formation and began pushing their way toward the Raiders, seeking to blunt the momentum of their charge, so that their fellow warriors could surround and drag down the riders. 
 
    Jargal wheeled his mount in a sharp, about-face turn. The rest of the Raiders did the same, the wide sweeping arcs of their blades and the sheer bulk clearing enough room for them to do so. They then charged right back out from where they’d come. 
 
    “Well done,” Max said, spurring Garlocke to fall back in alongside Jargal as the Hunnite rode past him. “That was an excellently executed skirmishing maneuver. Almost textbook. I thought you never served in the Hunnite army. Where did you learn how to do that?” 
 
    “Oh that?” Jargal laughed. “That isn’t an army thing. It’s a buzkashi thing! A sport, one every Hunnite man begins to play as soon as he can ride a horse!” 
 
    That’s the game where teams of riders attempt to place a goat carcass in a goal, Max thought, recalling his lessons in Hunnite culture. He raised his voice and activated the vocal amplification enchantment built into his armor so that everyone within a hundred feet could hear him. “Regardless, that was a fine display of skill. My compliments to you and your Raiders, Knight Marshal!” 
 
    The Raiders shook their bloodied weapons above their heads and unleashed a wild, whooping cheer in response. 
 
    At the beginning of the Harbingers’ massed advance, their tacticians had sent two columns of heavy Harbinger cavalry far and wide in a maneuver to pincer any skirmishing elements of the Apocalypse Knights’ forces. They emerged now from amidst the buildings ringing the Capitol Square, thundering upon a trajectory that would see them catch the Raiders and the Vanguards. 
 
    Jonn led the Vanguards to meet one of the heavy cavalry columns in a straight clash, one that Max didn’t doubt the legendary Warmonger would win, albeit with heavy losses. 
 
    “I’ll break the other group of riders,” Max said to Jargal. “Get clear, then come in and clean up after me.” 
 
    “Yes, Khan Killer!” the Hunnite replied, before waving his glaive around once in the air above the feathered plume of his helm and then pointing it straight ahead. “Ride like the wind, boys!” 
 
    The Raiders whooped their assent and spurred their mounts to greater heights of swiftness, even as Max broke from their ranks and began galloping Garlocke toward the second column of Harbinger cavalry. 
 
    He closed in swiftly on them, but just as he arrived within range of Storm Bolter, the foremost Harbinger rider began convulsing in the saddle. 
 
    “Watch out! A Conjoined Harbinger is going to appear!” Sylan warned. 
 
    “Thanks for stating the obvious,” Nesura said sarcastically, as she leveled the Magus Staff and put an Icelance through the stricken Harbinger’s head, toppling him from his mount to fall beneath the trampling hooves of his fellow riders. 
 
    But another Harbinger began spasming too. This time, it was a cavalryman at the rear of the column. Max and Garlocke smashed into the forefront of the Harbinger riders and started cleaving their way through their ranks. Nesura hurled spell after spell at the transforming Harbinger, only to have them blocked by the shields, magical barriers, or bodies of his fellows. 
 
    The Harbinger’s body burst apart, then. Spiked tendrils shot out and punched into the skulls and hearts of thirty other armored riders around him, before pulling all of them into a single quadruped monstrosity that measured forty feet long and stood twenty feet tall. Its hide was a pastiche of hide of mismatched armor plates, and it had sixty weapon-bearing arms protruding from its tube-like torso. 
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    The Conjoined Harbinger plowed toward Max, barging aside or trampling underfoot other Harbingers as it did so. Max kicked off from Garlocke’s back, extended his crimson wings, and met the creature blade-to-blades, bringing all of his skill and strength to bear. Using the Swaying Willow Guard blade form, he absorbed and negated a dozen hits strong enough to pulverize mountains. He riposted repeatedly with the Sunflower Scatter blade form, cutting deep gashes in the creature’s flesh and cleaving a few of its hands off in the process. 
 
    A half-dozen of the Conjoined Harbinger’s hands leveled the staves within their grasp at Max and unleashed a blistering flurry of Fireball, Lightning Bolt, and Crushing Boulder spells upon him. He countered them with his Shield and Aegis spells, but a Crushing Boulder broke through his magical barriers and hammered a magically conjured clump of rock as large as a warhorse into his chest. 
 
    The impact drove the air from his lungs and sent him crashing back down to the ground. He surged to his feet, the coppery taste of blood filling his mouth. His breastplate was buckled, and if his breastbone wasn’t cracked, it was heavily bruised at the very least. 
 
    The Conjoined Harbinger unleashed another barrage of flame, lightning, and stone upon him. Max raised another Shield spell and charged forward, trusting in his magical barriers and his armor to keep him alive. Tongues of flame turned his left pauldron to molten slag and charred the meat of his shoulder. Arcs of electricity made his heart skip a beat and burst one of his eardrums. A spinning column of magical stone struck him in his left forearm and dislocated the limb at the elbow. 
 
    But he emerged beyond the blistering barrage of elemental fury, still alive. He rammed Stridentsong into the Conjoined Harbinger’s body and activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment, calling into existence blades of crimson light that began whirring the creature’s flesh apart. 
 
    The Conjoined Harbinger reeled and pulled away, leaving behind heaps of mangled meat and scraps of broken armor that fell free from the blades swirling over Stridentsong’s length. It raised a quartet of sword-wielding hands in readiness to bring them down upon Max’s head. 
 
    And then it fell apart into a puddle of fetid sludge. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Max said to Sylan, as she lowered the Atmos Ripper.  
 
    “Almost a little too long,” Nesura said. Her crimson incarnation was holding Mortal Ruin to Sylan’s throat. 
 
    Garlocke was also looming behind the Architect of Fate, with two of his foreclaws resting casually on her head. The raptor snorted. “If this happens again, I’ll eat her heart.” 
 
    “I had to get into position!” Sylan protested weakly. “It was moving too fast! You know just how powerful it was. Your wounds speak for themselves!” 
 
    “Don’t get any funny ideas,” he warned her, as he snapped his elbow back into place, then took out a Healing potion and downed its contents. His armor was already repairing itself, and his natural regeneration would handle the rest of his injuries. 
 
    His Soul Lens flickered once more. 
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    “How powerful can these Conjoined Harbingers get?” Max asked Sylan. “The Cosmic Logos might very well be throwing Level 99 versions of them soon enough.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s going to happen,” Sylan said. “The more potent these creatures are, the less stable they become. This last one you fought needed only the slightest prick from the Atmos Ripper before it dissolved. I suspect that it wouldn’t have lasted more than a few minutes even if it were left entirely alone.” 
 
    “Level 75 might be the upper limit of these things, then,” Max reasoned. “That’s nothing I can’t manage right now.” 
 
    “I’d go so far as to say you might even be able to handle a typical Level 99 monster now, Max,” Nesura said. “Thanks to your Sagas and your equipment, you possess much more actual power than your Level suggests.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point,” he agreed. “Now, let’s get moving again. This is far from over.” 
 
    Max leaped astride Garlocke. Sylan got on too, while Nesura melded her crimson incarnation with his body again, so that only the upper half of its body was protruding from his left shoulder blade. 
 
    Jargal and the Raiders arrived then. The Hunnite seemed somewhat abashed. “We saw that Level 75 creature appear and we figured that we’d only get in your way. We cleaned up the rest of those riders, though.” 
 
    “You made the right call, Knight Marshal,” Max said, before turning his gaze to where he’d last seen Jonn. As he’d expected, the Vanguards had emerged victorious in that headlong clash with the Harbinger heavy cavalry. But they’d also lost more than a third of their number. 
 
    “Fall back to our main battle-line,” he called out to Jonn. “Get the wounded out of here.” 
 
    The Warmonger acknowledged Max’s command with a slight tilt of his head and began riding back to where the rest of the Apocalypse Knights stood. Max did the same, with the Raiders following closely behind. 
 
    Subotai raised his spear and cheered loudly at Max and the two elite groups as they rode past the battle-line. The other Apocalypse Knights did the same, shaking the air with the thunder of their voices. Max gave them a moment to vent their euphoria, before he pointed at the approaching Harbingers with his sword. 
 
    “Get ready!” he said simply. He didn’t need a rousing speech, not at this point. After watching him wreak carnage upon the Harbingers, the Apocalypse Knights’ morale was as high as it would ever be. “Defenders, raise your Shields.” 
 
    The command had just passed between his lips when the false skies above the Capitol Square filled once more with arrows, fiery spheres, coruscating lightning, oversized icicles, and magical boulders. The Harbingers’ Elementalists and archers had come within range. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Overlapping barriers of translucent light flashed into existence, forming a dome that encompassed the Apocalypse Knights. The Harbingers’ arrows and spells crashed against its surface, cracking it in some places and bouncing harmlessly off in others. 
 
    The Elementalists among the Apocalypse Knights sent their own spells crackling through the barriers of their comrades-in-arms, neutralizing the Harbingers’ Fireballs with Icelances, breaking Crushing Boulders against one another, and superheating Lightning Orbs out of existence with Fire Storms. The heavens above the two opposing forces shrieked and crackled with the war amongst the elements. 
 
    “The Scouts haven’t found Vaustika yet?” Jargal asked, scratching his beard worriedly. The Hunnite had dismounted his Raiders and deployed them in a thin line just behind the Apocalypse Knights’ infantry with their bows in their hands. When the melee began, they would be responsible for shooting right into the thick of it, killing any line officers or sergeants they could identify. 
 
    “They will,” Max told him. “Get in position.” 
 
    Jargal grunted his assent and jogged off to take his place amongst the Raiders. Jonn approached him next. The rest of the Vanguards were still mounted and divided into three smaller contingents, each of them ready to act as a hard-hitting reserve force to bolster the battle-line wherever it faltered. 
 
    “We can hold for about ten minutes, Strident,” the Warmonger said. “If we need more time than that, I will remain behind alone, while the others retreat.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Max told him. “And no heroics, Knight Marshal, from either you or your men. When it’s time to go, I want all of you to go.” 
 
    Jonn nodded and strode off to where one of his Vanguards was watching his mount. The Warmonger hopped into his saddle and exchanged his two-handed mace for a polehammer. He then began his vigil, in his stoic and stolid manner, utterly heedless to the spells crashing down upon the magical barrier overhead. 
 
    Behind him, stretcher-bearers hired by the Truesteel clan were ferrying the most grievously wounded Vanguards away, returning to base camp via a series of Warp Daises the Apocalypse Knights had set down at the rear of their formation. With their Defenders fully occupied in sustaining their magical barriers, no healing spells could be spared for the fallen beyond stabilizing their wounds. 
 
    They’ll be taken care of back at base camp,Max thought, as he got off Garlocke’s back. Sylan did the same, but when she moved to follow him, he shook his head. “No, you’re staying here. I’ll come get you when the time is right. Meanwhile, Garlocke will watch you, and if he doesn’t like what he sees…” 
 
    The raptor bared his fangs in one of his toothiest grins. 
 
    “I understand,” Sylan said in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Good.” Max turned on his heel and began making his way to Subotai. As he strode through the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights on the battle-line, Nesura manifested her crimson incarnation fully and had it fall in step with him. 
 
    “Several of my Scouts have reported in,” Subotai said, tapping the enchanted amulet that he used to communicate with the Truesteel clerks currently manning the Command Table. “They’ve managed to penetrate the Oligarchic Palace’s depths and are approaching Pureheart’s Sacrifice. But if Vaustika isn’t there…” 
 
    “Have them put down a Reinforcement Portal anyway,” Max said, moving to take his place in the battle-line next to Subotai. “We know that Vaustika hasn’t done what he needs to do yet, or we’d all be done for. That means that his imitation of Pureheart’s Sacrifice isn’t ready. If I can reach it and burn it down before it can affect the real one, we win. 
 
    “Or at the very least, we buy ourselves whatever time he needs to create another effigy of Pureheart’s Sacrifice,” Subotai said. 
 
    “He’s not getting another chance to do that,” Max said. “I’m going to kill him today.” 
 
    “Understood, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said. “If I fall in battle…” 
 
    “The Command Table will put your Scouts in contact with me,” Max finished for him. “I already know that. But I have no intention of letting you die here, so don’t worry.” 
 
    By now, the Harbingers’ infantry line was a mere fifty feet away. It fanned outward to surround the Apocalypse Knights. Columns of heavy cavalry stood in reserve behind the foremost ranks of the infantry, ready to intercept any attempt to thwart the encirclement. 
 
    Subotai took out a blue flag from his Ring of Holding and waved it above his head. It was a signal to the Elementalists at the rear of the Apocalypse Knights’ formation to push into its center, while the Warmongers and Infiltrators at the wings took their place, facing outward at the ring of armored bodies the Harbingers had formed around them. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights were not drilled soldiers, but they still managed to complete the maneuver, albeit somewhat clumsily. The Harbingers, in contrast, moved like a well-oiled machine. Their frontline set down a ring of tower shields around their numerically weaker foe, speartips bristling from their midst. Archers behind them sighted down on the Apocalypse Knights with crossbows leveled through sighting holes upon the shields. 
 
    It was a standard Valerisen tactic: present a heavy infantry shield wall to the enemy, cut them down with archer or trebuchet fire, and then mop them up with cavalry. It had worked well in the Hunnite war, and by all historical accounts, had trounced the forces of the Banelar Kingdom badly enough to turn the country into a semi-vassal state with the Dominion and the Khanate taking turns as its master. 
 
    Max had to give the Harbingers’ strategists and tacticians credit for incorporating Elementalists and Defenders into the disposition of their forces so well, but they’d never fought a war as Knights-Errant. 
 
    They’d never fought one as powerful as him. 
 
    He placed the butt of his Magus Staff upon the floor and cast Tremor. Waves of earthen magical energy rippled out from the point of contact between his staff and the stony surface of the Capitol Square. Nesura grasped the Magus Staff as well and cast Tremor too, not to augment the effects of Max’s spell, but to modulate them instead. 
 
    The ground beneath the Apocalypse Knights’ feet trembled slightly. The rest of the Capitol Square’s evenly planed surface broke apart, turning into a heaving morass of fragmented rock. Alarmed cries arose amongst the Harbingers. Their shield wall crumbled. Their archers went awry. Their cavalry stumbled, with many of them toppling from their saddles. 
 
    “How long can you keep doing this for?” Subotai asked, obviously more than a little awestruck at the sight of an entire army halted in its tracks by a single spell. 
 
    “Not very long,” Max told him. “Those who can fly, hover, or glide above the ground should take the chance to do what they can.” 
 
    Subotai nodded and began barking instructions to his lieutenants, who swiftly relayed them through the ranks of the Apocalypse Knights. Within the span of a dozen heartbeats, Jonn had sallied out upon a floating disc of blue light. He’d switched weapons again, this time filling each of his fists with a heavy falchion. 
 
    Jonn swept into the midst of the stumbling Harbingers and began putting his twinned blades to work, cleaving skulls, slicing throats, and hacking limbs from torsos. He was joined by a mixed contingent of Warmongers and Infiltrators, most of them coming from the Vanguards. They followed Jonn on his path of carnage, reaping a bloody swathe through the Harbingers’ infantry line before breaking through and falling upon the Elementalists and Defenders in the rear of their formation. 
 
    Subotai hurled his spear, then. It soared above the heaving ground and punched into a Harbinger infantryman’s face. The Hunnite Scout held out his empty hand. His weapon reappeared within his grasp, ready to be thrown again. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights who were able to do so followed his lead, sending arrows, crossbow quarrels, and javelins, and spells slicing from their ranks. Several magical barriers flashed into existence, born of hastily cast Shield spells from the Harbingers’ Defenders, but they were disparate and poorly placed, offering scant protection against the Apocalypse Knights’ ranged onslaught, which scythed down nearly the entire front rank of the Harbingers’ infantry line. 
 
    A small cluster of Harbinger cavalrymen managed to retain their footing despite Max’s efforts. They thundered forward, their lances couched in readiness to deliver a devastating charge into the Apocalypse Knights’ front line. Jargal shot their leader in the eye. The Raiders followed his example, showering the charging riders with lethally accurate arrows that punched through visor slits, mail-linked joints, and gaps between armor plates. Only two of the Harbinger cavalrymen made it to the Apocalypse Knights. Subotai intercepted one, spearing him in the heart with a single well-placed thrust of his weapon. 
 
    The other drove his lance through the skull of the hapless Warmonger in his way, before dropping it, drawing his sword, and slicing open the throat of a nearby Infiltrator. He stabbed a second Warmonger through the mouth. Eventually, he was dragged from his saddle and stabbed repeatedly in the eyes, mouth, and throat, but not before killing another four Apocalypse Knights. 
 
    “Recall Jonn,” Max told Subotai. “I’m going to have to drop this spell soon, and the Harbingers are already finding their feet anyway.” 
 
    Subotai nodded and produced another flag from his Ring of Holding. This one was dark red in hue. He waved it above his head, and somehow, Jonn noticed what Subotai was doing. The legendary Warmonger looped around and began making his way back to the Apocalypse Knights’ battle-line, killing as he went. Those who followed him did the same, but not all of them made it. As Max had said, the Harbingers were beginning to get used to the heaving stone beneath their feet. Some of them managed to cut down the Apocalypse Knights as they withdrew. 
 
    Things are going to get really ugly when the fighting starts, he thought, before releasing his Tremor spell. He quickly downed a Mana potion and tightened his grip on Stridentsong. Nesura returned his Magus Staff to his Ring of Holding and drew Mortal Ruin. He nodded to her. “Keep Subotai alive. Let me know if he hears anything from the Scouts.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough,” the familiar said. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “There’s no point in me holding the line here,” Max told her. “If another Conjoined Harbinger appears, it’s going to do so near me, and if I stay here, it might break our battle-line.” 
 
    “So where are you going to go?” Nesura asked. 
 
    Max extended his crimson wings in response and hurtled into the skies. Arrows, crossbow quarrels, and spells lanced from the Harbingers toward him, but his flight was a short one, turning quickly into an arcing, thunderous plummet right into their midst. 
 
    Four clusters of Harbingers exploded beneath Storm Bolter’s wrath, and then he was amongst them, cleaving into their ranks with Ravening Slaughter blades. Every sweep of Stridentsong claimed a dozen lives, and within the span of a heartbeat, Max found himself standing in a circle of empty space, the ground beneath his feet littered in mangled body parts and awash in gore. 
 
    He kicked off into a Lightning Step blade form that brought him deeper into the Harbinger formation. Heavily armored infantrymen surged forward to meet him, only to be hacked and torn to shreds by the crimson blades sheathing Stridentsong’s length. Storm Bolter pulsed then, telling him that it had replenished its ammunition, but he held the enchanted crossbow in reserve, wanting to save its devastating shots for a Conjoined Harbinger that would inevitably appear. 
 
    Sure enough, one did manifest, taking the form of a worm-like monstrosity with a pair of blade-wielding arms jutting from the foremost segment of its body in a grotesque parody of insectile mandibles. It was Level 77. 
 
    Max blew apart the lump of armored flesh that served as its head, before bisecting it down its length with Stridentsong. The Conjoined Harbinger fell apart, the massive halves of its body collapsing upon its lesser kin and crushing them beneath its bulk. His Soul Lens flickered as it absorbed an immense amount of Victory Shards. 
 
      
 
    Level 73 attained 
 
    Level 74 attained 
 
      
 
    More Harbingers swarmed upon him, and he killed any of them who came within reach. So many died beneath his blade that he suspected he was singlehandedly doubling the time the Apocalypse Knights could hold their battle-line against the Harbingers. 
 
    As he turned an entire cavalry column into tatters of flesh and swirls of blood, another Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    Level 75 attained 
 
      
 
    “Max!” Nesura’s voice rang out in his mind, then. “Get back here! Subotai has heard something from his Scouts!” 
 
    “On my way,” he replied, before hacking down a quartet of Harbinger Elementalists who’d been trying to hit him with a concerted volley of fiery and electrical bolts. He extended his wings once more and took to the skies, all the while casting Shield to intercept the arrows, quarrels, and spells that the Harbingers invariably unleashed at him every time they thought they had a clear shot. A single arrow managed to slip past though, to clip his pauldron. Max retaliated by dropping a Fire Storm spell upon the archer responsible, turning him and every Harbinger within fifty feet into thrashing humanoid torches, which then collapsed into ashen piles before he’d even begun to descend from his flight. 
 
    The Apocalypse Knights’ battle-line was in shrunken tatters by the time he returned to it. The Vanguards had been fully deployed, shoring up the breaches with their bodies even as the stretcher-bearers risked life and limb to retrieve the wounded. The Raiders no longer had enough room for sharpshooting, so they’d joined the desperate melee, fighting and dying alongside their non-elite comrades-in-arms. 
 
    We can’t hold much longer, he thought, as he landed next to Subotai. The Hunnite’s armor hung off his lean frame in tatters, and he was nearly dead on his feet, clutching a wound in his side that had only been partially healed. 
 
    Nesura was next to him, her flickering blade killing any Harbinger that threatened Subotai. The Hunnite gasped in relief at the sight of Max. 
 
    “They’ve found him and put down a Reinforcement Portal, but they’ve been discovered,” he said breathlessly. “They’re now laying down their lives to defend the portal against Vaustika’s elites. Go, before their efforts are in vain.” 
 
    “Retreat as soon as I’m gone,” Max told him. Subotai nodded in response, before downing a Healing potion and a Mana potion while Nesura slew a trio of Harbingers that had gotten too close. Max nudged the familiar. “Let’s move.” 
 
    “Got it.” Nesura smirked at Subotai. “You weren’t half-bad, human. I was actually impressed by your skill and guts. I hope you live through this.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the Hunnite said, before turning his attention back to the fray. Max hurled one more Fire Storm into the Harbingers, clearing some breathing room for Subotai and the Apocalypse Knights by his side, before jogging to the center of the formation, where Sylan and Garlocke were waiting next to a Warp Dais. 
 
    “Has she been behaving herself?” Nesura asked the raptor. “Or does she need to be eaten?” 
 
    “Yes,” Garlocke said simply. 
 
    Max vaulted into the saddle and walked Garlocke up the Warp Dais. Blue light filled his vision, and when it faded, he was back at base camp. A few dozen strides away, a swirling portal of violet light sat, flanked by a group of anxious Truesteel clerks. 
 
    One of the clerks opened her mouth, perhaps to greet Max or voice some inane platitude of relief. He had time for neither, so he thumped Garlocke’s flanks lightly with his heels, spurring the raptor into a full-on charge toward the portal. 
 
    The Truesteel clerks scattered clear of his path, though none of them had been in any danger of being trampled beneath Garlocke’s stride. The portal’s violet radiance washed over him as he passed into its depths, and he emerged into a vast, open-air garden packed lushly with flowers… 
 
    And at its center was a vast tree, a near-perfect imitation of Pureheart’s Sacrifice that stood many times taller than any building in the Dominion, growing out of the Salvation Gallery, a gilded circular promenade with a multi-mile radius within the heart of the Oligarchic Palace. 
 
    Despite everything he’d seen and done since becoming a Knight-Errant, Max still found the sight breathtaking. 
 
    “It’s almost done!” Sylan hissed in alarm. She pointed skyward, where the fake tree strove into the cloud-wreathed heavens. “I sense tremendous fluctuations in cosmic energy there! That must be where Vaustika is putting the finishing touches to his work. Once karmic synchronicity is achieved…” 
 
    “I know,” Max said, lowering his gaze and taking note of the mangled corpses of the Scouts surrounding the empty spot where the Reinforcement Portal used to be. Ten Conjoined Harbingers loomed over Max, their weapons dripping with the blood of Subotai’s finest. 
 
    “Looks like your estimate about their upper limit is a bit off, Max. These ones are all Level 80,” Nesura said. “I don’t know if we have the time to take them on, even if we can.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Max replied. He glanced over his shoulder at Sylan. “The higher their Level is, the more unstable they are. That’s what you said, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but—“ Sylan’s words cut off into a startled grunt as Max thumped Garlocke’s flanks again with his heels, spurring the raptor into yet another full-on sprint in the tree’s direction. 
 
    The Conjoined Harbingers moved to pursue, their grotesque frames far swifter and adroit than they had any right to be. One of them managed to hurl itself directly in front of Garlocke. Max and Nesura hurled Fireball spells at it, distracting the creature enough for the raptor to hurdle over its bulk and continue his thunderous charge toward the tree, his toe claws leaving huge gouges in the garden’s lush greenness with every step. 
 
    Garlocke reached the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice and hurled himself upward. His foreclaws writhed and roiled as they changed into thick, muscular appendages tipped with clusters of bone hooks. The raptor’s climbing limbs bit deeply into the tree’s bark, and he began climbing frantically upward. 
 
    Max glanced briefly over his shoulder and saw that the Conjoined Harbingers were in heated pursuit, their grotesque hands somehow finding enough purchase on the trunk of Pureheart’s Sacrifice to enable and propel their ascent. 
 
    “You can fly, can’t you?” Sylan asked, her voice shaky with fear as she hung on for dear life to Garlocke’s saddle. “Why aren’t you doing that instead of climbing?” 
 
    “Because it’s faster,” Max replied, tossing his Magus Staff to Nesura, who began dropping Fire Storm, Jolting Arc, and Crushing Boulder spells upon the Conjoined Harbingers. The creatures flinched beneath the elemental onslaught, but they weren’t slowed very much at all, as all of Max’s Flux spells had only been optimized to Level 51 at best. 
 
    “I don’t think the bow will work much better either,” Nesura said. “Our enchanted arrows are nowhere near powerful enough to even scratch a Level 80 foe.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to let them get close enough for me to use Storm Bolter,” Max said. He clasped Garlocke lightly on the shoulder. “We’re all counting on you, then. Bring us to that bastard Vaustika, Garlocke, and I’ll let you eat his guts.” 
 
    The raptor snorted happily and heightened his efforts, bringing Max into the sky.

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max had seen Pureheart’s Sacrifice several times in his life, and he never remembered it being this tall. Garlocke had been scaling its imitation for several minutes already, covering at least two, if not three, miles into the false skies, but the top of the tree was still nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” he said to Nesura through their mental link. “Nesura, do you sense anything strange above us?” 
 
    “I just noticed it myself,” she replied. “We’ve entered some kind of spatial distortion field, I think. My mother and sisters used to torment their captives with traps of this sort.” 
 
    “Let me guess. It stretches out distances, so that we cover inches instead of feet.” Max grunted in frustration, before taking a quick glance over his shoulder at the Conjoined Harbingers scaling the tree beneath them. “At least it seems to be working on them too, or they would have caught us already. Can we undo this trap with Circumvent?” 
 
    “When I used the word “trap”, I wasn’t referring to the kind we find in Dungeons,” Nesura explained, speaking out loud. “And what we’re caught in certainly isn’t one of those, either. It’s something far more complex.” 
 
    “It’s a cosmic energy weave,” Sylan said. “But it’s not a very potent one. I believe Vaustika or Legion must have set this down out of desperation. All we need to do is persist in our ascent, and it will fall apart quickly enough.” 
 
    “Garlocke, how are you doing?” Max asked the raptor. “You’ve been climbing all this time. Are you getting tired?” 
 
    “A bit,” Garlocke admitted. “But I can keep going for a lot longer still.” 
 
    Nesura cast Reinvigorate and Hasten on the raptor, dispelling his fatigue and heightening his speed. Garlocke gave the familiar a grunt of acknowledgement and doubled his pace, increasing his lead over the Conjoined Harbingers slightly. The foremost of them was faltering, several of its limbs dissolving into threads of tattered flesh and armor fragments. 
 
    “The creatures chasing us are breaking apart,” Sylan said. “As I suspected, their bodies are too unstable to persist for too long. Another few more minutes, and they will break apart.” 
 
    “That means we have some time, then.” Max downed another Mana potion and flung the empty bottle over his shoulder. He then had Sylan cast an array of the many spells she knew, so that he could copy them all and use them to optimize his own spells. Nesura helped him speed through the Flux Conjunctions, rendering the normally tedious and mentally draining process much more manageable. During this time, the Conjoined Harbingers fell apart, one after another, leaving only Garlocke the sole climber up the length of the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice. 
 
    “I can sense the cosmic energy weave unraveling,” Sylan said, after they’d optimized Max’s most frequently used spells to Level 61. “You should ready yourself for battle.” 
 
    “I will.” Max downed another Mana potion and tossed the empty bottle over his shoulder. Nesura’s crimson incarnation poured one as well down the throat of her physical body. She then cast several healing spells over Max and Garlocke, before finishing up with her usual suite of enhancement spells: Hasten, Alacrity, Empowerment, Fortification, Ironskin, Impact Ward, and Force Sheath. 
 
    Max felt a faint pop in his ears then, as if he’d just passed through a long tunnel. The air rippled around him. 
 
    And a massive monstrosity came into sight, circling the top of the unfinished tree. The creature’s body was little more than a sphere of pockmarked, distended flesh with wings of black light protruding from its upper hemisphere. Tentacles thrice as thick as Max was tall sprouted ponderously from its bulk, each of their claw-tipped ends carrying humanoid figures he quickly recognized as Harbingers. 
 
    The creature pushed the limp forms of the former Enforcers into the haze of violet light emanating from the uppermost reaches of the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice. The Harbingers disappeared, and more of the tree materialized. The winged abomination withdrew its tentacles, before pushing their tips into its own spherical bulk. When the appendages reemerged, they were laden with more Harbingers. 
 
    “Well, we now know why there weren’t as many Harbingers outside as we thought there would be,” Nesura said. “Legion is using them to build that effigy of Pureheart’s Sacrifice.” 
 
    “That thing came from Legion?” Max asked, pointing at the winged, tentacular creature. “So the single shadow it got through turned into that?” 
 
    “The entities you call shadows bear many similarities to monsters,” Sylan said. “Their forms are malleable, as long as they are infused with enough cosmic energy. It would seem that the Cosmic Logos has transformed this particular specimen into a form more conducive to its purposes.” 
 
    “If its form is so malleable, why can’t it just change into an effigy of Pureheart’s Sacrifice and then have Vaustika set it on fire?” Max whistled through his teeth as he tried to grasp the sheer size of the Legion-creature building the false tree. It was roughly as large as the Dune Behemoth, but airborne, its massive bulk staying aloft in the skies with casual ease. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but judging from what we are witnessing, it probably requires matter native to this world as building material,” Sylan said. “The Harbingers were all once human, every one of them laden with his or her own karmic web and in this world, bearing an existential debt to Pureheart’s Sacrifice. I cannot imagine anything better than them to build such a karmic effigy with.” 
 
    “How much more time do we have left?” Max asked, calling Stridentsong into his grasp. 
 
    “Minutes, at most,” Sylan replied, a frantic note entering her voice. “We must stop it now, Maximo Strident, or we are lost. We are all—“ 
 
    “Shut up.” Nesura smacked the Artifact over the back of her head. “Max, the sheer size of that thing means it’s going to take a lot of killing. We’d better get started right away.” 
 
    “Agreed, but I might have to leave that to you and Garlocke,” Max said, pointing at another winged silhouette soaring toward them. It was Vaustika, clad in an intricately fashioned suit of black plate armor and bearing a strange, twisted crown of dark metal upon his brow. Wings of ebon light sprouted from his shoulder blades. 
 
    As the former Oligarchic Prince approached, he drew a jeweled sword that Max recognized as a priceless heirloom of House Vaustika. Ribbons of fire, swirls of frost, and arcs of lightning coruscated up and down the length of its blade. 
 
    Nesura scanned him quickly. 
 
      
 
    Harbinger Irvin Vaustika 
 
    Classification: Sovereign 
 
    Level 79 
 
      
 
    “He is four Levels above you, Max, and the Sovereign Classification is a very powerful one,” the familiar said. “Are you sure you can take him by yourself?” 
 
    “I will have to,” Max said, spreading his crimson wings and hovering off of Garlocke’s saddle. “You and Garlocke need to bring Legion down quickly, or at least stop it from building the tree.” 
 
    “I think we can manage that.” Nesura manifested her crimson incarnation fully and took Max’s place astride the raptor’s back. She pounded her fist between Garlocke’s shoulders. “Let’s go, you stupid lizard! We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Garlocke glanced over his shoulder and glared at her balefully, before resuming his climb. Max snapped his wings back and soared out to meet Vaustika. 
 
    There was nothing left to say. The former Oligarchic Prince-turned-Harbinger wore a rictus of hatred and resentment upon his face that said everything it needed to about his association with Max. Vaustika wasn’t the Hero of Firstar Valley. He wasn’t a Knight-Errant and the leader of the Apocalypse Knights. And now, he wasn’t even the Cosmic Logos’s first choice as chosen lackey. He now knew, once and for all, that he was and always would be Max’s inferior, and he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Die!” Vaustika screeched, as Max charged through the skies toward him. The Harbinger thrust out his left palm. Blistering rays of black light lanced from each of his fingertips. 
 
    Max cast a Shield spell, bringing into existence overlapping layers of magical barriers between him and Vaustika. The dark rays altered their course in mid flight to swerve around, above, and under the magical barriers, before resuming their pursuit of their original target. 
 
    Instead of flying backwards in an attempt to evade Vaustika’s spell, Max charged on straight ahead instead, slipping past the Harbinger’s beams as they converged upon him. He blitzed through his own Shield spell and closed the distance between him and the Harbinger in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Vaustika blinked in alarm, but he still managed to lash out with his sword. Max blocked with Stridentsong and riposted immediately, the tip of his blade scoring a faint furrow across the Harbinger’s breastplate and ripping a deep gouge upon his gorget. Max followed through right away with a backhand blow, whipping his blade across in a backhand and activating the Ravening Slaughter enchantment all at once. 
 
    Crimson whirring blades flared briefly into existence, but all they caught was Vaustika’s shadowy afterimage. The Harbinger reappeared twenty feet away from Max in the sky, surrounded by an ebon halo that marked the aftermath of some defensive spell. Vaustika peeled away the mangled ruins of his gorget, before checking the pale skin of his throat for any damage. 
 
    If he’d been a split-instant slower, his head would be tumbling from the skies right now, Max thought as he pursued his enemy, eager to win the fight and see to the end of the Cosmic Logos’s endeavor to end his world. 
 
    This time, Vaustika wasn’t nearly as eager to meet him blade to blade. The Harbinger extended his wings and soared higher into the skies. Max chased him, but Vaustika was faster, able to keep nearly forty feet between them while hurling more rays of black light from the fingertips of his left hand. 
 
    Max flew through their midst, ducking, diving, and banking his way past the Harbinger’s beams. He leveled his left gauntlet. Storm Bolter bucked and heaved, hurling four explosive bolts at Vaustika. The Harbinger snarled and clenched his left fist. A swirl of violet light appeared next to him, the unmistakable sign of a summoning spell. Then a massive misshapen form poured from its midst. 
 
    The explosive bolts hammered into the summoned monster, something called a Sky Orakles, and blew it apart, reducing it to chunks of smoking meat and dribbles of broiled entrails. More summoning portals appeared around Vaustika, and a small army of flying monsters appeared. 
 
    Cloud Horrors, Azure Discs, and Craven Wings swarmed upon Max in a gibbering tide of fangs, claws, and spiked tentacles. He burned a third of them from the skies with a Fire Storm spell before dispatching the rest with his blade and gauntlet. 
 
    Max stabbed an Azure Disc through its body and angled its bulk around just in time to block another barrage of dark rays from Vaustika. The Harbinger’s spell disintegrated the monster’s corpse, leaving nothing but wisps of ash trailing from Stridentsong’s length. 
 
    Vaustika snarled and summoned more monsters. Max cast Umbral Ward, followed by Umbral Teleport. He fell into a pool of darkness and reemerged from the shadows a just-summoned Cloud Horror had cast over Vaustika’s back. The Harbinger spun around, trying to bring his blade to bear, but Max was swifter. He crashed Stridentsong down upon Vaustika’s shoulder. The Ravening Slaughter enchantment buzzed through the Harbinger’s armor, cleaving his left arm off in a welter of blood and macerated meat. 
 
    Vaustika shrieked in agony. Max swept his sword across in a decapitating blow, but the Harbinger fell into a rapid earthward plunge, leaving Stridentsong to slice through empty air. Max moved to follow, only to have the Cloud Horror above him wrap a tentacle around his waist and another around his neck and begin pulling him toward the fang-filled maw on the underside of its amorphous body. 
 
    He grabbed the tentacle around his neck with his left hand and activated Megalo Maw. The gauntlet’s blades appeared over his palm and chewed through the Cloud Horror’s appendage in an instant. Max did the same to the tentacle around his waist, before stabbing Stridentsong through the monster’s body. The Ravening Slaughter enchantment ripped the Cloud Horror in half. 
 
    Max batted away the steaming viscera that cascaded over him and looked down. He spotted Vaustika immediately. With the spatial distortion trap spent and gone, the base of Pureheart’s Sacrifice wasn’t nearly beyond eyeshot as it had been several minutes ago. The Harbinger had landed amidst its gargantuan roots. He’d dropped his sword and was casting healing spells over his left shoulder, seeking to restore his lost limb. 
 
    Vaustika noticed Max’s regard immediately. He summoned another tide of monsters. Stone Trolls, Shield Golems, and Pike Fiends materialized in a defensive formation around the Harbinger. The Shield Golems raised powerful barriers of translucent light around Vaustika. 
 
    Those monsters are defensively oriented, so they’ll buy him more than enough time to complete his healing spells, Max thought, tightening his grip on Stridentsong. Well, leave it to Vaustika to make everything long and painfully drawn-out. 
 
    “Max!” Nesura’s voice rang in his mind before he began his descent toward Vaustika. “Get over here!” 
 
    Max looked up and saw that Nesura and Garlocke had leaped upon Legion’s bulk from the tree. The familiar and the spirit beast were ripping and tearing into the legendary monster, causing ichor and flesh to rain from the skies. 
 
    But Legion remained unperturbed. It continued carrying out its task while Nesura and Garlocke savaged it, binding one Harbinger after another into the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice. As Max watched, Nesura cast Fire Storm and incinerated a dozen of the Harbingers Legion held in its tentacles. Ten times that number were pushed into the violet light pulsing from the top of the nearly completed tree. 
 
    Max snapped his wings back and flew toward Nesura and Garlocke. As he got closer to Legion, he saw just how little headway the two of them had made. Legion’s massive bulk was covered in horrendous wounds, but they were healing right before his eyes, even as Nesura and Garlocke gouged and tore new ones. 
 
    Its Fortitude must be tremendously high, Max realized. That’s why the two of them aren’t really hurting it very much, and whatever injuries they do manage to inflict will quickly regenerate. 
 
    “At least it isn’t fighting back,” he said, as he landed next to his familiar and spirit beast. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to, because in under a minute, everything will be over,” Sylan said, still astride Garlocke’s back. The Architect of Fate seemed glumly resigned. “Our end is upon us. The Cosmic Logos will take this world into the Crucible itself and turn every sentient being in it into marionettes animated by cosmic energy.” 
 
    “Cosmic energy… that’s it!” Max grabbed Sylan by the arm and dragged her off the saddle. “Legion is able to do what it does because it’s been given a lot of cosmic energy, right? We have something to take all of that away.” 
 
    “Of course!” Sylan raised the Atmos Ripper and plunged its triple-pronged blade deeply into the pulsating flesh beneath her feet. The enchanted dagger trembled as it drew tides of cosmic energy from Legion’s body and vented it out through its spherical pommel. Sylan heaved a sigh of relief. “If we can drain Legion completely, it will perish, leaving Vaustika with nothing to complete his karmic effigy.” 
 
    A sharp, brittle noise snapped through the air then, and cracks appeared across the surface of the Atmos Ripper’s pommel. Sylan cried out in alarm. “The vortex vent is being overloaded. If it breaks, so will the rest of the blade.” 
 
    “We need to repair it on the spot, then,” Max said. 
 
    “But how? We have no more Arcanum left,” the Architect of Fate protested. 
 
    Max tapped his gorget and activated the communication amulet fused into its surface. A Soul Lens screen appeared in front of him, bearing the visage of a very worried looking Truesteel clerk manning the Command Table back at base camp. 
 
    “Knight-Commander?” the clerk, a middle-aged man with thinning hair, asked. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I need Artificers ready to go through a Reinforcement Portal,” he said. “Gather them right now.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander!” the clerk cried, before relaying Max’s orders to someone beyond the edges of the screen. He turned back to Max. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “That’s it for now. Thanks,” Max said, before deactivating his communication amulet and dismissing the Soul Lens screen. He took out a Reinforcement Portal sphere and tossed it onto Legion’s expansive back. A violet portal appeared. 
 
    “I don’t know if we have enough time for that, Max,” Nesura said, shaking her head.   
 
    “We do,” Sylan said breathlessly. “Legion has slowed down considerably, thanks to what the Atmos Ripper has already accomplished. We should have another ten minutes to work with.” 
 
    Max flew off the legendary monster’s back to get a better vantage point and saw that Sylan was right. Legion’s movements had become sluggish and tortured. It was still building the effigy of Pureheart’s Sacrifice, but it was now doing so much more slowly. 
 
    We’ve bought some time for ourselves, but we’ve also given some time to our enemy, he thought, as he caught movement in his peripheral vision and turned toward it, only to find Vaustika ascending into the skies once more, leading another fresh contingent of flying monsters. 
 
    “Nesura, put the Artificers to work as soon as they arrive,” he told the familiar through their mental link. “Some of Vaustika’s monsters are bound to get past me, so you and Garlocke will have to keep our people safe while they repair the Atmos Ripper.” 
 
    “Leave it to us,” Nesura replied. “See if you can finish Vaustika off this time. He’s really starting to annoy me.” 
 
    Max turned his attention back to the approaching Harbinger. Vaustika had regrown his left arm, and his entourage of flying monsters was now mostly made up of Azure Drakes, powerful serpentine monstrosities capable of spitting lightning from their maws. 
 
    The Azure Drakes streamed past Vaustika. Cobalt-blue electricity forked from their open mouths, collectively creating a maelstrom of crackling lightning that darkened the false skies as it tore through the skies toward Max. 
 
    “Nesura! What was that spell we learned in that Dungeon with all those metallic monsters?” he asked the familiar. 
 
    “Alchemic Lance,” she replied, obviously reading Max’s surface thoughts and memories, as he’d fought his way through many Dungeons with metallic monsters. “I’ve just readied it for you as a Flux spell.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Max cast Alchemic Lance and conjured a ten-foot long spike of magical steel in the air before him. He sent the spike hurtling toward the center of the approaching lightning storm. The Alchemic Lance passed right through the swirling electricity, leeching all of its fury into its length, before punching right into the skull of the foremost Azure Drake. 
 
    The monster perished instantly and tumbled from the skies, even as the rest of its kind streaked through the fading remnants of their unnatural storm to continue their charge toward Max. 
 
    He blasted four of them into tatters of flesh and cascading scales with Storm Bolter, before diving into their midst and lashing out wildly with Stridentsong. The Ravening Slaughter enchantment caused the sword to vibrate wildly in his grasp, preventing him from really executing any blade forms. 
 
    Not that he needed to do so, in any case. The crimson blades roaring down Stridentsong’s length tore apart Vaustika’s latest batch of monsters within the span of a few heartbeats, though Max had to accept several bone-breaking hits on his ribs, back, and left shin. A half-dozen of them flew past him and began descending upon Legion’s back, where Nesura and Garlocke were and where the Apocalypse Knights’ Artificers would soon arrive. 
 
    They’ll have to take care of those. He thought, as he pushed the agony to the back of his mind. His armor and body were laden with enough enchantments and spells to repair themselves quickly enough. He then took Stridentsong in a two-handed grip, turned around, and arced it down toward Vaustika as the Harbinger tried to strike at him from the flank. 
 
    Vaustika sidestepped the descent of the Ravening Slaughter blades and riposted with a swift thrust of his sword. Max caught the tip of the Harbinger’s weapon in the palm of his left gauntlet and activated Megalo Maw’s blades. Vaustika withdrew his sword before it could be churned into scrap metal and thrust out again, his movements swift, fluid, and economical enough to force Max into snapping his wings forward, so that they brought him into a hasty backward tumble through the air.  
 
    Max dismissed the Ravening Slaughter enchantment and brought Stridentsong up and about into a Swaying Willow Guard blade form to intercept the pursuing flurry of cuts and thrusts from Vaustika. He frowned in puzzlement as he attempted a Moonlit Reflection Arc, only for the Harbinger to execute an artful parry that foiled the blade form and led into another series of lunges that came dangerously close to burying his sword in Max’s heart or throat. 
 
    Where is this coming from? Max wondered, as he broke down Vaustika’s attacks by alternating between the Iron Aegis Block and Weeping Loom blade forms. He knew that as a Mundane, Vaustika had undergone classical tutelage in swordsmanship and was only a slightly poorer swordsman than Master Sergeant Corvis Tober had been, back in the day. The former Oligarchic Prince was decent enough, when it came to blade work, but he’d never been this good. 
 
    “You’re puzzled,” Vaustika said, a crooked grin unfolding across his face. “Confused, even. How am I, a mere spoiled and sheltered nobleman, able to match blades with a Strident Swordmaster?” 
 
    “No, not really,” Max said. “The Cosmic Logos obviously gave you that skill, just like it gave you all those Levels. Nothing you have right now was earned, which pretty much sums up the story of your life, you idiotic, worthless, cowardly, backstabbing bastard.” 
 
    Vaustika snarled and lunged, but Max was done feeding the Harbinger’s vain desire to beat him blade to blade. He flew backwards, bringing him beyond the range of Vaustika’s flickering sword, and cast Fire Infusion, Lightning Infusion, and Frost Infusion on Stridentsong, before returning the blade to his Amplification Sheath. 
 
    Max then took out his bow and plucked at it repeatedly, raining a hail of arrows upon Vaustika. The Harbinger sneered and cut the first one to reach him out of the air, only for it to explode in his face and send him reeling back, coughing and spluttering. 
 
    My arrows aren’t powerful enough to hurt him, but they should sting him well enough, Max thought, as the rest of his explosive shafts struck home and blasted Vaustika into a tumbling spiral across the skies. He took a moment to check on Nesura and Garlocke. The two of them were tearing apart the last of the Azure Drakes, allowing ten Artificer youths to work on the Atmos Ripper while Sylan held the blade in place. 
 
    “I think it’s working, Max!” Nesura said through their mental link. “I can feel this ugly monstrosity dying beneath my feet. It’s not even feeding Harbingers to that tree anymore. A few more moments, and we’ll be done here.” 
 
    “Good,” Max replied, before returning his focus back to Vaustika, who was charging through the skies toward him once more, his blade leading the way. 
 
    Max shot three more arrows, but the Harbinger weaved and dodged past the whistling shafts, obviously knowing better than to strike at them this time. He then threw out a Shield spell as Vaustika closed to within thirty feet, slamming a translucent barrier of colorless light into existence right in front of the Harbinger. 
 
    Vaustika growled and plowed through the magical barrier with his blade, but in doing so, he slowed down, allowing Max to fly away and open up even more space between them. Putting his bow away and calling his Magus Staff to his grasp, he filled the skies with tides of fire and columns of lightning, forcing Vaustika to wreath himself in a protective sphere of black light to weather the fury of Max’s spells. 
 
    “Face me, Max!” the Harbinger roared, amplifying his voice through some enchantment so that his words thundered through the skies and drowned out the cacophony of battle. “Cross blades with me! Or are you too afraid, too cowardly, to be proven the inferior swordsman?” 
 
    “I know who is the inferior one here,” Max said, not bothering to raise his voice. “Here’s a hint for you: it’s the idiot who’s the Cosmic Logos’s puppet. Maybe you agreed willingly to its terms, or maybe you were forcibly changed into a Harbinger somehow. It doesn’t matter. You were a weak link, a chink in the Apocalypse Knights’ armor. That’s why it went for you and not me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A shriek of rage tore itself from Vaustika’s lips. The Harbinger swung his sword, hurling beams of black light from the tip of his blade. Max ensconced himself in a sphere of overlapping magical barriers. When he’d hurled Fire Storm and Chain Lightning spells at Vaustika a moment ago, the Harbinger had shielded himself and stayed stationary to weather the fiery, electrical tide that poured over his dark barriers. 
 
    Max didn’t do the same thing. He charged straight ahead instead, so that the ebon-hued beams slicing from Vaustika’s blade crashed against his barriers and cobwebbed cracks immediately across their translucent surface. A moment later, they punched right through, the Harbinger’s Level 79 spell overpowering Max’s Level 61 Shield spell. 
 
    A beam flashed past the shattered remnants of Max’s barriers and tore into his right pauldron, disintegrating the midnight blue steel before striking his flesh. But in burning through a Shield spell and then potently enchanted plate armor, it had lost much of its fury, so that it merely seared and scorched Max’s shoulder to a crisp instead of turning the entire limb and much of his upper torso into ash. 
 
    Another beam struck his shin guard. It was a glancing hit, so all it left in its wake was a molten furrow. A third sheared straight through his side, taking with it a fist-sized chunk of his flesh and the lowermost edges of his ribs on the left side of his body. 
 
    Max felt blood, superheated and laden with a tinge of ash, well up his throat and gush between his lips. The edges of his vision darkened from the sheer agony that raced through his body, and it was all he could do to not curl up and start weeping from the pain. 
 
    But he couldn’t afford to do that, not now. He’d weaved and dodged his way through the beams birthed by Vaustika’s spell earlier, but the time and focus he’d expended in doing so had allowed the Harbinger to defend himself. 
 
    His reckless charge, in contrast, did no such thing. Vaustika had barely completed the swing of his sword when Max was upon him. The Harbinger gasped in alarm and tried to bring his blade to bear, only for Max to punch him in the liver. Max manifested Megalo Maw’s blades upon the knuckles of his left gauntlet and activated them at the moment of the bone-breaking impact, so that they immediately began ripping and chewing into Vaustika’s viscera and the shards of his broken ribs. 
 
    Vaustika wailed in agony and tried to pull away. Max willed his armor’s built-in helm into existence. It was of a simple but solid design, with a sturdy visor and two short, curving, and backswept horns upon its crown as its only adornment. He head-butted Vaustika with it, breaking the Harbinger’s nose, shattering a half-dozen of the teeth on his upper jaw, and caving in his left cheekbone.  
 
    At the same time, he swept his left fist all the way through, opening Vaustika’s abdomen up entirely. The Harbinger’s entrails fell from the skies in gore-streaked dribbles. He lashed out desperately with his sword, forcing Max to back off. 
 
    Max called Stridentsong into his grasp as he did so. His enchanted sword was wreathed in blistering halo of lightning, fire, and ice birthed from his amplified elemental infusion spells. He lashed out with a Moonlit Reflection Arc. 
 
    Vaustika was still reeling with pain, but his unearned and unlearned swordsmanship skills brought his blade unthinkingly into a parry. Stridentsong struck the Harbinger’s jeweled sword and burned through it a third of the way above its hilt. The broken blade spun end-over-end through the air, until it embedded itself in the trunk of the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice forty feet above the ground. 
 
    Max raised Storm Bolter. The enchanted crossbow thundered thrice, lacing Vaustika’s chest, neck, and face with explosive bolts that hammered him from the skies. The Harbinger fell, trailing tatters of mangled flesh and ruptured entrails. Max aimed Storm Bolter’s last shot carefully before he unleashed it. A fourth explosion altered the trajectory of Vaustika’s descent, sending his body into a sideways spin that ended with it being impaled upon the jagged end of his blade protruding from the massive tree. 
 
    That should do it, Max thought, as he sheathed Stridentsong and began casting healing spells on himself. He was quickly proven wrong though, as Vaustika drew a shuddering breath, raised his right hand tremblingly, and started doing the exact same thing as Max. 
 
    Max grimaced in frustration and summoned Stridentsong back into his grasp, intending to finish Vaustika off before the Harbinger could heal himself.  A massive shadow darkened the false skies directly above him then, and Nesura’s voice rang into his mind. 
 
    “We’ve done it, Max!” the familiar cried excitedly. “Legion is going down! Get out of the way!” 
 
    Max didn’t need to be told twice. He snapped his crimson wings backward and flew rapidly in a straight line that brought him away from the growing shadow. Once he got clear, he glanced over his shoulder and saw Legion tumbling past him, trailing the limp bodies of comatose Harbingers in its wake, and heading directly to where Vaustika was impaled. 
 
    Vaustika had healed at least his jaw, it seemed, as he managed to scream one more time before Legion crashed into him. The trunk of the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice disintegrated beneath the impact of the monster’s immense bulk, and the unnatural tree fell in on itself in a massive geyser of dust and splinters. 
 
    Max nodded in satisfaction, before turning his gaze skyward. Garlocke was floating overhead in his pacto form. The raptor descended quickly to his side. Sylan, the Artificers, and Nesura’s crimson incarnation were all standing upon the raptor’s broad, disc-shaped back.  
 
    “Well done, all of you,” he said to them. “And yes, Sylan, that includes you, too. That Atmos Ripper of yours turned out to be crucial, after all.” 
 
    The Architect of Fate smirked. “You would have been lost without my genius, Maximo Strident. Surely you can express a bit more gratitude than—“ 
 
    Nesura smacked Sylan over the back of her head, turning whatever else she’d been about to say into a strangled squawk. 
 
    “Don’t push your luck,” the familiar said, sneering at Sylan as she clutched her scalp and visibly fought back her tears. 
 
    “Sylan, with Vaustika gone, will this section of the Errantry Mansion revert to its original form?” Max asked the Architect of Fate. 
 
    “It should, in time,” she replied. “The enchantment bound into this place is a potent one, far more potent than any Level 4 artifact has any right to be.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Max nodded. “It means one less problem I have to deal with. Alright, now that we’re done here, we should head back to the Apocalypse Horizon as soon as we can, so we can wrap things up there, too.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sylan said. “The less time I have to spend on this primitive, repulsive world, the better. I—” 
 
    The Architect of Fate fell silent, then. She rushed to the edge of Garlocke’s back and looked down at the pile of wreckage that had once been the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice and Legion. A startled gasp escaped her lips. 
 
    “What is it?” Max asked, before a horrific thought occurred to him. “Was the tree completed already before we destroyed it? Did it achieve enough karmic synchronicity to hurt the actual Pureheart’s Sacrifice?” 
 
    “No, it didn’t,” Sylan said. “Legion still needed to build it slightly more, but there are degrees and multiple avenues of karmic synchronicity.” 
 
    “Speak plainly!” Nesura snapped. 
 
    “This tree isn’t an effigy of only Pureheart’s Sacrifice,” Max realized. “It’s also an imitation of the one in the Apocalypse Horizon. And it might not have been complete enough to hurt either tree, but whatever karmic synchronicity it managed to get could likely accomplish something else instead. Sylan, what do you know?” 
 
    Before the Architect of Fate could reply, tongues of black fire flared into existence upon the remains of the false tree and Legion, forming a massive conflagration that forced Max and Garlocke higher into the skies with its sheer heat. 
 
    The flames burned briefly, spanning less than a handful of heartbeats, before dying out and leaving a mountainous heap of ashes behind. A chill breeze swept in, then. The ashen pile disappeared in its wake, revealing the gigantic humanoid figure standing in its place. 
 
    It was thirty feet tall, with perfectly proportioned limbs all sheathed in smooth, featureless black. The face it wore was Vaustika’s, though the dark flames blazing within its eye sockets told Max that any trace of the former Oligarchic Prince was no longer present.  
 
    Massive wings unfolded from its back. They were laden with dark metallic feathers. A crown of black fire appeared upon its brow. A burning sword materialized within the grasp of its right fist, and a book fell from empty air to land upon its open left palm. 
 
    Nesura scanned the creature. 
 
      
 
    Seraph of Ashen Annihilation 
 
    Lesser Crucible Adjudicator (Direct control assumed) 
 
    Level: 99+ 
 
    FURTHER INFORMATION UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “The Cosmic Logos is here,” Sylan breathed. “You killed its puppet and last remaining link to this world, Maximo Strident, but before that connection could be entirely severed, it poured tens of thousands of worlds’ worth of cosmic energy into Vaustika’s remains and incarnated an Adjudicator.” 
 
    “It can do this? Why didn’t it do so before?” Max asked. “Why didn’t it just wipe us out right away, instead of bothering with the Slayer, then with Legion, and finally with that idiot Vaustika?” 
 
    “Explanation: Because assuming direct control is taxing, Cosmic Challenger 913347,” the Seraph said, in a voice loud enough to shake the skies and knock all the Artificers off their feet. “Such intervention also strains the stability of the Crucible’s grasp upon your world, tenuous as it already is, thanks to the aberration you call Pureheart’s Sacrifice.” 
 
    “You’re a lot more eloquent than the last time we talked, Cosmic Logos,” Max said, fighting to keep his features neutral and any trace of fear from showing in his voice. “You don’t sound so much like a Soul Lens notification anymore.” 
 
    “Your actions have compelled the heightened emergence of my consciousness from the Crucible,” the Seraph said, almost amiably. “And for that, I congratulate you. You are the only Cosmic Challenger across countless worlds to have accomplished such a feat.” 
 
    “Am I? Do I get a prize to go with your congratulations?” Max forced a smirk upon his face, even as he racked his brain desperately for a viable strategy to defeat the Seraph. None came to mind, and he had a feeling that none ever would. There was no way he could make up for the sheer difference in power between him and the Cosmic Logos’s avatar, at least not right here and now. 
 
    “You do, Cosmic Challenger 913347.” The Seraph turned its gaze fully upon Max, and he felt his knees tremble beneath its regard. He heard Sylan moan softly in despair behind him, and even Nesura was speechless, her fear welling over into the mental link she shared with Max. The Artificers had fallen entirely silent. Max glanced briefly over his shoulder at them and saw that several had passed out from sheer terror. 
 
    “After extinguishing Crucible Executor 173411’s rebellion, I will subsume this world entirely into the Crucible,” the Seraph continued. “All of its inhabitants will be remade to accommodate their new state of existence. They will all become Challengers… Crucible Challengers as opposed to Cosmic Challengers, for they will no longer be part of the cosmos. And as for you, Maximo Strident, you will become part of the Crucible’s workings, a monster, brought out to kill or be killed by Challengers, eternally denied the accrual of power and experience of peril you crave so much.” 
 
    The Seraph raised its sword, then. Max felt his breath catch in his throat at the sight, but the Seraph didn’t strike at him. Instead, it plunged its blade down into the ground where the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice had stood. The earth heaved and broke apart beneath the impact. Violet light fanned from the fissures radiating across the surface of the ruptured ground. 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos is creating a temporal anomaly and synchronizing it with the tree in the Apocalypse Horizon!” Sylan cried. “Stop it, Maximo Strident! Stop it now!” 
 
    “Garlocke, I’ll need you to get the youths somewhere safe,” Max told the raptor. 
 
    “I will,” Garlocke replied in his usual laconic fashion, though there was no doubting the sense of finality and the farewell in his words. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as he called Stridentsong to his grasp and took it in a two-handed grip. He leaped off Garlocke’s back and flared his crimson wings. Nesura dismissed her crimson incarnation and manifested it partially from his shoulder as he plummeted through the skies toward the Seraph. 
 
    “You think you can do this without me, Max?” the familiar demanded, cackling. She drew Mortal Ruin and infused its length with crimson fire. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Max told her, a grin forming unbidden across his face. “Thanks, Nesura. For everything.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Nesura replied. “Now hush before you say anything embarrassing. We’ve got a Crucible Adjudicator to kill!” 
 
    Max went over his options as he closed in upon the Seraph and quickly realized he didn’t have any. None of his spells or blade forms would be of any relevance in the face of such overwhelming power, so he simply settled for raising his sword over his head in readiness to cleave it down upon the Seraph’s brow. 
 
    The spreading cobweb of violet light at the Seraph’s feet erupted then, turning into a massive sphere of magical energy that washed over Max and caught Garlocke and his passengers as well. The intense radiance filled Max’s vision and overwhelmed his senses. 
 
    “By the Blood Gods, what is—?” he heard Nesura say, before her question devolved into a squawk of horror and confusion. 
 
    The light peeled away as quickly as it had emerged, and Max found himself falling through the skies above one of the Dominion’s inner townships. He fought through the wave of momentary confusion that clouded his mind and realized that he hadn’t actually returned to the Dominion. 
 
    He was back in the Apocalypse Horizon. The massive structure of twisted stone directly beneath him was a Level 99 Dungeon. Max snapped his wings out, arresting his fall, and looked up, scanning the skies for Garlocke. He spotted the raptor almost immediately, about seventy feet or so above him. 
 
    He then lowered his gaze and swept it across the township. All he saw were a horde of Level 99 monsters—Tuskar Infernals, according to a quick Soul Lens scan by a bewildered Nesura—and an array of the tall, narrow buildings that typified Valerisen architecture. 
 
    Where did the Seraph go? What’s happening right now? he wondered. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Nesura said out loud. She pointed earthward. “But we’ve got more pressing issues to worry about now!” 
 
    The Tuskar Infernals were massive humanoids with blood-red skin and long, curved horns sweeping backward from their deep-set brows. They carried swords, axes, and maces dripping with fire in their fists. The monsters looked up at Max, spread their bat-like wings, and took to the skies. 
 
    Max cast Temporal Equalization right away. Green light pulsed spherically from his body to wash over the Tuskar Infernals as they ascended, reducing them to Level 75 and transforming them into monsters called Tuskar Fiends. 
 
    But they were still Level 75 monsters, and they numbered in the hundreds. Max and Nesura blasted clusters of them from the skies with Icelance, Jolting Arc, and Crushing Boulder spells, but plenty of the monsters made it through their magical onslaught and closed in to within grasping range, while ten or so of them continued their ascent toward Garlocke and his passengers. 
 
    Max dismissed the raptor, recalling him into his summoning totem. Sylan and the Artificers found themselves standing or sitting on nothing but empty air nearly two hundred feet high in the sky. They tumbled earthward, screaming and flailing as the Tuskar Fiends converged upon the spot of empty air where Garlocke had once been. 
 
    But Max was already moving, his crimson wings carrying him in a weaving path past the weapons of the monsters attacking him and upon an airborne course that would see him intercept each of the plummeting Artificers. Whenever he reached a youth, he would cast Shadowed Sanctuary on them, rendering them undetectable by any means to any monster beneath Level 81 as long as they did nothing aggressive, while Nesura would follow that up with Graceful Descent, a spell that turned an otherwise lethal plummet into a slow and gentle fall. 
 
    They’ll have to fend for themselves until I can round them up, Max thought, as he made his way toward Sylan, who’d activated some kind of enchanted item that manifested moth-like wings of blue light from her shoulders. 
 
    The Architect of Fate turned her fall into a quick but controlled descent, but a cluster of Tuskar Fiends noticed her and swooped upon her winged form, their weapons raised in readiness to rip her apart. Max made it to Sylan first, grabbed her by the scruff of her neck, and tossed her unceremoniously behind him. Nesura parried a Tuskar Fiend’s blade, before riposting the tip of her own through the monster’s neck. She followed that up with another flickering thrust that slid her sword into the eye socket of another Tuskar Fiend. 
 
    Max activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment upon Stridentsong and swept the blade out in a series of tight, efficient cuts. The three remaining monsters that had pursued Sylan fell apart into gory tatters. 
 
    “They have the advantage in the air,” Max said aloud to Nesura, so that Sylan could hear him too. “We’ll see if we can find a less exposed place where we can make a stand.” 
 
    Deactivating the Ravening Slaughter enchantment, he descended to the ground, with Sylan following closely behind, and began pounding across the street toward a squat, single-storied building a few hundred paces away from the Dungeon. A stenciled brass sign above its entrance archway told him that it was Uralontown’s regional courthouse. 
 
    That means we’re nearly at the center of the Dominion, he realized, as he kicked down the courthouse’s front door and rushed into its main lobby, with a horde of Tuskar Fiends hot on his heels. One of the monsters swiped at Sylan and nearly took her head off. Max hacked it in half from collar to hip and pushed the Architect of Fate behind him as more Tuskar Fiends stepped over the remains of their bisected kin. 
 
    Nesura sent a Stone Spear ripping through their bodies. They fell like puppets with their strings cut. More Tuskar Fiends burst through the lobby’s windows. Max blasted them apart with Storm Bolter, before drawing his bow and placing explosive arrows into the faces and chests of another two dozen monsters storming in through the main entrance. 
 
    A Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision, then. 
 
      
 
    Level 76 attained 
 
      
 
    Good. Max put away his bow and took out his Magus Staff as Tuskar Fiends began crashing through the courthouse’s walls from every direction. He called a Sonic Blast spell to mind, amplified it with his Magus Staff, and cast it upward. A sphere of rippling sound hurtled toward the ceiling, tore past the lattice of rafters, and blasted the entire roof into a geyser of stone shards, broken ceramic tiles, and clouds of wooden splinters. 
 
    Grabbing Sylan by the upper arm, Max extended his crimson wings and flew through the new skylight he’d given the courthouse, even as more Tuskar Fiends poured into the building. Nesura dropped an Ice Storm spell past his feet as he ascended, so that a vortex of biting cold spun into existence amidst the swarming monsters and began ravaging their flesh. Max cast Chain Lightning next, filling the interior of the courthouse with an entire thunderstorm’s worth of blistering electricity. The Tuskar Fiends went into convulsions so intense that they shook their half-frozen limbs from their torsos. 
 
    Nesura manifested her crimson incarnation fully and fell back down into the courthouse. As she landed, she slapped her palm upon the floor and cast Stalagmite Forest. Earthen spears burst from the floor, each of them impaling a monster upon its length. 
 
    Max descended as well, touching down next to Nesura as the monsters’ remains began dissolving into flakes of black light. Another Soul Lens screen unfolded as he released Sylan and let the Architect of Fate stumble to her knees. 
 
      
 
    Level 77 attained 
 
      
 
    We must have killed hundreds of those monsters. Max thought, as he downed a Mana potion, followed by a Healing potion, before throwing both bottles over his shoulder. He checked Garlocke’s summoning totem. It told him that the raptor still needed a few more minutes before he could manifest again. 
 
    “What’s going on? Where is the Cosmic Logos’s avatar?” Sylan asked. “It has to be here somewhere. Perhaps it has destroyed Pureheart’s Sacrifice within the Apocalypse Horizon already. And yes, before you ask, that would absolutely destroy the actual tree. The Pureheart’s Sacrifice here is an actual, complete copy of the one in the Dominion, and the karmic ties between the two are far stronger than those created by the effigy in the Errantry Mansion.” 
 
    “I didn’t see it anywhere outside,” Max said, as he strode toward the blistered and crumbling remains of the courthouse’s entrance archway. Nesura walked alongside him, while Sylan scrambled to follow them. The entire front face of the building disintegrated as they crossed its threshold. A moment later, the rest of the structure crumbled behind them, forming a mountainous pile of debris in the span of a few heartbeats. 
 
    “Something like the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation is a bit difficult to miss,” Nesura said, rubbing her jaw thoughtfully. “What exactly is going on here? From what I understand, it warped to the Apocalypse Horizon by using the wreckage of Vaustika’s little project, and it brought us here inadvertently. So where is it? Why hasn’t it ended the world yet? I doubt Artur Brightblade and all his Level 99 monsters can stop it.” 
 
    Speaking of Level 99 monsters… Max grabbed Sylan and hurled himself aside, just as a Tuskar Infernal crashed down upon where they’d been standing an instant ago. Nesura’s crimson incarnation dissolved beneath the impact, and Max felt her physical body stir in his belt pouch. 
 
    “Damn it!” the familiar swore through their mental link. “Just how many of them are there?” 
 
    “Five,” Max replied, as he rolled to his feet and tossed Sylan a few feet behind him. He raised Stridentsong just in time to parry the falling blade of another Tuskar Infernal, before leveling Storm Bolter and emptying all four of its shots into the monster’s face. 
 
    The Tuskar Infernal staggered back a single step, then fell to its knees. Brain matter and other fluids dribbled from the mangled ruins of its skull. Max finished it off with a decapitating blow, before pivoting on his lead foot to catch a third monster’s mace with a Swaying Willow Guard and redirect its momentum into the ribs of its axe-wielding kin next to it. Reversing his grip on the hilt of his sword, he thrust Stridentsong into the mace-wielder’s mouth and activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment. Crimson blades turned everything above the Tuskar Infernal’s shoulders to a gory mist. 
 
    He extricated his sword and scythed it through the axe-wielding monster, which was on its knees after having its ribs caved in. The Tuskar Infernal fell. The monster that had stomped out Nesura’s crimson incarnation charged Max, swinging its sword. 
 
    Deactivating the Ravening Slaughter enchantment, he met the Tuskar Infernal blade to blade, exchanging a hundred strokes in the blink of an eye, before he landed a Weeping Loom blade form that slit open the monster’s throat. The Tuskar Infernal staggered back, clutching at its neck as ichor gushed from its wound. Max smashed aside its blade and cleaved its skull in half. 
 
      
 
    Level 78 attained 
 
      
 
    Nesura manifested her crimson incarnation just as he was tearing Stridentsong free. The familiar howled with glee. 
 
    “You know what you just did, didn’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Max flicked the ichor and brain matter from his blade. “I beat five Level 99 monsters without using Temporal Equalization on them. That doesn’t mean I don’t need to use that spell anymore. Level 99 monsters that are also Special Condition might still be a bit too much for me to handle.” 
 
    “Or they might come in overwhelming numbers,” Sylan spoke up, as she pointed a trembling finger down an alley next to the ruins of the courthouse. Several dozen Tuskar Infernals were approaching them. The Architect of Fate grimaced anxiously. “We can’t be stuck here all day, Maximo Strident. We need to find out just what happened to the Cosmic Logos’s avatar.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Max cast Temporal Equalization and sent a pulse of green light washing over the monsters. They flinched in surprise as they turned into Tuskar Fiends. 
 
    Their advance faltered, then died. The monsters exchanged hesitant glances. 
 
    Then they began to die. 
 
    At first, Max couldn’t quite understand what was happening. All he could make out was a storm of blades slicing into the Tuskar Fiends, cleaving their limbs from their torsos, striking their heads from their shoulders, and splattering their viscera against the alley’s walls. 
 
    The last of the monsters managed to swing its sword. It struck nothing but air. A curved blade opened its belly. Another severed its legs above the knees. Two more hacked off its arms. Completely limbless and disemboweled, the monster toppled over and fell upon its back. A lithe form landed upon its chest and drove a sword through its skull before standing up and smiling at Max. 
 
    “Sava!” Nesura squealed with glee. 
 
    Max laughed as he strode toward the Duelist and folded her into an embrace. She dropped the swords in her hands and returned it, clutching him tightly. 
 
    “I missed you,” she said. “I kept missing you, no matter how much killing I was doing.” 
 
    “I missed you too,” Max replied, kissing her gore-streaked brow, before letting her go and taking a step back so he could look at her. 
 
    Sava was wearing nothing but the Cage of Tormented Denial, a metallic harness that clung to her flesh with piercing spikes. Her favorite weapons, Blood Drinker and Flesh Tearer, sat upon the ground next to her bare feet. 
 
    A gray shadow loomed behind her, standing nearly eight feet tall. It was vaguely humanoid in aspect but utterly featureless apart from the golden eyes that blazed from beneath its brow. The shadow had four arms, and it wielded a curved sword in each of its fists. 
 
    Max scanned the shadow with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Phonoi’s Blessing: Legendary Enchanted Artifact 
 
     Emblem +67 
 
    Perpetual Phonoi: Swift, Rending, Sure 
 
      
 
    “Do you like it?” Sava asked, tapping the thread of metal piercing the flesh over her left breast. The enchanted emblem sat there, fused into the Cage of Tormented Denial. “I got it after fighting and killing a Special Condition monster called the Murderess of All. And then Phonoi started following me around. It doesn’t talk much, but it’s good at helping me kill.” 
 
    The shadow—Phonoi, as Sava had named it—crossed its blades across its chest and bowed to Max. 
 
    “I do like it,” he told her. “It suits you.” 
 
    Sava beamed with joy. She stroked Max’s jaw, and a familiar hungry light came into her eyes. 
 
    “I hate to do this, Sava,” Nesura said, her voice laden with genuine regret. “But we need to figure out what’s going on, first.” 
 
    “Alright, Nessy.” Sava nodded, before looking past Max’s shoulder and glaring at Sylan, who flinched beneath the Duelist’s regard. “Who’s that? I don’t like her.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Max said. “But we’ll need her help, so we can be together forever.” 
 
    Sava nodded once more, accepting Max’s explanation without another word. She looked down at her swords. They vanished, before reappearing in the sheaths pinned to the strips of metal piercing the flesh of her hips. She put her arm through Max’s. “Shall we go find out what’s going on, then?” 
 
    “How did you get here in the first place, Sava?” Nesura asked. “Last we heard, you were attacking the Dungeons all by yourself.” 
 
    “I was, and I was about to take care of this one, when I spotted all the monsters coming after you,” the Duelist replied. “So I came to find you.” 
 
    “You’ve gotten really far all by yourself,” Max said. “We’re only two townships away from the Capitol.” 
 
    “You want to get there, don’t you?” Sava smiled. “So I was just clearing a path for you.” 
 
    “I do,” Max told her. “Thank you.” 
 
    He quickly filled her in on what had happened in the Errantry Mansion. Sava grinned as he described Vaustika’s death, but she frowned in puzzlement when Max told her that he didn’t know what had happened to the Cosmic Logos. 
 
    “You can’t see it?” she asked. 
 
    “See what?” Nesura scratched her head and looked around. 
 
    “It!” Sava pointed to the skies. 
 
    Confused, Max raised his gaze. He wasn’t expecting to see anything new. After all, he’d conducted an aerial battle against the monsters shortly after returning to the Apocalypse Horizon. 
 
    But he was wrong. 
 
    A massive silhouette filled the uppermost heavens of the Apocalypse Horizon. It was the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation, but it was held at bay, somehow prevented from completing its descent and ending the world. 
 
    “This is Brightblade’s doing!” Sylan cried, her voice cracking with obvious terror and wonderment. “He’s stalled the Cosmic Logos’s karmic relocation, while letting us through in a masterful display of cosmic energy manipulation.” 
 
    “Stalled…” Max rolled the word around on his tongue, not finding it to his liking. “So that means the Cosmic Logos will arrive here sooner or later anyway. How much time do you think we have left?” 
 
    “Ten days, Maximo Strident,” Artur Brightblade said, materializing from thin air. “We have ten days before the Crucible takes us all.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a single Valerisen child who hadn’t grown up listening to tales of Artur Brightblade and Mira Pureheart, the two legendary Knights-Errant who’d saved the world from being wiped out by Dungeons and their monsters. Max didn’t think that it was any different in the Banelar Kingdom or the Hunnite Khanate, either. 
 
    Everyone knew who the two of them were in life. Only the Apocalypse Knights and their allies had any idea what had befallen them beyond that. 
 
    After announcing the amount of time the world had left, Artur Brightblade fell silent and waited for Max to respond. The semblance he wore was that of a tall and leanly muscled man, dressed in a nondescript shirt and plain trousers of what appeared to be dark gray wool. He wore simple leather shoes that had no buckles, and he was unarmed. 
 
    Well, his sword turned into mine, Max thought, glancing at Stridentsong. He placed a calming hand on Sava’s shoulder, and she relaxed immediately, having leveled her blades at Artur upon his appearance. Now wasn’t the right time to fight the Dungeon Lord, if ever. The way events had unfolded had all but necessitated the renewal and probable deepening of the uneasy alliance between the Apocalypse Knights and their supposed nemesis. 
 
    “Can you explain further?” he asked Artur. 
 
    “The Dungeon Lord has diverted much of the cosmic energy involved in the creation and maintenance of this temporal anomaly to trap the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation in a short-lived temporal suspension,” Sylan blurted instead. “We have ten days until it unravels, and the Cosmic Logos’s avatar arrives fully in the Apocalypse Horizon and ends the world.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Artur said mildly, tilting his head in Sylan’s direction. “You’ve acquired an interesting otherworldly ally, Max. I didn’t expect a Raneoulus paragon to find herself so far from her homeworld.” 
 
    “Raneolus?” Nesura blinked. “Of course. That’s what she is. And she’s also a paragon among her people, which makes sense, given what we’ve seen her do.” 
 
    “What is that?” Sava asked, her eyes wide with genuine curiosity. 
 
    “Paragons are members of any given species with extraordinary capabilities,” Nesura said. “You and Max could very well be considered paragons of humanity. Jonn is another likely candidate. Sylan claims to be able to see and manipulate cosmic energy directly. Almost no other entity in the cosmos can do something like that.” 
 
    “Apart from self-aware creatures of the Crucible, that is,” Sylan added, glancing pointedly at Artur. “Such as Dungeon Lords.” 
 
    “Fascinating points, but I don’t think you have the time for such irrelevancies right now.” Artur smiled. It was a tired, resigned expression. He looked at Max. “You and your Apocalypse Knights did well. You almost succeeded. If you had another week, you would have saved the world and sealed it off from the Cosmic Logos’s touch once and for all.” 
 
    “Are you saying we can’t do it, still?” Max said. 
 
    “The Apocalypse Horizon, for all intents and purposes, remains unchanged for now,” Artur said. “Its Dungeons are still active, as are its monsters. But even if you make your way to its heart, you will not be able to unravel it any longer, not now.” 
 
    “Let me guess.” Max grunted in frustration. “The Pureheart’s Sacrifice in the Apocalypse Horizon is also held in some kind of stasis field that will persist as long as the one holding the Cosmic Logos’s creature at bay does. When ten days have passed, we can get to it again.” 
 
    “And so can the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation,” Artur said. “And no, Max, you won’t be faster than it. The moment it is free, it will reach my love’s grave immediately and complete its desecration in an instant. You can consider the next ten days my final gift to you, on account of the Apocalypse Knights’ accomplishments. Use them to say your farewells, make your peace, or perhaps even mount some kind of futile preparatory efforts for existence within the Crucible. I’m sure you’ll pick the best choice for yourself, Max.” 
 
    “Is there any way we can attack the Seraph while it is held in stasis?” Max asked. “The best time to kill something is when it can’t fight back.” 
 
    Artur Brightblade chuckled. “The Seraph of Annihilation is far from helpless, Max. But that’s not the point. You can’t even reach it. It’s trapped within the fabric of the Apocalypse Horizon, beneath the very surface of its physicality. You might as well try to cut time itself, or burn space.” 
 
    “The very fabric of the Apocalypse Horizon…” Max rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “The Apocalypse Horizon is defined by its Dungeons, which are themselves not true physical spaces. Can we get to the Seraph through Dungeons?” 
 
    “That’s it!” Sylan cried out excitedly. “Maximo Strident, you are a genius! We can do that… but only with Artur Brightblade’s help.” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure I understand, Raneolus.” Artur frowned in puzzlement. “I know you can manipulate cosmic energy, which is a rare gift indeed, and I am very aware of how formidable and resourceful Max is, but I don’t see how I can add anything to that combination which can help at all.” 
 
    “Sylan can also manipulate karmic threads,” Nesura said, pounding her right fist into her left palm, as if she’d just stumbled upon a momentous discovery. “Max, I’m just going to go off what I know is unfolding inside your head right now. The Seraph is trapped in the essence of the Apocalypse Horizon itself, which is the source of all its Dungeons. There is karmic synchronicity right there, albeit weakly. But if Sylan can pull on those karmic webs and Artur can tie Dungeons to them…” 
 
    “You might be able to defeat the Seraph while it remains in stasis,” Artur said, his gaze distant and searching, as if he were looking at a Soul Lens screen no one else could see. “I can generate Dungeons, while the Raneolus establishes karmic links to portions of the totality of cosmic energy that comprises the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation. Vanquishing one of these Dungeons will result in the dissolution of part of the Cosmic Logos’s creature.” 
 
    “If one of these Dungeons is Level 70, and the Apocalypse Knights take it down, the Seraph’s Level will decrease by an equivalent number,” Sylan said. “If we keep at it, that would mean…” 
 
    “It will mean our victory,” Max said, clenching his fist. “And we have ten days to win.” 
 
    “First, I must warn you. The Raneolus is right, but only to an extent,” Artur continued. “Your Soul Lens scans tell you that the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation is Level 99+. It is actually Level 27995. That number can be reduced with every Dungeon, but not below Level 99, which is the Apocalypse Horizon’s baseline. At the end, you will have to deal with a Level 99 Dungeon that will undoubtedly be full of Special Condition monsters and traps.” 
 
    “Can’t you simply ensure that no Special Conditions apply in that Dungeon?” Max asked. “They’re your creations, after all.” 
 
    “I can control each of their individual Levels, but once a karmic link has been established between each Dungeon and the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation, the nature of that Dungeon’s landscape and monsters become subject to the Cosmic Logos’s designs,” Artur said. “Fortunately, by immersing itself into the Crucible, the Cosmic Logos and everything it creates are now subject to the Crucible’s rules. There will be no impossible Dungeons, as long as their assailers have the requisite power and wit to win.” 
 
    “Fine. Can you suspend all the timers on the other Dungeons in the Apocalypse Horizon, then?” Max requested. “If I’m not wrong, they’re pointless now. Even if one of them runs out, the Apocalypse Horizon can’t manifest on the world and end it, not with how things are now.” 
 
    “That is correct.” Artur’s smile turned brittle and bitter. “Perhaps it might have been a kindness if you’d failed and died at Level 1, Max. Then though your world would have ended, it would also have been sealed away and spared the true horrors of the Crucible, and the Cosmic Logos would have been deprived of immeasurable amounts of cosmic energy.” 
 
    “Maybe, but where’s the fun in that?” Max said. “When can you get started, Artur?” 
 
    “As soon as she can,” the Dungeon Lord said, looking at Sylan. 
 
    “I need a few hours’ time to rest, clear my mind, and perceive the karmic threads I must tie together,” the Architect of Fate said. She nodded down at the Atmos Ripper she was holding in her hand. “Wielding an accursed weapon like this is beyond mentally taxing.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Max said. “It’s been a long day, and taking on the Seraph like this isn’t something we can do by ourselves. It’s a task for all of the Apocalypse Knights. Let’s head back to base camp and regroup. Artur, you should come with us.” 
 
    Artur waved his hand instead. Space folded around Max momentarily, before snapping back into place once more. He blinked as he found himself standing in an exact copy of the lush garden he’d been a short while ago, dueling Vaustika to the death over the false Pureheart’s Sacrifice. 
 
    No, this isn’t a copy, he thought, as he looked up at the massive tree in the center of the garden. Not in the sense that the one in the Errantry Mansion was, anyway. 
 
    “Beautiful… but sad… and wrong,” Sava whispered. The Duelist was gazing at Apocalyptic Pureheart’s Sacrifice too. Tears brimmed in the corners of her eyes. “She gave so much.” 
 
    “She gave too much,” Artur said bitterly. The Dungeon Lord was no longer standing in front of Max. He was at the base of a tree, kneeling in front of a small gravestone set between two of its massive roots. His back was turned to Max and the others. “She didn’t need to do this. We could have kept protecting the world. We could have kept winning.” 
 
    “You only needed to lose once for tens of thousands of people to die,” Max pointed out. “And even if you didn’t lose, other Knights-Errant would, and they have. You know this as well as any Valerisen child. But I understand. I wouldn’t let Sava make such a sacrifice either, even if entire worlds get eaten by monsters.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t do anything that took me away from my beloved,” Sava added, giving Max a warm look before sweeping her gaze around. “Is this where we were supposed to arrive in the end? If we got here, we were supposed to win, right?” 
 
    “Indeed, Sava Saree,” Artur said, in a calm voice that told Max he’d regained his composure. “If the Apocalypse Knights had fought their way here, I would have dissolved the Apocalypse Horizon and used the cosmic energy within it to permanently seal this world away from the Crucible.” 
 
    “If that had happened, and it still might, what would become of the Knights-Errant?” Max asked. “Would there no longer be any more of them? No more Dungeons and monsters?” 
 
    “That would have been left up to you to decide,” Artur said. “Do you want to purge cosmic energy from the world to its outer reaches, rendering every entity within in Mundane? That can be done. Would you prefer the Crucible, contained and cut off from its larger whole within this world as it would be, to remain at Phase 4 or begin unfolding naturally as it would have done without my love’s sacrifice? Either is possible. You would have needed only to ask it, and I would have provided. But now…” 
 
    Max walked toward Pureheart’s Sacrifice, strode past Artur and the grave he was tending, and placed his palm on the tree. He grinned down at the kneeling Dungeon Lord. “Does this mean I would have won?” 
 
    “Yes,” Artur said, chuckling softly and shaking his head. “But as I’ve already said, that point is moot. Until we defeat the Seraph and drive the Cosmic Logos from this world, I cannot give you your reward.” 
 
    “Well, you can give it to me later, after we beat that bastard and send it packing,” Max insisted. 
 
    “I can,” Artur agreed. “Have you already decided what you want?” 
 
    “I have.” Max felt his grin widening on its own accord across his face. “I want the Apocalypse Horizon, or something like it, to remain in place. No more Dungeons will appear anywhere else in the world. They will only appear here or whatever replaces it. I want there to be portals across the world through which anyone except monsters can go to and fro from the Apocalypse Horizon.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Artur said, getting to his feet and cupping his chin in one hand. “Go on.” 
 
    “As for the Dungeons, let them restart from, say, Phase 35 and then go on from there,” Max continued. “Make their manifestations completely random. Let their incursions take place normally. As for the Knights-Errant themselves, open up all the Classifications to any who come of age and get a Soul Lens.” 
 
    “That last bit might not be possible,” Artur interjected. “A Knight-Errant’s choice of Classifications depends on his or her personal aptitudes, experiences, and history. But yes, I can definitely allow choices beyond the Warmonger, Elementalist, Infiltrator, and Defender to potentially be available for any new Knight-Errant.” 
 
    “That will have to do,” Max said. He patted the tree again. “Set up a spot in the middle of this new place. Any Knight-Errant who wants to get here will have to fight his or her way through, just like the Apocalypse Knights did. Whoever does get here… well, I want you to give that person the same choice you offered me. But there is a caveat. Anyone who wants to hand this world back to the Cosmic Logos gets killed, which is something I think you can still manage.” 
 
    Artur blinked in surprise. His mouth opened and closed a few times, trying to give voice to words that he was obviously having trouble forming. Eventually, though he did not need to breathe, he inhaled deeply, straightened his collar, and began speaking again. “I was going to terminate my consciousness at the end of this all. You would ask me to maintain my vigil for what could be centuries, if not millennia.” 
 
    “After all the trouble you put the world through, this is the least you could do,” Max said. “You could also just go dormant again until someone does make it to this new central point, like you were before I woke you up. That should make things easier for you.” 
 
    “It would,” Artur said, before kneeling down again and stroking the gravestone. A slight, sad smile ghosted over his face. “That would allow me to dream of her while the eons pass.” 
 
    “Whatever makes you happy,” Max said, shrugging. “There are a few very important things I want to talk about first. I want to bring Sava with me. Is that possible?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be, but you have a karmic manipulator with you,” Artur said. “I assume she’s already agreed to aid you in that regard? If so, then yes. We can extricate Sava Saree’s existence from this place, though once we do, you’d better bring her as far away from this world as possible and never come back.” 
 
    “That works for me, because I’m going to leave this world as soon as we’re done here anyway,” Max said. “That’s why I believe that the fairest thing to do would be to let someone who’s going to stay decide what happens to it in the end. And yes, I’m very well aware that I am deciding what’s going to happen to it in the meantime, but I’d say I earned that much at the very least.” 
 
    “If you do win, then you would have, Knight-Commander of the Apocalypse Knights,” Artur said. “But I wonder if you are aware of the possible implications of your choice. Knowing what I do of you, you very well might be. Regardless, I will lay it out in no uncertain terms for you: war. Knights-Errant across the world will form factions amongst themselves and wreak carnage over the length and breadth of this New Horizon as they seek the prize you have won. Countless thousands of them will perish, beneath the blades of each other or the claws and fangs of monsters. In the end, the most ruthless and formidable of them will prevail and seize the fate of this world in his or her hands.” 
 
    “Might makes right. That’s how it’s always been and how it always should be,” Max said. “Let’s say I make another choice, such as purging cosmic energy from this world and turning everyone into a Mundane. That would be me imposing my power over others, too. I’ve already made my choice, Artur, and I make no apologies for it. And before you ask me how that makes me any different from the Cosmic Logos, here’s my answer. Maybe it doesn’t, but I don’t care. And no, I wasn’t done yet. I want to ask about Corvis and his family. They don’t want to leave this world with me. Can you ensure that they continue living beyond the Apocalypse Horizon?” 
 
    “Yes, they can exist in the New Horizon. I will simply make the portals utterly inaccessible to their Mundane counterparts,” Artur said.“But I’m curious about what your plans are after? Would you traverse the cosmos, freeing worlds from the Crucible’s grasp?” 
 
    “After what happened here, the Cosmic Logos will begin absorbing worlds entirely into the Crucible. Liberating them as you plan to do this one will be infinitely more difficult,” Sylan said quietly. The Architect’s eyes were hooded in thought. She was obviously scheming something. 
 
    I’ll have to sort her out sooner or later. I think I’ll kill her right after fulfilling the favor I promised her. Fair is fair, after all, Max thought, as he shrugged. “I’ll figure something out. I always do. Anyway, now that we’ve settled my reward, we really need to get to work. Ten days isn’t a lot of time. Come on, Artur. Let’s head back to base camp.” 
 
    “I will maintain my vigil here,” Artur said, shaking his head. “These could very well be the last moments of existence for all of us. I want to spend as many of them remembering my love. Place a Warp Dais here, and send your Apocalypse Knights to me whenever they are ready. They can tell me the Level of the Dungeon they wish to challenge, and I will create it. The Raneolus can then establish the karmic link to the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation. Once that has been accomplished, they can make their endeavor to save the world.” 
 
    “Should I be staying here too, then?” Sylan asked Max. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not just yet. I don’t trust you at all to be by yourself unwatched and untended.” 
 
    “Even after all I have done for your cause, Maximo Strident?” the Architect of Fate demanded. 
 
    “Yes. Now calm down before you are calmed down,” Max said, clenching his fist and raising it threateningly. 
 
    Sylan blanched and lowered her gaze. 
 
    Max nodded to Artur. “What you just said works for me. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “You will,” the Dungeon Lord said, before turning his gaze fully to the gravestone and falling silent. 
 
    Sava had set down a Warp Dais and attuned it to the ones in base camp by then. The Duelist stepped onto it and vanished in a flash of blue light. Nesura shoved Sylan onto the Warp Dais. She then dismissed her crimson incarnation. 
 
    “This should be fun,” she said, poking her head out of Max’s belt pouch. 
 
    Max nodded. 
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    Jonn, Jargal, and Subotai had survived, it turned out, along with more than three-quarters of the Apocalypse Knights deployed to the Errantry Mansion, though half of that number were so grievously wounded that their fighting days were over, at least for the next ten days. 
 
    The Vanguards were all but wiped out, with only Jonn, another Warmonger, and a Defender remaining alive and in fighting shape. The Raiders had fared much better, losing only an eighth of their number as they’d been skirmishers, only taking their place in the frontline when there was no one else to do so. The Scouts were spared the worst of the casualties. The only deaths among them had been the brave Infiltrators sent into the Oligarchic Palace, though a third of them had been badly wounded.   
 
    “It was a victory, a hard-won one, but a victory, nevertheless,” Trisha said to Max, as the two of them reviewed the casualty reports spread across the Command Table screens. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “Given the circumstances, that’s all we can ask for.” 
 
    “The Truesteel Clan has imprisoned roughly a thousand Harbingers in one of their warehouses,” Trisha continued, pushing another of the screens to Max so that he could read the words upon its surface more easily. “Of those, just under a hundred are former Knights-Errant. If that sinister dagger of yours can make them come to their senses, we could use their help.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Max said. “We can’t trust them, at least for the time being. Also, they might not retain the Levels they got from being transformed into Harbingers, which means a good number of them would be Level 4 at most. Even the former Apocalypse Knights who were taken average out at around Level 27. It sounds harsh, but whatever help they could give, even if we trust them enough to take it, will be limited. They should sit this last stretch out.” 
 
    “Alright,” Trisha said. “That’s probably for the best.” 
 
    The Elementalist didn’t mention what would need to be done to the Harbingers if it turned out that the Atmos Ripper couldn’t turn them back to being Mundanes or Knights-Errant. Max didn’t desire such a discussion, either. That was a potential problem that would have to be addressed later, or—if Sylan’s creation did manage to work miracles—not at all. 
 
    Max glanced at the Architect of Fate, who was seated sullenly on a field chair in the corner of the command tent. She’d handed over the Atmos Ripper eagerly, so that she could be free of the debilitating effects it had on her Physical Attributes. Over the course of the last battle, Sylan had also gotten to Level 55, thanks to the cohort bond she shared with Max. Her Level was higher than every Apocalypse Knight except Max and Sava. 
 
    His gaze drifted to Sava, who was sitting cross-legged on a long, wooden bench not too far away from Sylan. The Duelist was now wearing a simple robe over the metal harness spiked into her flesh. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was even. She was meditating, something Max had given up on doing shortly after his departure from the Strident Sword Academy. Her blades lay next to her, while the Phonoi loomed silently over her shoulder, drawing uneasy glances from every Truesteel clerk that walked past. 
 
     If Sylan acts out, I can count on Sava or Nesura to put her back in her place quickly… and lethally, if necessary. But I still have to make sure she follows through on what she said she’d do for Sava, first.  Max turned his focus away from the Architect of Fate and back to the screens above the Command Table. Barely two hours had passed since his return to base camp, so Flora’s and Kerana’s elites were on their way back from their Dungeon expeditions. Subotai, Jargal, and Jonn were expected shortly, too. 
 
    “We’ll come up with a deployment plan once all the Knight Marshals assemble,” Trisha said, alternating between shifting several of the screens around and scribbling in her notebook. “Trying to tackle 27995 Levels of Dungeons within ten days is a tall order, but I don’t think it’s beyond us, especially not when we have the Adventurers and the Vanquishers to work with.” 
 
    “Looks like you already have your Devastators out there getting us a head-start,” he said, glancing at a screen next to her. It was a deployment roster telling him that four cohorts of Trisha’s elites were currently engaged in Level 20 Dungeons, while another two were working on Level 30 Dungeons that Sylan and Artur had created an hour ago. If all went well with them, the Apocalypse Knights could strike 140 Levels off the immense number they had to surmount. 
 
    “Like you said, my people are great at clearing out Dungeons that are lower in Level than them.” Trisha grinned. “I would be out there, and I will be, but I figured I’d better be around to help you sort things out, too.” 
 
    “I’ll head out right after the meeting as well,” Max said. “Sava and I can probably take on Level 99 Dungeons one after another, and the more we get through, the higher our Levels will be, and the faster we can progress.” 
 
    “Haven’t you just been fighting the entire day? Aren’t you tired at all?” Trisha asked, before sighing and shaking her head. “Forget I asked. You’re just built different.” 
 
    “He certainly is,” Corvis said, striding into the command tent. The Artificer was wearing a long chainmail coat, and he had his sword belted to his hip. He walked over to Max and clasped his hand. “You’re not going to count me out on this last stretch, Max. The youngsters can handle any and all repairs.” 
 
    “We could definitely use you in the cohorts, but what would Beatrice say?” Max asked. 
 
    “I already spoke to her and told her everything about what we’re facing.” Corvis grimaced. “She would prefer for us to spend our last ten days together, but she also understands that…” 
 
    “These won’t be your last ten days,” Max said, before launching into a quick explanation about the details of the arrangement he’d made with Artur. He clasped his friend on the shoulder. “You and your family have their entire lives ahead of them in this New Horizon. It won’t be a desolate one, either. Towns will spring up there, followed shortly by cities.” 
 
    “Stay with your family, Corvis Tober,” Trisha said, smiling. “Like you said, your understudies can run the workshops and the forges. We also have support from the Truesteel Clan’s suppliers and artisans. We could use you, like Max was saying, but we don’t need you. Start planning the days to come with your family.” 
 
    “Maybe think about giving Aldo a sibling,” Max teased, nudging Corvis in the side. 
 
    “Now that’s an idea,” the Artificer said. His grin faltered, though. “But I can’t just leave all the fighting to you…” 
 
    “This was never your fight, Corvis,” Max said. “And no, saving your life by giving you a Soul Lens doesn’t change that. Your fighting days ended with the Hunnite War. I dragged them out a bit by bringing you along to Dungeons, and for that I apologize. But now, Trisha has me convinced. Go home. I’ll try to drop by for dinner one of these days.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Corvis said. “Beatrice is not mad at you anymore, but she and Aldo won’t ever forgive you if you don’t come say goodbye.” 
 
    “We will come say goodbye before we leave,” Sava said from where she sat. She opened her eyes and smiled at Corvis. “We promise.” 
 
    “We definitely do,” Max agreed. “Now…” 
 
    “Alright, I get it!” Corvis said, laughing softly. “You don’t want me here. But there’s also something else I want to show you, Max. Remember that spear, shield, and golem amulet you handed over to me? Geri and Ernest did something pretty impressive with them.” 
 
    “The Knight Marshals won’t arrive for an hour, at least,” Trisha said. “Why don’t you boys go outside and play with your toys while I get myself a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Yes, go,” Sava said, before glancing pointedly at Sylan. “I’ll keep an eye on her. Let Nesura sleep.” 
 
    Max looked over to the stack of velvet cushions on top of a field chair in the far end of the command tent. The familiar was sprawled out upon it in a decidedly un-batlike fashion. Soft snores rippled through her snout. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll be back soon,” Max said. He walked out of the tent with Corvis. The two of them then made their way to one of the training squares set up in base camp. The Artificer retrieved an amulet from his Ring of Holding and handed it over to Max, who scanned it with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Emblem of War: Rare enchanted amulet 
 
    Summoning Amulet +40 
 
    Summons and controls 1 War Golem 
 
    +40 to Perception on equip 
 
    War Machine: Can be equipped with most weapons and armor of an equivalent Level 
 
    Honing efficiency: -50% to all material and Arcanum costs for enhancing or empowering this amulet 
 
      
 
    “A War Golem is more powerful than twenty Ebon Golems put together,” Corvis explained excitedly. “Quick, try it out.” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s see.” Max fused the amulet with his gorget and willed it to manifest its enchantment. A column of blue light appeared in front of him, before dissipating into flakes of similarly hued radiance and leaving an eight-foot tall humanoid in its place. 
 
    Sleek plates of cobalt-blue metal covered its limbs and torso, and it wore a round helm over its otherwise featureless face. Max also noticed how the construct’s proportions suggested power, deftness, and swiftness beyond that of the strong but lumbering Ebon Golems. He looked at the Soul Lens screen that had appeared in the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    War Golem awaiting your commands 
 
    Deploy armaments? Yes/No 
 
      
 
    Sure. Why not? Max willed his assent. 
 
    The War Golem raised its right fist, and a spear materialized in its grasp. A shield appeared over its left forearm. It fell into a fighting stance. 
 
    That spear looks a bit like Helminfell, though significantly less powerful, Max thought, scanning the construct again and focusing on its armaments. The same goes for that shield, too, which must have been salvaged from Peerless Sentinel. 
 
    The Soul Lens screen linked to the War Golem flickered, and the words upon its surface changed. 
 
      
 
    Please select disposition: 
 
    Aggressive 
 
    Defensive 
 
      
 
    “There are no monsters now, but if you choose the Aggressive disposition, it will seek out and destroy any monsters up to within eighty feet of where you are,” Corvis said. “If you designate anyone else as your enemy, it will attack them, too.” 
 
    “What about the Defensive disposition?” Max asked. “Will it just hover around me and defend me as best as it can?” 
 
    “Find out for yourself,” Corvis said. He walked thirty feet away and retrieved an enchanted crossbow from his Ring of Holding. 
 
    Max nodded and willed the War Golem into a Defensive disposition. The construct adjusted its posture slightly, but made no attempt to move closer to Max. 
 
    “Just shoot that crossbow, Corvis,” he said, gesturing to the Artificer. 
 
    “It’s loaded with a blunt quarrel enchanted to deliver a sharp but harmless sting,” Corvis said, before raising his weapon and pulling the trigger. 
 
    The quarrel streaked through the air toward Max. He could have easily snatched it out of the air or cut it down with Stridentsong, but he stayed still, curious to see what the War Golem was truly capable of. 
 
    The construct didn’t disappoint him. It flashed out of existence, before materializing again in front of Max, placing its bulk between him and the quarrel. The War Golem deflected Corvis’s projectile easily with its shield. 
 
    “It can blink up to forty times per second, which means it can intercept attacks from multiple angles” Corvis said. “And once you enhance it further, it will become even better at that.” 
 
    “But only if it has this equipped, right?” Max asked, walking around the War Golem and tapping on the shield across its left forearm. “This was salvaged from Peerless Sentinel, which has a similar enchantment.” 
 
    “No.” Corvis shook his head and grinned proudly. “Geri and Ernest incorporated that shield’s enchantment into the War Golem itself. If it doesn’t have a shield, it will protect you with its weapon or body.” 
 
    “Very impressive,” Max said. “What happens to its spear and shield if I decide to replace them with something else?” 
 
    “They can be detached from the War Golem for you or anyone else to use,” Corvis explained. “They carry simple but strong enchantments of durability and general effectiveness. You can add more to them later on, if you like, or I can have Geri and Ernest do that for you. But if you’d rather keep your hands free and your Ring of Holding uncluttered, the War Golem can simply store them in the extra-dimensional pocket in its body. The same goes for anything you want to give it, too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Corvis,” Max said, tapping the amulet and dismissing the construct, which vanished in a flash of blue light. “I’ll put this to good use. If I need further work done on it, I’ll be sure to let Geri and Ernest know. Or I can simply enhance it myself. I have a feeling I’ll be getting more than enough crafting materials in the Level 99 Dungeons I’m going to tackle.” 
 
    “Level 99, eh?” Corvis whistled through his teeth as he put his crossbow away. “You really don’t mess around, Max.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Max said. “We still have some time before I have to get back to the command tent. Want to grab a drink before I send you home to Beatrice and Aldo?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Corvis smiled. “You’re buying, though.” 
 
    “Of course,” Max said, chuckling. 
 
    It didn’t take them very long to find seats at one of the many ale-booths littered throughout base camp. The proprietor, a Mundane man in his middle years, seemed overawed at handing over two mugs of his finest brew to the Knight-Commander and his chief Artificer. He nearly fainted when Max gave him a gold coin and told him to keep the change. 
 
    “There was a time when you and I would consider that a fortune,” Corvis said, before taking a hefty swig from his mug. He sighed, thumped it down upon the wooden table he and Max had claimed, and wiped his upper lip with the back of his sleeve. 
 
    “Beatrice will smack you if she sees you doing that at home,” Max said. “Use one of those handkerchiefs she made for you, you horrible savage!” 
 
    “I’ll do that… when I’m at home,” Corvis replied. The two of them shared a chuckle, before falling into an amiable silence. 
 
    “You’ll be getting half of all my money when I’m gone,” Max said abruptly. “It’s not like I can take it with me anyway. I mean I could, but this world’s currency will be useless on another.” 
 
    “Seriously? You’re richer than three or four Oligarchs put together.” Corvis blinked in amazement. “What am I going to do with that kind of money?” 
 
    “Anything you want,” Max said. “The other half I’ve already arranged to be given to the Corvis and the Sava in the main timeline.” 
 
    “Are… are you going to say goodbye to them?” Corvis asked. He took another swig of his beer. 
 
    “No.” Max shook his head. “It’s probably better this way. The money should help tide them through the upheavals in the years to come.” 
 
    “Maybe there won’t be any, Max,” Corvis pointed out. “Maybe with that arrangement you made with Artur Brightblade, all the chaos will unfold in that New Horizon you mentioned. And you won’t have to worry about me. I can definitely hold my own and keep Beatrice and Aldo safe.” 
 
    “I know you can,” Max said. Trisha, Subotai, Flora, and Jargal would gladly take Corvis into their service, but they’d be content to leave him alone too, since there are many other Artificers around that can do at least as good a job as he can. None of them would want to hurt him either, given the goodwill they all have toward him. 
 
    Corvis looked past Max’s shoulder then, and his eyes widened in surprise. Max turned as well and saw Flora striding toward their table. The Defender was clad in her usual panoply of heavy plate armor. She carried a kite shield buckled to hooks on her backplate, and she had her enchanted sword belted to her hip. There was a resolute cast to her features, supplanting the amiable openness she typically wore upon her face. 
 
    “Looks like she has something to tell you,” Corvis said quietly to Max, before waving to Flora. “Hey, there! Glad you could join us! Are you here to get Max for the meeting?” 
 
    “No. The meeting won’t start until all the Knight Marshals are here. Kerana has arrived, but Jonn just sent word that he, Jargal, and Subotai will be slightly delayed,” Flora said, shaking her head. “Apparently, my clerks need a little bit more help making sure the captured Harbingers are safely secured.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll figure things out,” Corvis said. “So if you’re not here to bring Max back, then that means you must be here to drink with us.” 
 
    “I could use a drink,” Flora agreed, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her lips. She waved to the proprietor and raised her index finger, telling him to bring another round of beers. The man nodded, and soon enough, he was setting down three more mugs on their table. 
 
    “You barely touched yours, Max,” Corvis said, as he emptied his first mug and took up another. “Not thirsty?” 
 
    “No, and I haven’t been for a while. I haven’t drunk or eaten anything in days, but I feel perfectly fine,” Max said. “This must be one of the perks of my Level. Nesura says I can pretty much live off the cosmic energy in my Soul Lens forever now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a perk at all to me.” Corvis grunted. “Food and drink always taste better when you want them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Flora said, as she lowered her mug after taking a hefty swig herself. “It’s possible to suspend that effect, you know? All you have to do is choose that option in your Soul Lens, and you’re mortal again, able to feel hunger and thirst, fall sick, and grow old.” 
 
    “I don’t have the time for that.” Max pushed his second mug to Corvis, who accepted it gratefully. “You look like you have something to say, Flora. Say it.” 
 
    “I heard from Trisha and Sava about your arrangement with Artur Brightblade,” Flora began. “So it’s true, then? You’re leaving us when all this is over? If Corvis and his family can exist in the New Horizon, then so can Sava. You won’t have to leave this world simply because of her.” 
 
    “He’s not leaving because of Sava,” Corvis said. “He’s leaving with her, for a new war that’s too big for this world, and the Verdant Gods bless us for that.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to try and stop him?” Flora asked the Artificer. “He’s your best friend, isn’t he?” 
 
    “That’s precisely why I won’t stop him.” Corvis grinned, before jabbing his thumb in Max’s direction. “Have you seen what he was like after the Hunnite War? He was absolutely miserable. Working as an Inquisitor helped a bit, but then he fell apart when he lost that job. It was all Beatrice and I could do to keep him from dying in a drunken stupor somewhere in a gutter with a sword up his arse.” 
 
    “Never gets old, Corvis, never gets old,” Max muttered, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Anyway, here’s the point I’m trying to make,” Corvis went on, after a brief chuckle at his own inane jape. “Friends try to do what’s best for each other. Sometimes, that means going their separate ways. Will I miss this dumb, ugly bastard? Of course I will, and so will Beatrice and Aldo. But we’ll still be happy, because we know he will be happy, too.” 
 
    “Happy? Fighting an eternal war gives him happiness?” Flora scoffed. 
 
    “We haven’t known each other long, Flora,” Max said quietly. “But we’ve fought shoulder-to-shoulder plenty, and I consider you a friend, much more so than the likes of Trisha, Kerana, Subotai, Jargal, and even Jonn. I think I have a fairly good idea of what kind of person you are, and I think you do the same with me.” 
 
    “I do,” Flora said, sighing. Her features softened. “Alright, I’m not convincing you to stay.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” Max said. “But that’s not all you want to talk about.” 
 
    “It isn’t.” Flora drummed her fingertips over the tabletop. “I’ve seen what you’ve been doing with the other Knight Marshals. Trisha will become, in no small part thanks to you and Vaustika, a powerful political player in the Dominion. I have no doubt she will at least become an Oligarch.” 
 
    “Try “Empress,” Max said. “The moment I’m out of the picture, she’s going to kill all the Oligarchs and enough of the princes to establish her throne… unless you do something to stop her. And you might just be able to, especially if you can bring Kerana on board with you.” 
 
    “Let me finish, first,” Flora said. “And because you obviously saw what Trisha is becoming, you started working on Subotai, too. He will become a Khan, perhaps the greatest one in history.” 
 
    “The Dominion won’t have things all its own way if they decide to pick another fight with the Khanate, then,” Corvis said, tracing the rim of his second mug of beer with his fingertip. “Empress Weiss will have her work cut out for her. It won’t be a one-sided conquest.” 
 
    “Yes. Instead, it will be an extended war, fought with spells and enchantments instead of steel,” Flora said. “The land will blister and burn.” 
 
    “Unless…” Max prompted the Defender. 
 
    “Unless I stop them.” Flora clenched her fists so tightly the mail underlining of her gauntlets creaked. “Unless I hold everyone together through the bonds we’ve built in the Apocalypse Horizon… through the bonds we’ve forged around you, Max.” 
 
    “If there’s anyone capable of achieving such a thing, it’ll be you, Flora,” Max said, smiling. He clasped the Defender on the pauldron. “Good luck.” 
 
    ** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Apocalypse Knights’ strategy was simple in concept. It had to be. There was no clever tactic and no cunning scheme with which they could employ against their task of breaking down the Crimson Logos’s incarnation piece by piece within ten days. 
 
    They had to do what Knights-Errant were born to do: kill monsters and vanquish Dungeons. Shortly after the Knight Marshals’ meeting, the Apocalypse Knights made their way in force to Artur Brightblade’s refuge. There, the Dungeon Lord worked in tandem with Sylan to create Dungeons of varying Levels, all of them laden with karmic links to the Seraph frozen in the heavens. 
 
    Subotai sent his Scouts forth first, and they returned with information about the landscape, monsters, and traps within each of Artur’s creations. Based on their reports, Max deployed the Apocalypse Knights in cohorts best suited to each of the Dungeons. 
 
    Flora’s and Kerana’s elites were the most versatile and resourceful Apocalypse Knights by far. Dungeons laden with traps or puzzles went to them, and they did not disappoint. Each of their cohorts cleared a Level 30 or so Dungeon on the hour. The Knight Marshals and the cohorts under their personal leadership took on Level 40 Dungeons and destroyed their cores within the same time frame. 
 
    Jonn’s Vanguards were all but wiped out, so he led non-elite cohorts into Dungeons that focused on straightforward combat. Sava accompanied him, and together, they killed their way through one Dungeon after another. Their efforts got Jonn to Level 59, while Sava made it to Level 70. 
 
    Jargal’s Raiders took on the Dungeons that fell somewhere in between the two extremes, while Trisha’s Devastators focused on clearing the ones that were well beneath their Level. 
 
    By the end of the first day, the Apocalypse Knights had cleared nearly two thousand Levels worth of Dungeons. Their efforts weakened the Seraph accordingly, but it was clear that at the current rate of progress, they wouldn’t succeed in time. 
 
    “Relax,” Max said, as the Knight Marshals rallied around his Command Table at the end of the day. “The average Level of our forces has increased quite significantly today. We will get more done tomorrow.” 
 
    “We have taken casualties as well,” Trisha pointed out, sweeping her gaze over one of the roster screens. “Wouldn’t that slow down our progress?” 
 
    “It will, but not to an insurmountable degree,” Max said. He nodded to the group of clerks standing a short distance away. They were the Truesteel Clans finest analysts and logisticians who’d observed the Apocalypse Knights’ deployment patterns over the last few months and who had just spent the entire day learning what strategy they could from Max. “They will start deciding which cohort goes where from tomorrow onward. That will allow me to take the field.” 
 
    “Are you going to start with Level 99 Dungeons?” Jargal asked. 
 
    “No. I’ll stick to Dungeons around my Level for now.” Max shook his head. “I probably still can’t handle any Special Condition monsters in a Level 99 Dungeon, and we saw plenty of those today.” 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos isn’t entirely helpless,” Sylan pointed out. The Architect of Fate was slumped over wearily on a field chair next to the Command Table. “It can’t intervene much in its current state, but it can still reach through the karmic links established between it and Brightblade’s Dungeons and cause Special Condition monsters to appear in greater numbers and frequency than they usually would.” 
 
    “I spoke to Artur Brightblade earlier today, and he told me that his grasp on the Cosmic Logos’s prison will loosen over time, until it comes entirely undone,” Flora said. The Defender’s features were laden with fatigue and hooded with worry. “We must assume that the Dungeons will become more and more difficult with each passing day, regardless of their individual Level.” 
 
    “We will adapt and overcome,” Max said. “Alright, that’s it for today. Dismissed.” 
 
    On the morrow, Max and Sava struck out first to a Level 80 Dungeon. Thanks to his Sagas, Max had ascended to Level 84 by the time he defeated its Warden and broke its core. Several cohorts of the Adventurers and Vanquishers stared at him in awe as he reappeared at the base of Pureheart’s Paradise. He gave them a thumbs-up gesture, and they burst into bouts of cheering, obviously resolved to heighten their efforts and progress. 
 
    Max quickly attempted another Dungeon. It was Level 87, and he ended up fighting through a star-streaked sky against its Warden, an immense amorphous entity called the Nightmare Titan. Garlocke assumed his pacto form, serving as a massive floating platform from which Max, Sava, and Nesura finally slew the Warden and sent it crashing down upon a false mountain range. 
 
    Garlocke descended upon the Nightmare Titan’s corpse and tore out its hearts before the Warden’s remains could dissipate. Then he swallowed the bloody organs eagerly. Massive leathery wings sprouted from his back. 
 
     “I can fly well now,” he told Max. “And do a few other things, too.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” Max said, reading off the Soul Lens screen he’d just scanned the spirit beast with. 
 
      
 
    New Spirit Beast abilities 
 
    True Flight (spirit beast is as mobile in the air as it is on the land) 
 
    Gravity Orb (spirit beast consumes mana to project a gravity vortex up to 800 feet away) 
 
      
 
    The Dungeon’s core sat upon a black stone dais nearby. Sava broke it, and they returned to Pureheart’s Sacrifice, with Max now at Level 92. 
 
    “The heights of power you were seeking aren’t too far off now,” Artur said to him. He smiled faintly. “Do you still remember our first meeting?” 
 
    “I do,” Max replied, recalling how the Dungeon Lord had transformed him from a Mundane into a Level 1 Knight-Errant. He glanced down at his left wrist, where his Soul Lens sat. It was once Artur’s, and so was Stridentsong, before the blade’s metamorphosis. He nodded to the Dungeon Lord. “What happens after I get to Level 99? Can I progress beyond that?” 
 
    “Not in this world,” Artur replied. “The Apocalypse Horizon is set to Phase 99, which means no Knight-Errant can go beyond Level 99. However, your Soul Lens will still continue absorbing Victory Shards, and though they will not get you to Level 100, for instance, they will still bestow upon you lesser boons, such as increases to your Physical Attributes, heightened resistances to the various elements, or incremental amplifications to the potency of your spells.” 
 
    “It’s something, at least,” Max said, shrugging. 
 
    “It is, but when you depart this world, your Soul Lens will no longer be bound by such limitations,” Artur continued. “Every Level you have accrued in excess to Level 99 will come to actuality, though you will lose the lesser boons they would have been granting earlier.” 
 
    “So that means I might still rise above Level 99,” Max said. He clenched his fists resolutely, before turning to Sava. “Ready for another Dungeon?” 
 
    The Duelist brushed the hilts of her blades with her fingertips and gave him a radiant smile. “Of course.” 
 
    Upon a windswept plain of bones, Max crossed blades with the Warden known as the Lich King, while Sava, Garlocke, and the War Golem held off a legion of skeletal soldiers. The Lich King was clad in heavy plate armor of archaic design, and it hewed at Max with a massive two-handed sword wreathed in black flame. Nesura emerged as a partial crimson incarnation from Max’s shoulder and hurled Banishment, Exorcism, and Holy Blast upon the Warden, bathing it in the fury of spells anathema to the undead. 
 
    The Lich King reeled back. Nesura cast Solar Infusion over Stridentsong’s length as Max lunged with his blade leading the way. The enchanted sword punched through the Warden’s breastplate, slid into its empty ribcage, and planted a blooming sunburst within the depths of its body. The Lich King had time for a single strangled croak before rays of pure sunlight tore it apart from the inside. 
 
    A colossal tide of Victory Shards poured into Max’s Soul Lens. He closed his eyes, reveling in the power suffusing every iota of his being. When he opened them again, a Soul Lens screen was hovering in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Level 99 attained 
 
      
 
    Saga attained! 
 
      
 
    Unparalleled power 
 
    Be the first Cosmic Challenger to rise to Level 99 
 
    +10 to all Physical Attributes for every Level attained (Current bonus: +990) 
 
    +10% spell efficacy for every Level attained (Current bonus: +990%) 
 
    +0.05% universal damage resistance for every Level attained (Current bonus: 4.95%) 
 
      
 
    This will allow me to take on Level 99 Dungeons easily from now on. Max turned to Sava as she approached. “Let’s get you there, next.” 
 
    The end of the second day saw Max and Sava neutralizing more than a thousand Levels of Dungeons by themselves, while the rest of the Apocalypse Knights had worked their way through another three thousand. 
 
    “We will be victorious,” Jonn said, as the Knight Marshals’ meeting. He looked at the long list of casualties sprawled out across three screens above the Command Table. His brow twitched slightly. “No matter the cost.” 
 
    “Half of the fallen will recover in time with healing spells and potions, Jonn,” Trisha reassured the legendary Warmonger. 
 
    “The other half won’t,” Jonn said, before falling silent and adding a somber note to an otherwise triumphant conclusion of the second day. 
 
    Artur was waiting for the Apocalypse Knights on the third day. A slight tinge of worry was now present on the Dungeon Lord’s usually impassive features, as evidenced in the crease of his brow and the uncertain light in his eyes. 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos has regained enough agency to intervene,” he explained to Max. “Every Dungeon with a karmic link to it will be Level 40 at minimum, and all of them will almost certainly be filled with Special Condition monsters.” 
 
    “That means they will be too difficult for most of the non-elites to handle,” Max said. “Very few of them are above Level 40.” 
 
    He turned to Flora and Kerana. “How do you think the Adventurers and Vanquishers will fare?” 
 
    “Our progress won’t be nearly as swift as it was the last two days,” Kerana said. The Infiltrator exchanged a sidelong glance with Flora, who nodded. 
 
    “Kerana’s right, Max,” the Defender said. “We’ll have to send three, maybe even four, cohorts into each Dungeon just to be sure we can complete them. It’s too risky and unproductive to do otherwise.” 
 
    “I agree. Do what you have to do,” Max said, before addressing Jonn and Jargal. “Jonn, please go with Jargal. Keep focusing on the Dungeons Subotai has identified as ones hinging on battle, but the two of you should also take the same approach as Kerana and Flora. Stay alive, so you can do more. No heroics.” 
 
    “That’s an easy promise to make,” Jargal said, grinning uneasily beneath his mustache. The Hunnite’s near-death experience against the Harbingers had left him slightly shaken, but it had also turned him into a far more cunning and resourceful leader. 
 
    “My Devastators’ approach won’t be viable either, since they can’t simply burn through low-Level Dungeons anymore,” Trisha said, frowning in annoyance. “I will join forces with Jargal and Jonn.” 
 
    The third day ended with the Apocalypse Knights working their way through another five thousand Dungeon Levels. Sava attained Level 99 along the way, though of course, she didn’t earn the same Saga Max had. 
 
    The fourth day saw yet another troubling development. 
 
    “Any Knight-Errant that enters a Dungeon now cannot withdraw until its core is destroyed,” Artur said, his brow furrowed with worry. He nodded in Subotai’s direction. “Your Scouts will no longer be able to do their work.” 
 
    “We can still put our skills to use,” Subotai said. “I will disperse my Scouts amongst the various cohorts, so that they might employ their craft. As for me, I will join one of the cohorts as a simple Warmonger.” 
 
    “You are anything but simple, Subotai. That was a good call on your Scouts’ deployment.” Max clasped the Hunnite soldier on the shoulder guard of his brigandine cuirass. “Fight hard, but stay alive.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander.” Subotai snapped off a crisp salute. 
 
    Max returned the salute, before turning back to Artur. “Alright, let’s get started. Can we attempt a Dungeon that is above Level 99?” 
 
    “No,” the Dungeon Lord said. “Anything I create is bound to the Crucible Phase of this world. Only the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation can transcend that limitation, as it is an incarnation of the Cosmic Logos’s will.” 
 
    “Fine,” Max said. “Create a Level 99 Dungeon, then. Sava and I will take it on. The others will let you know what works for them.” 
 
    Artur nodded and waved his hand. A swirl of violet light appeared in the air next to him, before solidifying into a simple wooden doorway. Sylan, who’d been looking more and more haggard and worn out with each passing day, walked over and pressed her palm against the surface of the Dungeon’s entrance. The doorway flashed once with colorless light, and the Architect of Fate turned to Max. 
 
    “It’s ready,” she said, in a weak, gasping voice. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Max asked Artur. 
 
    “Karmic manipulation is extremely taxing on one’s mind and soul,” the Dungeon Lord explained. “Rare are those capable of performing such a feat. Rarer still is one with her psyche intact after doing it continuously for days on end. But I have taken the measure of this Raneolus. She will survive this, and for better or worse, emerge much more formidable than she previously was.” 
 
    “Well, good for her,” Max said. He turned to Sylan. “Is there anything that can make this easier for you?” 
 
    “You could start by removing this,” she replied, pointing at the band of metal upon her brow. “Being under a geas blurs my karmic perception, which means that establishing karmic links between the Dungeons and the Seraph is far more taxing than it should be.” 
 
    “Nice try.” Max scoffed and beckoned to Sava. The Duelist ran to his side, and together, they stepped through the doorway and into a Level 99 Dungeon. 
 
    The fifth day saw the manifestation of more limitations imposed by the Cosmic Logos. 
 
    “No more than eight Knights-Errant can enter a Dungeon,” Artur said, sighing. “Once they do, the Dungeon’s entrance will seal itself until the Knights-Errant either die or break the Dungeon’s core.” 
 
    “This means that we will have to send only the best of the best, then,” Max said, before addressing the Knight Marshals. “Reorganize your elites accordingly. I suggest having one cohort focused entirely on offensive capabilities, while the second one specializes in scouting, healing, and support.” 
 
    With each passing day, the Cosmic Logos was able to exert a little more of its will and turn the Dungeons incrementally deadlier. By the eighth day, the Apocalypse Knights found themselves facing Dungeons that would only manifest at Level 60 and above, would admit no more than four Knights-Errant, imposed a slight but still noticeable penalty on the latter’s Physical Attributes, and rendered any potions within their depths useless. 
 
    But though their casualties mounted, they still adapted and persevered, vanquishing one Dungeon after another, until only a thousand Levels were left by the dawn of the ninth day. 
 
    “All Dungeons will now be Level 80 and above and contain only Special Condition monsters,” Artur said, wincing. “This will be difficult.” 
 
    “But it won’t be impossible,” Max said, before falling silent as he recalled the roster screens he’d memorized from the Command Table. The Vanquishers had only a tenth of their number still in fighting shape, while the Adventurers weren’t in much better shape. The Devastators, the Raiders, and non-elites weren’t relevant anymore in the face of Level 80 Dungeons. 
 
    As for the Knight Marshals themselves, Jargal was out, having lost his right arm and a sizable portion of his intestines to a monster. The Hunnite would recover in time from healing spells, but his role in the Apocalypse Knights’ crusade, such as remained of it, was over. Jonn, Kerana, and Flora had ascended to Level 77, while Trisha and Subotai stood at Level 81. 
 
    “Sava, form a cohort with Jonn, Kerana, and Flora, and start working on Level 80 Dungeons,” Max said. “I’ll take Trisha and Subotai with me, and we’ll try to get through Level 85 Dungeons.” 
 
    “Of course,” the Duelist said, extending cohort offers to the Knight Marshals Max had pointed out. “But we’ll kill together through the last little bit, won’t we?” 
 
    “We will,” Max promised her, as he formed a cohort with Trisha, Subotai, and a Level 70 Defender named Garret Bristt, one of Flora’s best Adventurers. 
 
    “An honor, Knight-Commander,” Garret said. He was a bulky bearded man clad in heavy plate armor. A short-handled mace was belted at his hip, and a kite shield was strapped across his left forearm. “I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t,” Max said, clasping hands with the Defender. “But stay back from the fighting and focus on healing any of our injuries and cleansing any negative status effects.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander,” Garret replied. “I understand. My Level is nowhere near high enough for me to be able to do anything at all against any monster in one of the Dungeons you’re talking about, but I can still be helpful.” 
 
    “Ugh, and I thought I’d never have to venture into another Dungeon with you, Max,” Trisha complained mockingly. “You always seem to end up in the worst places, such as that horrid charnel house with the Slaughterman and that ridiculous walking mountain where Nessy’s family lived.” 
 
    “You did end up getting something really powerful there,” Nesura said, poking her head out from Max’s belt pouch and twitching her nose at the enchanted ring on Trisha’s finger. “And it’s been working out for you so far, making you the only Elementalist around capable of wielding more than a single element.” 
 
    “It definitely has,” Trisha said, holding up the Salamandrix Coil, which she’d enhanced to meet her Level. “Fine, I admit it. Attacking a Dungeon with Max does yield some really good rewards, provided you’re alive to enjoy them, Garret. So don’t mess around in there. Stay alive, keep us alive, and you will do very well for yourself by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Provided we aren’t all dead by then,” Subotai said glumly. “Knight-Commander, are you sure we can make it through all those Dungeon Levels in time? Knight Marshal Weiss, Knight Bristt, and I might not even survive to the end of the day.” 
 
    “You will,” Max promised, raising his voice so all the Apocalypse Knights gathered around Pureheart’s Sacrifice could hear him. “We have fought long and hard to get to this point, and many of us have fallen along the way, but victory is upon us. We will be triumphant, Apocalypse Knights, and we will walk away from this place as heroes and saviors of the world!” 
 
    Cheers chorused from the Apocalypse Knights. They raised their fists and shook their weapons in the air. Max saw jubilation, pride, and grief in equal measure upon the faces arrayed before him. Come what may, their time as comrades-in-arms was at an end. The morrow might see them reeling before the Cosmic Logos’s wrath or splintering into factions beneath the banners of the Knight Marshals. 
 
    Or Flora might very well pull off what she said she’d do, Max thought, allowing his gaze to drift briefly to the Defender. She caught his eye and gave him a resolute nod. He responded with a slight tilt of his head, before clasping Subotai on the shoulder. “Alright, let’s get going. We have a lot of work to get done today, so we should get started.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander,” Subotai said. The Hunnite soldier lowered his voice as Artur created two Dungeons and Sylan began creating the karmic links between them and the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation. “My apologies. I spoke without any consideration for the Apocalypse Knights’ morale.” 
 
    “You did, but you also helped me steel their resolve,” Max replied quietly. “You weren’t the only one worried about our prospects, but since you brought up your doubts, I was able to address them. And take note of how I didn’t really refute anything. All I did was deflect and divert. It’s a basic rhetorical maneuver, good for manipulating those who can’t or don’t want to think too hard about how things are. Make sure you learn how to do it, or have political officers who can do it for you.” 
 
    “Stop corrupting the righteous and honorable young man, Max,” Trisha said, scowling. “What are you thinking, anyway? He’s a Hunnite. When all this is over, there’s a fair chance he’ll be leading an army against your countrymen.” 
 
    “I fail to see how that’s my problem.” Max grinned. “But if you misstep, it will be yours.” 
 
    The Elementalist’s scowl deepened, and she stared daggers at Subotai. But Max knew that Trisha wasn’t stupid enough to try and assassinate the Hunnite soldier, at least not yet. He also knew that Subotai was smart and formidable enough to make sure the chances of that happening would be very low indeed. 
 
    Sylan completed her work. Sava blew Max a kiss before entering the Level 80 with her cohort. Max pushed open the door of the other one, stepped through, and found himself standing upon a landscape of black volcanic rock. Trisha, Subotai, and Garret materialized behind him, and an impregnable sheath of blue light fell over the Dungeon’s entrance.  
 
    This Dungeon is called the Storm of Dragons, he thought to himself, as he called Stridentsong to his grasp and took out his Magus Staff. He looked to the blood-red skies and immediately spotted four winged silhouettes upon the horizon. 
 
    “They’re the Tiamat Quartet,” Nesura said, scanning them with Max’s Soul Lens. “Mighty dragons representing each of the four primal elements. If they were Level 99, we would be in trouble, but as it stands…” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to kill a dragon,” Max said, summoning Garlocke and leaping astride the raptor. “Now I get to kill four. Subotai, follow my lead. Trisha, take care of the lightning and the stone dragons. Garret, use Shield and Aegis to your best judgment.” 
 
    “Yes, Knight-Commander!” Subotai and Garret said, while Trisha clicked her tongue disapprovingly. 
 
    “Oh, sure. Just take care of them,” she said, summoning her own spirit beast, an avian entity thrice the size of a full-grown warhorse. It was Ishala, a frost phoenix, and it granted its master complete immunity to any ice or frost spells. Trisha snapped her fingers, disappeared in a brief flash of blue light, and rematerialized upon the enchanted throne strapped to Ishala’s back. 
 
    Stone spears the size of small buildings coalesced into existence above her shoulders and remained hovering there, held aloft by nothing but her will. At the same time, fiery spheres blazed to life above her palms. She whispered something into the phoenix’s ear, and the spirit beast soared into the skies to confront the monsters Max had told her to. 
 
    Subotai had mounted a winged horse called Hiimori, while Garret was standing on a floating disc that rendered him partially invisible. Max thumped Garlocke’s flanks with his heels. The raptor manifested his wings and took to the skies, with Subotai and Hiimori following closely behind. 
 
    Max had Garlocke charge directly at the fire dragon and the lightning dragon. As he got closer, he saw how closely the mighty beasts resembled their counterparts in Valerisen myths. They spanned half a mile from snout to tail-tip and sported a wingspan nearly twice as long. The smallest fang in their maws was five times as tall as a grown man. Their crimson-yellow eyes blazed with intelligent malice. Elemental fury roiled within their open mouths, ready to roar forth as torrents of fire and lightning to rip the heavens themselves apart. 
 
    But Max had ascended to even greater heights of power. As the dragons unleashed their breaths, he reflected the scorching flames with an Aegis spell, while Nesura’s crimson incarnation did the same to the blistering lightning. The dragons were immune to their own respective elements, of course, so they dived unharmed through the reflected fury of their own breaths. 
 
    Max dropped the War Golem, which he’d enhanced to match his own Level, on top of the fire dragon’s head. The construct rammed its wyrm-slaying spear into the monster’s skull. The fire dragon went into convulsions and plummeted from the skies, impaled through the head. 
 
    The lightning dragon snapped its maw forward, seeking to close its fangs around Max and Garlocke. It bit instead into the crimson blades of the Ravening Slaughter enchantment and recoiled in gurgling agony, a spurting and mangled ruin where its snout used to be. The monster’s agony was short lived, as Subotai soared in and drove his spear through its forehead. The Hunnite soldier activated an enchantment upon his weapon, turning its tip into a massive drill of pure magical force that scrambled the dragon’s brains before ripping its entire skull apart. 
 
    Max turned Garlocke around and charged toward the other two dragons, who were pressing Trisha hard. The stone dragon spewed showers of obsidian needles from its maw. Trisha turned them aside with her spells, while her phoenix kept her just barely ahead of the ice dragon’s fangs and claws. She crashed Stone Spears and Fireballs against the monsters’ hides, but all she was doing was angering them further. 
 
    As Max and Subotai raced to her aid, the ice dragon actually managed to catch Ishala in the side with a swipe of its claws. Only Garret’s hastily erected Shield spell prevented the monster from ripping the phoenix apart and sending Trisha tumbling from the skies. 
 
    Max spread his crimson wings, kicked off Garlocke’s saddle, and plummeted toward the stone dragon’s back. He rammed Stridentsong between the monster’s wings and activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment again. Whirring crimson blades flensed the dragon’s flesh and bone apart, but before they could rip into its heart, the monster bucked and heaved with enough force to tear Max’s sword free and dislodge him from his perch upon its back. 
 
    Trisha didn’t miss her chance. She hurled a flurry of massive Fireballs into the stone dragon’s gaping wound. The monster shrieked in agony as her flames sank into its innards and set them ablaze. Trisha clasped her hands together and projected a beam of searing crimson from her palms that sliced into the stone dragon’s open maw and burned its head clean off from its sinuous neck. 
 
    Max turned his gaze to the ice dragon. It was writhing in agony from the Fire Storms Nesura had thrown upon it. Garlocke swooped down upon its flank, sank his fore and toe claws into its left wing, and powered forward, slicing the massive leathery appendage clean off as he overtook the monster. 
 
    The ice dragon tried to breathe frost upon the raptor as it tumbled through the skies, the ruins of its left wing bloodily trailing its descent, but Subotai put his spear through one of the monster’s eyes, activated his weapon’s enchantment to scramble its brains, and pulled away. 
 
    A heartbeat later, the monster crashed upon the ground and twitched out its death throes. 
 
    Max grinned as the cohort regrouped around him. “Now that’s a good start to the day, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max cast his gaze skyward as the ninth day drew to its close. The Apocalypse Horizon’s heavens resembled the surface of a broken mirror. Soon, either the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation would break free and end the world or the Apocalypse Knights would drive away its master and creator, the Cosmic Logos, forever. 
 
    “We… we’re almost there,” Subotai gasped. The Hunnite soldier was on his hands and knees next to Max. His armor hung in tatters around his frame, and his features were pale with the exhaustion of magical healing and constant battle. 
 
    “We are,” Max agreed, as he helped Subotai to his feet and looked at the rest of the Knight Marshals. 
 
    Trisha was still standing, but her gaze was distant and unfocused, and she was all but swaying on her feet. Kerana fared slightly worse. She was stretched out on a cot nearby, utterly comatose, though her wounds had been healed. Flora was slumped over next to Kerana, having just poured a Mana potion down her throat. 
 
    That won’t be enough to revitalize her, Max thought. Casting spells drained a Knight-Errant’s mental strength as much as it did his or her Mana. Flora could replenish her Mana reserves all she liked, but she wouldn’t be doing anymore fighting or spell-casting, at least not for the next day or so. 
 
    Jonn was fiddling about with his Ring of Holding. Colorless light briefly enveloped his massive frame, and when the radiance faded, he was clad in a fresh suit of heavy plate armor. The Warmonger downed a Mana potion as well, before conscientiously putting the empty bottle away, so that it could be cleaned and reused later. He was tired, but nowhere near as exhausted as the others. 
 
    Jonn is like Sava and me, a natural-born Knight-Errant, Max thought, recalling Sylan’s earlier comments. He got to Level 96, while all the others just managed to edge past Level 84. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Subotai said through gritted teeth, as he gestured toward the final Dungeon. It was a Level 99 one called, fittingly enough, The Fields of Ashen Annihilation. He took a single wavering step toward its entrance, before crashing back down to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Stand down, Knight Marshal,” Max said, pulling the Hunnite back to his feet again. “You’ve done well. Leave the rest to me.” 
 
    “But…” Subotai began to protest, only for Sava to walk up and shush him, not unkindly. 
 
    “It’s alright,” the Duelist said. Her eyes were bright with the euphoria of slaughter. There wasn’t the slightest trace of fatigue evident upon her lithe frame. “We can take it from here. Rest, now.” 
 
    Subotai sighed and nodded mutely. Max gestured for some of the other Apocalypse Knights to come help the Hunnite. A Warmonger named Fevin and an Infiltrator named Olessa rushed to Subotai’s side, took him by his elbows, and guided him to one of the many field chairs the Truesteel clerks had arrayed across the garden surrounding Pureheart’s Sacrifice. 
 
    “It is time,” Sava said, taking Max’s hand in hers. She glanced at Artur. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, Sava Saree,” the Dungeon Lord said. “Once you break this Dungeon’s core, the Apocalypse Horizon will unravel. As per Maximo Strident’s request, I will place Corvis Tober and his family in a temporally disjoined pocket dimension while I establish the New Horizon. Since that isn’t your destination, you should depart this world as soon as you are able to do so.” 
 
    “Making sure that happens is your job,” Max reminded Sylan, who was standing nervously next to the Dungeon’s entrance. “If anything goes wrong…” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” the Architect of Fate said, a sour grimace unfolding across her face. “You will kill me painfully and horribly. Don’t worry. I will carry out my end of the bargain. Just be sure that you do the same.” 
 
    Sylan tapped the metal band around her brow pointedly. 
 
    “It’ll be gone as soon as you do what you’re supposed to do for Sava,” Max reassured her. He waved at the Dungeon’s entrance. “If we’re leaving as soon as we’re done with this, you’ll have to come inside with us, then.” 
 
    “Of course I will,” Sylan said. “Once this temporal anomaly dissolves, Artur Brightblade will repurpose the cosmic energy invested into its creation and use it to cut this world off from the rest of the cosmos. If I remained beyond that point, I would be stranded permanently on this miserable garbage heap.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be the worst fate you’d deserve,” Nesura said from her perch in Max’s belt pouch. She crawled out and fluttered into the air, before doing a brief circuit over the Apocalypse Knights. “I guess this is it then, people. You lot were more entertaining than most. I might even miss you all.” 
 
    “We’ll miss you too, Nessy,” Trisha said, a smile unfolding across her weary face. “Go terrorize my share of the boys out there in the rest of the cosmos.” 
 
    “I’ll do that and more,” the familiar promised, before flying back to Max’s belt pouch. 
 
    “No words of farewell for your trusty second-in-command?” Trisha asked Max. She grinned savagely. “Well, I do have some for you. Here they are, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope we never see each other again, Max.” 
 
    “Likewise, Trisha.” Max laughed. “Likewise. Give my regards to Kerana when she gets up. And Jargal, too.” 
 
    “I will,” Trisha promised. 
 
    Flora walked over. Max clasped her hand. 
 
    “I said it before, but I’ll say it again, with all sincerity.” Max grinned at the Defender. “Good luck. I truly hope your vision for the future prevails.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure it does,” Flora replied, mirroring his grin. “Goodbye, Max. Goodbye, Sava.” 
 
    Sava embraced Flora briefly, the spikes of her harness drawing sparks as they creaked over the Defender’s breastplate. “Goodbye, Flora. Thanks for everything. I won’t forget you.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure you two aren’t forgotten either,” Subotai promised from where he sat. “I’ll petition the Khagan as soon as I return home. We’ll set up memorials in your name, Knight-Commander. Our national archives will detail how you saved our world.” 
 
    Max gave him a thumbs-up gesture, before nodding to Jonn as the Warmonger approached. 
 
    “Max,” Jonn said, unexpectedly. “Sava.” 
 
    “Jonn,” Max replied, clasping the Warmonger’s hand, before Sava embraced Jonn briefly, too. 
 
    A ghost of a smile flickered over Jonn’s craggy features, before he stepped aside to let Corvis approach. The Artificer had his wife and son in tow. 
 
    “Goodbye, Max,” Beatrice said, as Aldo ran up to Max and hugged him around the waist. “Take care of yourself, alright? You never were really good at that.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine, dear,” Corvis said. “He’s got Sava by his side and no shortage of wars to fight.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Max said, returning Aldo’s hug and clasping Beatrice’s hand warmly. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Have fun out there, you dumb bastard,” Corvis said, raising his fist and banging his knuckles against Max’s. “I’ll be living it up here in paradise.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” Max shared a brief chuckle with his best friend, while Sava said her goodbyes to Beatrice and Aldo. 
 
    “Three hours remain until the next day dawns and the Cosmic Logos breaks free of my trap,” Artur said. “If you haven’t vanquished this Dungeon by then, the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation will manifest in this place. Even in its diminished state, it will still be much more powerful than even the mightiest Level 99 Special Condition monsters or Wardens. Your Apocalypse Knights, even attacking en-masse, will have only the faintest hope of victory against it in battle.” 
 
    “It won’t even have to fight,” Sylan said grimly. “All it needs to do is touch this tree, and its counterpart beyond the temporal anomaly will wither and die immediately, bringing this world to its end.” 
 
    “You hear that, Max?” Trisha said. “It’s all up to you to save the world again.” 
 
    “Nothing I haven’t done before,” Max replied. The Dungeon’s entrance was a simple wooden door, like all the others Artur had created here. He pushed it open, grabbed Sylan by the scruff of her neck, and shoved her through. 
 
    Sava slipped her hand into his. She flashed him a smile laden with bloodlust. 
 
    Max smiled back at her, and together, they stepped into the Fields of Ashen Annihilation. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max opened his eyes and saw a featureless expanse of black sand yawning before him. The skies were empty, suffused with colorless light. Swirls of dark ash marked the infinitely distant horizon. 
 
    He focused on his Soul Lens, and a screen appeared before his eyes, listing all the empowerments he’d accrued in excess of Level 99. 
 
      
 
    True Level: 110 
 
    Overflowing Bonuses: 
 
    +11% universal damage dealt 
 
    +5.5% universal damage reduction 
 
    +55 to all Physical Attributes 
 
    +11% to spell potency and efficacy 
 
    +11% casting speed 
 
    +11% Base Health Point regeneration 
 
    +5.5% Mana cost reduction 
 
    Immunity to all negative status effects Level 55 and below 
 
      
 
    I’m going to need all of this and more, he thought, as a massive winged figure approached. It was the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation, and it came to a halt in the skies a hundred feet away from Max. 
 
    “Challenger 913347,” the Seraph said, in a voice powerful enough to set the sand astir beneath Max’s boots. “Assertion: You have defied me for the last time.” 
 
    “No,” Max replied, not bothering to raise his voice as he knew the creature could hear every word that passed between his lips. “Not for the last time. I’m going to keep going until I tear the Crucible from your grasp.” 
 
    “And then what?” The Seraph leveled the tip of its colossal sword at Sylan, who was cowering behind Max. “Query: Would you give it to the False One?” 
 
    “It’s mine!” Sylan hissed, even as she trembled so hard her teeth were rattling in her skull. “I created it! I am its true mistress! You are a thief!” 
 
    “Is that what you’ve been telling Challenger 913347?” the Seraph asked, its words dripping with contempt. “Is that how you’ve turned him to your cause?” 
 
    “I’m not working for Sylan,” Max interjected. “And when I do kick you out of the Crucible, I’m definitely not giving it to her, of all people.” 
 
    “Query: Would you replace me, then?” The Seraph leaned forward, its featureless face somehow emanating genuine curiosity. “That would be interesting to behold. Rhetorical Question: What horrors can a human mind subject countless trillions of sentient souls to?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it, either,” Max said, waving dismissively. “To tell you the truth, I haven’t made up my mind yet about just what I’ll do with the Crucible. I only know that neither you nor Sylan should have it.” 
 
    “Observation: How… human,” the Seraph said. “Of all the species in the cosmos, only humanity has the capacity for such pure, stupid spite. I should know, because many eternities ago…” 
 
    “You were once human?” Max finished for it. He chuckled at the deafening silence that followed. “I didn’t know humanity stretched that far back in history, but from what I’ve seen, when cosmic energy is involved, time and space don’t quite work the way they’re supposed to. Maybe you’re trillions of years old, or maybe you’re even from the future. That doesn’t matter. The Crucible, its Dungeons, and their monsters, carry a flavor of sadism and cruelty I’m only too familiar with.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it in the eyes of a mother who drowned her toddlers and then tried to put the blame on the father. I’ve heard it in the lies of a man who could only find pleasure by skinning and disemboweling his victims slowly… I’ve carried it in my heart when I tortured confessions from the criminals I arrested,” he continued, spreading his arms. “The Crucible is war, terror, blood, and death. It celebrates cruelty and carnage. It encapsulates what it means to be human. That’s why I love it so much, and why I’m not going to let a bastard like you have it. And that’s why I’m not going to let Sylan have it either, because she’s not human.”   
 
    The Seraph… began to laugh. It doubled over in a disturbingly human-like fashion, heaved its massive shoulders, and gave voice to its mirth in breathy howls that washed over the wasteland and sent sandy ripples over its black surface. 
 
    “Good! Good!” the creature cried. “Well said, Challenger… no, Maximo Strident! Well said! In the end, only carnage and the pleasure it offers matter! The Crucible is the device through which I savor such delights! It is the gilded spoon I use to drink from oceans of blood, to sup from continents of slaughter! The Crucible is…” 
 
    The Seraph trembled, then. Screens appeared all over its body. Max focused on one of them. 
 
      
 
    ERROR: EMOTIVE CORRUPTION PRESENT IN COMPUTING SEQUENCE… 
 
    PURGING EMOTIVE CORRUPTION… 
 
    PURGING FAILED 
 
    TERMINATING OVERRIDE PROTOCOL… 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked Sylan, as he pointed to the screen he’d been reading. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos has manifested its consciousness from where it had been immersed within the Crucible’s inner workings, but the Crucible is an engine of cold, passionless logic,” the Architect of Fate said, a contemptuous sneer unfolding across her face. “Its true purpose is to force creation from and impose control upon the inherent chaos of cosmic energy, not turn trillions upon trillions of worlds into arenas and slaughterhouses for the Cosmic Logos’ entertainment! And it definitely wasn’t meant to house its owner’s psyche, not without permanent deleterious effects!” 
 
    “The Cosmic Logos immersed its mind within the Crucible, so it could better enjoy what Dungeons and monsters do to Knights-Errant and Mundanes, but the Crucible consumed its mind, like you mentioned earlier,” Max said, recalling Sylan’s hysterical laughing fit when the Cosmic Logos spoke through a Harbinger’s mouth and addressed him for the first time. “But then it came out to talk to us and for a while back then, it spoke like a person. Now, it’s not doing that anymore, not because it doesn’t want to, but because it can’t. The Crucible is taking back control of itself from the Cosmic Logos…” 
 
    “Ah, to see you broken and subsumed by what you stole from me is truly justice in its most ironic sense!” Sylan raved, shaking her fist at the Seraph. “This is vengeance enough for me, old nemesis! You might kill us this day, but I shall perish with vindication in my heart!” 
 
    “Shut up,” Nesura said. She manifested a full crimson incarnation beside Max and used its fist to cuff the Architect of Fate over the back of her head. “You’re not perishing, not until you excise Sava’s karmic web.” 
 
    The screens over the Seraph’s body merged into a single massive one. 
 
      
 
    OVERRIDE PROTOCOL TERMINATED 
 
    RE-INITIALIZING… 
 
    ERROR: SAFEGUARD PROTOCOLS HAVE TERMINATED RE-INITIALIZATION 
 
    RE-INITIALIZATION FAILED 
 
    USER CONSCIOUSNESS PROGRAM TERMINATED 
 
    REBOOTING… 
 
    RESUMING DEFAULT PROCEDURES… 
 
      
 
    “Get ready!” Max said, summoning Garlocke and the War Golem as the screen dissolved into flakes of colorless light, and the Seraph snapped its sightless gaze down upon him. 
 
    “Annihilation comes to all things, to all worlds,” the monster said, in a sonorous tone that carried not a single trace of the Cosmic Logos’s consciousness. It was now a Level 99 Warden. “Annihilation leaves only ashes in its wake. But the strong can weather its passage. The mighty can turn it back!” 
 
    The Seraph held the book in its left hand up. Four spheres of black flame emerged from the book’s open pages, before falling to the ground in front of Max. They writhed and roiled, before coalescing into the likenesses of four Special Condition monsters. 
 
    “Travel to the realms of the Avatars of Annihilation,” the Seraph commanded. “Defeat them each in turn! Or you can confront me now, at your own peril.” 
 
    Max took a closer look at the likenesses. The first was a gaunt, emaciated creature that resembled a ghoul. Its knuckles dragged alongside its feet, and its gaze was stupid and hungry. The Soul Lens termed it the Avatar of Famine. 
 
    The second was a hulking humanoid clad in heavy plate armor. It carried a long, curved sword in one mailed fist and a shorter straight blade in its other. Eyes filled with maniacal rage burned from beneath the visor of its horned helm. It was the Avatar of War. 
 
    The third was a robed figure bearing a scythe. A leering skull grinned from the depths of its hood. Black-feathered wings sprouted from its back. The Avatar of Death swept its weapon through the air and beckoned to Max. 
 
    The last was the largest of all. Its bulbous form resembled that of a giant slug’s. Thousands of fist-sized flies buzzed above its bulk. Tentacles swarmed from the single orifice at the foremost tip of its amorphous body, each of them dripping with slime. The Avatar of Pestilence gibbered and rolled in the lake of filth spreading beneath what passed for its underbelly. 
 
    “Touching any of those images will activate a spatial distortion enchantment that will transport you to another location within this Dungeon,” Sylan said, peering closely at the Avatars’ likenesses. “There, you will have to presumably do battle with these monsters. Besting one of them will bring you back here, allowing you to confront another.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we can do anything else, Max,” Nesura said grimly. She pushed a Soul Lens screen toward him. 
 
      
 
    Warden: Seraph of Ashen Annihilation 
 
    Level 99 (Special Condition) 
 
    Health: 99999/99999 
 
    Mana: 99999/99999 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 9999 
 
    Dexterity: 9999 
 
    Fortitude: 9999 
 
    Perception: 9999 
 
    Abilities 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
    Rewards 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    “We probably can’t beat this thing in a straight fight,” she continued. “But if it’s anything like some of the Dungeons with a seemingly invincible Warden we’ve taken on before…” 
 
    “Defeating the Avatars will weaken it enough for us to stand a chance,” Max finished for her. He turned to Sylan. “If the Cosmic Logos is gone, does that mean our world is safe for now and we can take our time with this Dungeon?” 
 
    “No,” the Architect of Fate said grimly. “The Seraph of Ashen Annihilation is a monster, held in place by Artur Brightblade’s artifice and incarnated within a Dungeon through our combined efforts. Once the Dungeon Lord’s work fails in a matter of hours, the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation will reappear within his temporal anomaly, greatly diminished, but still capable of carrying out its original task: the destruction of Pureheart’s Sacrifice. And if that happens…” 
 
    “The Crucible will absorb our world completely, because it’s already been told to do so by the Cosmic Logos,” Max reasoned, before grunting in frustration. “Fine. We’re really working against the clock here. We’d better hurry up.” 
 
    Just as the words left his mouth, the Dungeon’s entrance shimmered. Jonn stepped into view. A heft spiked flail dangled from his right fist. A falchion with a serrated edge filled his left. A sheath of blue light fell over the entrance, barring further any entry.  
 
    “Have you come here to kill with us, Jonn?” Sava asked, as her Phonoi peeled itself from her shadow and sprouted blades from each of its four limbs. 
 
    “Yes,” the Warmonger said, simply. 
 
    “That’s foolishness,” Sylan snapped. “Your Level isn’t high enough for this Dungeon.” 
 
    “It is,” Jonn insisted, before turning away from the Architect of Fate. The corner of his mouth twitched slightly as he looked at Max. “Sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” Max asked, nonplussed. 
 
    “For ruining the farewells we just said to each other,” Jonn explained, a grin finally making itself visible upon his face. “I liken this to two friends saying goodbye and then walking down the same road on their way home.” 
 
    “Apology gladly accepted.” Max chuckled, more than a little surprised at Jonn’s sudden burst of humor and loquaciousness. “I don’t know why, but for some reason, I had a feeling you’d be here.” 
 
    “I have to see this through to the end,” Jonn said, hefting his weapons. He pointed at the likenesses of the Avatars with his falchion. “Let me guess. We need to beat these to win.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Max nodded. “And now that you’re here, we might just get that done in time. We’ll each take one of these Avatars.” 
 
    “You expect me to do battle with a Level 99 monster, Maximo Strident?” Sylan flinched, her eyes bulging with fear. “I won’t survive, and your beloved will…” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” Nesura cuffed her again. “I’ll be the one doing the fighting. You’ll be holding my body and keeping it safe.” 
 
    “You’d trust me to do such a thing?” Sylan asked, as Max handed Nesura’s furry form to her. She sighed as she placed the familiar’s body into her belt pouch. “Of course you would. If Nesura dies from treachery, my own death would follow shortly after at the hands of whichever Avatar she’s chosen to confront.” 
 
    “I will take Death,” Sava said, leveling Blood Drinker at the likeness of the skeletal creature. “And I will conquer it.” 
 
    “Famine,” Jonn said quietly. The hilts of his weapons creaked in his tightening grasp. 
 
    Max nodded. The Warmonger never talked about his past, but it was common knowledge to all Knights-Errant. As an orphan child, he’d seen his younger siblings starve to death in the gutters of Orrustown, two townships away from Hisktown. Much of the wealth Jonn had subsequently earned as a Knight-Errant went toward funding charities that handed out food to those who needed it. 
 
    “I’ll handle Pestilence, then,” Nesura said. “No diseases, magical or otherwise, can affect my crimson incarnation. Sylan just needs to keep herself and my actual body out of sight. I’m sure she can do that much, at least.” 
 
    Max let his gaze drift to the Avatar of War. It seemed to return his regard, as it lifted its blades and crossed them over its armored chest. 
 
    That’s pretty fitting, he thought, as he stretched his neck muscles and twirled Stridentsong to loosen his wrist. “Alright. Let’s get to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max touched the likeness of the Avatar of War. Darkness washed over his vision. A moment later, a foul, coppery odor filled his nostrils. He blinked and found himself standing ankle deep in semi-clotted, rotting blood. A wall of skulls stood a hundred feet away from him. The Avatar of War stood at its top. The monster beckoned to Max with its blades. 
 
    Let’s get this over with. He called upon his wings of crimson light, but they did not appear. A Soul Lens screen flashed into existence in the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    All spells and enchantments that enable flight have been disabled 
 
    All summoned entities and spirit beasts have been dismissed and cannot be re-summoned until the Avatar of War is defeated 
 
      
 
    Max blinked and looked over his shoulder. Sure enough, Garlocke and the War Golem were gone. He quickly checked the raptor’s summoning totem and the construct’s amulet. Both of the enchanted items were intact but inert, utterly irresponsive to his will. 
 
    That’s annoying. He grunted and began a brisk walk toward the wall. If he had to scale the damn thing to battle the Avatar of War, then by the Verdant Gods, he’d do so and make the monster regret its very existence. 
 
    As he approached, however, humanoid silhouettes burst from the charnel fluid swirling about his ankles. The fetid gore slid from their bodies, revealing a host of armored Enforcers. Their limbs were contorted with the rigidity of death, and above the agonized rictus in which their features were cast, black light spiraled within the depths of their empty sockets. 
 
    “Harbingers…?” Max mused under his breath, only for the words to die in his lips as he took a closer look at the creatures that surrounded him. They weren’t Harbingers. The armor they wore was of an older make, used during the Hunnite War… and he recognized more than a few of their faces, contorted though they might be. 
 
    Corporal Williamson was there, clutching the excavated hollow of his abdomen with broken hands. Bannerman Toddias stood next to Willaimson, his head dangling from his shoulders by mere strips of flesh. The infantrymen of 5th Platoon, Enforcers 118th Combined Arms Division, were arrayed in mock attention before Max, all of them bearing blade, spear, and axe wounds upon their necks, heads, and stomachs. 
 
    These were the soldiers who’d gone to war alongside him… these were the ones who’d died while he had not. 
 
    Max scoffed. Was this some awkward contrivance of the Dungeon to render him wracked with survivor’s guilt? But he quickly realized that was not the case, as the walking corpses around him didn’t all belong to Enforcers. There were Hunnites among them, too. He recognized several mighty Noyans he’d managed to outmaneuver and kill on the battlefield. Some of them even carried wounds that could have only been inflicted by a Strident Swordmaster’s blade forms. 
 
    There were civilians too, hapless souls caught in the crossfire of war. Valerisen, Baneling, and Hunnite features were stretched in rictuses across their skulls. Their shambling bodies were those of men, women, and children. 
 
    “War is your haven, Maximo Strident,” the Avatar rumbled from atop its perch. “War is your prize. Come seize it, if you can.” 
 
    One of the corpses—an Enforcer’s—lurched toward him, then. Max cut it apart with a single swing of Stridentsong. The two halves of the monster splashed into the gore at his feet and vanished suddenly. He noticed something appearing at the base of the skull wall. It was the corpse, its limbs wrapped brokenly around its torso, so that it resembled a charnel boulder instead of a mangled humanoid body. 
 
    I get it now, he realized. I have to build a stairway to the top of that wall with the corpses of those who died in war. That shouldn’t be too difficult… 
 
    The rest of the shambling creatures began to convulse. Obscene bulging flesh, black in hue and ridden with crimson veins, snaked from their wounds and wrapped itself around their limbs, before turning into grotesque, pulsing musculature that doubled the height of the corpses. Blades of bone filled their now-mighty fists. 
 
    A horde of hulking, snarling monsters stood where the broken, pitiful revenants had been. They raised their weapons and converged upon Max, who scanned the closest quickly with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Monster: War Cherub 
 
    Level 99 (Special Condition) 
 
    Health: 5130/5130 
 
    Mana: 1000/1000 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 215 
 
    Dexterity: 101 
 
    Fortitude: 600 
 
    Perception: 22 
 
    Abilities 
 
    None 
 
    Rewards 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    Max quickly refreshed his Prowess, Empowerment, and Ironskin spells in a single breath, before finishing up with Hasten, Alacrity, and Fortification. Power coursed through his limbs as he took a single step forward, activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment on Stridentsong, and swung the enchanted sword out in a broad, sweeping arc. 
 
    Crimson blades roared into existence, cleaving down a dozen War Cherubim. Distinctly human wails of agony and despair chimed from their desiccated lips as the monsters splashed into the ankle-deep gore, before reappearing at the foot of the wall in a heap. Two War Cherubim, former Hunnite soldiers judging by their attire, lashed out at Max with curved bony swords before he could bring his whirring blade back to bear. 
 
    He ducked underneath the sweep of one, before hopping over the arc of the other. Storm Bolter bucked twice upon his left gauntlet, hurling a bolt into each of the sword-wielding War Cherubim and blasting their torsos apart. 
 
    A dead child rushed at Max, next. It carried no weapons, but its unnaturally muscled arms terminated in barbed, bony hooks, and its open mouth was full of sharp teeth. The War Cherub managed to clamp its jaws around Max’s knee guard while he was busy fending off its hooked limbs. The monster’s teeth cracked against his plate armor with enough force to leave deep creases in its midnight blue surface. 
 
    Max pivoted away on his lead foot and punched the childlike monster in its undersized head with his left fist. He willed Megalo Maw’s blades to the knuckles of his left gauntlet, activated them, churning the monster’s head into mush. A swift kick sent its decapitated body into the shins of what were once its parents, tripping up both of the larger monsters and giving Max enough time to blast them apart with Storm Bolter’s two remaining bolts. 
 
    He turned on his back heel and swept Stridentsong behind him, mowing down another swathe of War Cherubim. Lightning lanced from the tip of his Magus Staff, turning a dozen of the monsters into spasming humanoid torches. 
 
    A bony blade crashed into his pauldron, then. Max staggered sideways from the impact. A War Cherub, an Enforcer sergeant, slammed an axe into his side. The monster’s weapon didn’t penetrate his armor, but the impact still drove the air from his lungs and dropped him to one knee. Max slammed the butt of his Magus Staff into the surface of the gore-drenched ground and cast Jolting Arc again into the fetid fluid, trusting in it to carry the electrical fury of his spell into the bodies of the monsters around him and in his armor and protective enchantments to shield him from the same. 
 
    His gambit paid off. All he felt from his own Jolting Arc was a slight tingling in his fingertips, while the War Cherubim within five feet of him were hurled from their feet, their newly regrown and reinforced limbs twisting and breaking as electricity fried their once-dead nerves. The monsters farther than that reeled and staggered back, their grotesque black flesh bubbling and peeling beneath the lightning that coruscated over their bodies. 
 
    Surging to his feet, Max put away his Magus Staff and took Stridentsong in a two-handed grip. He swept the sword out and around, so that the crimson blades whirring down its length cut down the War Cherubim in droves. The corpse pile at the foot of the wall grew with every arc he sliced through the ranks of the monsters. 
 
    Some of the War Cherubim surged past the reach of his blade. They were swift and strong, and their weapons hammered painfully against Max’s armor, denting it in many places. He dismissed the Ravening Slaughter enchantment and brought Stridentsong into the Swaying Willow Guard and Iron Aegis Block blade forms to parry and deflect the monsters’ follow-up blows, before cutting them down with precise ripostes. 
 
    More War Cherubim burst from the gore and began converging on Max. He looked past them to the skull wall and saw that the stairway of piled corpses now reached halfway up its length. Clenching his jaw, he broke out into a sprint toward it, bowling over the monsters directly in his path. The War Cherubim pursued him, shrieks of unhinged rage and broken sobs pealing from their lips. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of the monsters hurl its axe, sending the weapon spinning end-over-end with the force of a blitzing thunderbolt. Max turned and smashed it out of the air with Stridentsong, but in doing so, allowed the War Cherubim to catch up with him and turn his sprint into an awkward withdrawal that had him dancing between hasty parries and frantic dodges. 
 
    I’m not going to let one of these things kill me, he thought, as he cut another three of them down with a series of Moonlit Reflection Arc blade forms and hopped back, finally reaching the base of the corpse stairs. He hurled out a Fire Storm spell, sending a tide of flame rolling over the monsters swarming him from every angle. 
 
    The War Cherubim shrieked as the flesh blistered and peeled from their limbs, before falling apart into swirls of ash. More of them emerged from the charnel lake, but they were several strides away from the stairs, and by the time they began their advance, Max was already halfway up the steps and a third of the way to the top of the skull wall. 
 
    The monsters pursued, many of them falling off the sides of the stairway in their eagerness to catch and tear him apart. He cast Lightning Infusion on Stridentsong and sent the sword into his Amplification Sheath, before turning with his Magus Staff in his hands and a barrage of Icelance spells blasting from its tip. 
 
    Beams of frost scythed into the swarming War Cherubim, freezing many of them into place and turning their frost-wreathed bodies into a barricade across the width of the stairway. Without missing a beat, the rest of the monsters began hacking and chopping at their frozen kin, reducing them to chunks of ichor-drenched ice that cascaded into the swirling gore on either side of the corpse stairs. 
 
    Max glanced over his shoulder and saw more steps appear behind him. He climbed them and cast Icelance in rapid succession again, turning the foremost ranks of the War Cherubim into yet another frozen obstacle for the monsters behind them. Predictably enough, the same internecine slaughter occurred again, and the stairway grew even higher. 
 
    That’s fitting, I suppose, Max thought, as he climbed higher still. War happens when everyone starts killing everyone else. It doesn’t revolve around a single individual. It’s mass communal slaughter. 
 
    He’d almost reached the top of the skull wall. The Amplification Sheath chimed, telling him that it had amplified his spell as much as it was able to. Max put away his Magus Staff and called Stridentsong to his grasp. Potent arcs of lightning coruscated up and down the length of its blade. He activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment too, just as the War Cherubim finally smashed their way past their frozen kin. 
 
    Max swept Stridentsong out in a wide arc. A massive electrical shockwave, dancing across whirring blades of crimson light, scythed into the monsters, killing over a hundred of them at once and wiping them clean from the corpse stairway. A Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Level 111 attained 
 
    ERROR: Cannot exceed Level 99 in this Phase 
 
    Overflow Bonus attained: 
 
    +1% universal damage dealt 
 
    +0.5% universal damage reduction 
 
    +5 to all Physical Attributes 
 
    +1% to spell potency and efficacy 
 
    +1% casting speed 
 
    +1% Base Health Point regeneration 
 
    +0.5% Mana cost reduction 
 
      
 
    Max glanced briefly over his shoulder. The stairway now led all the way up to the top of the skull wall, where the Avatar of War was waiting. Below, amidst the gore, another horde of War Cherubim emerged, all of them bearing the faces of people he’d seen die. 
 
    But they didn’t come after him anymore. Instead, they raised their broken hands, as if in supplication… or worship. The rictus of wrath and agony they’d worn upon their faces now took on a desperate, pleading cast. 
 
    Please… please… they moaned collectively, their voices rolling across the gore-laden, stinking breeze that washed over the corpse stair. 
 
    Max grinned and sketched a courtly bow, one befitting a Valerisen nobleman and profiteer of war, before turning his back on them and climbing the stairs all the way to the top, his bootheels squelching compressed carrion with every step. 
 
    The Avatar of War advanced to meet him, but as it approached, its armored bulk shrank and diminished, before splitting apart into three much more diminutive humanoid forms. One of them had Sava’s likeness, only this one wasn’t wearing a harness of spiked steel. Instead, it wore the traditional training robes of a Strident Swordmaster… no, those were the robes of the Strident Grandmaster. The creature with Sava’s face had contempt and disgust etched all over its features. It carried a dueling sword in its right hand and a warding sword in its left. 
 
    The second looked like Vaustika, bedecked in the ceremonial armor of a war-prince and wielding a jewel-hilted sword in its fist. Its features were twisted into a mask of envy and rage. 
 
    The last was clad in the fluted plate armor of a senior Enforcer officer, with the rank bars of a colonel sitting between its neck and pauldrons. But the blade in its fist wasn’t an officer’s longsword or cavalry saber. It was a dueling sword, one similar in shape and form to the longer blade in the Sava creature’s right hand. The Enforcer lifted the visor of its helm to reveal the features of Turino Strident, Max’s father. Its disappointed scowl was one Max knew very well, one he’d seen every day in his youth and most nights in his dreams. 
 
    Max scoffed and then chuckled. “What is this supposed to be? That rabble down there was made up of the poor bastards who died in the Hunnite war, and I get it. I built my military career on their corpses, and I have no regrets and make no apologies about that. So what’s this?” 
 
    “What you left behind for war,” the Sava creature said. 
 
    “What you disgraced in war,” the Turino creature said. 
 
    “What you stole from in war,” the Vaustika creature said. 
 
    Max laughed. 
 
    And then he charged the monsters. The Vaustika creature died instantly, its head parted from its shoulders by a single Moonlit Reflection Arc blade form. The Sava creature was far more formidable. It was swift and strong, and its blade forms were perfect, smashing aside Max’s sword, slipping past his parries, and slicing through his armor to inflict deep wounds on his chest, upper thighs, and shoulders. 
 
    But not a single hit the creature had landed on him had been upon a vital spot. He grabbed the Sava creature’s dueling sword in his left gauntlet and chewed it up with Megalo Maw’s blades, before shooting it in the head, neck, chest, and abdomen with Storm Bolter. The monster staggered back, its body reduced to a mangled ruin by the explosive bolts of the enchanted crossbow. Max cut it in half with a Weeping Loom blade form, before bringing Stridentsong around to meet the dueling sword of the Turino creature. 
 
    The features of the Strident Patriarch glowered down upon Max. The monster surged its sword upward, breaking the bind between its weapon and his, before falling into a sweeping sequence of blade forms that Max only barely managed to parry. He raised Stridentsong in readiness for an Iron Aegis Block, only to realize that the Turino creature’s Crashing Iron blade form was a feint. 
 
    The monster kicked him in the chest with enough force to cave in his cuirass, break his breastbone, and send him skidding on his back toward the edge of the skull wall. Pushing his agony to the back of his mind, Max clamped his left palm down upon the bone beneath him and activated Megalo Maw’s enchantment. Clouds of osseous dust rose into the air as the gauntlet’s spinning blades chewed into the packed skulls and brought Max’s tumble to a grinding halt. 
 
    He surged to his feet, the taste of his own blood filling his mouth. The Turino creature sneered at him. 
 
    “You’re not good enough. You never were, and you never will be,” it said in his father’s voice, before advancing upon him, its blade raised in readiness to deliver a killing stroke. 
 
    Max called his Magus Staff to his grasp and hit the monster directly in the face with a Jolting Arc, followed by a Fireball and a Stone Spear. The Turino creature reeled, its armor smashed apart by magical boulders, its flesh ablaze from magical flame, and its nerves ruined by magical lightning. Max pinned its feet to the top of the skull wall with Icelance spells, before activating the Ravening Slaughter enchantment and severing its arms with whirring crimson blades.  
 
    He extended his will to his armor. The Midnight Storm Plate was severely damaged, but its enchantments still held, and it responded to his mental commands readily, transferring the Amplification Sheath from its place upon his backplate to a steel band on his left hip. He twirled Stridentsong once, before sheathing the sword in a pointedly deliberate motion. 
 
    The Turino creature spat in disgust at the sight. 
 
    “You’re a failure! You don’t deserve to…” it began. 
 
    Max drew Stridentsong and struck in a single motion. The Storm Flash blade form brought him past the Turino creature. The monster’s head toppled from its shoulders. Then the upper half of its body slid free of its waist. Finally, its thighs fell from the stumps above its knees. 
 
    Max clicked his tongue as he glanced over his shoulder at his handiwork. He’d performed the Storm Flash blade form horribly, but then he’d always done so, much to his father’s disappointment. Other than Turino, only Sava could pull off the ridiculously difficult and impractical blade form with any degree of battle effectiveness. 
 
    And she still thought it was stupid and worthless, he thought, his gaze drifting to the remains of the Sava creature. Somewhere in the Valerisen Dominion, far away from the Apocalypse Horizon, the true Grandmaster of the Strident Blade Academy was still teaching her classes. She was talking to students. 
 
    She was living her life, and Max wished her well. 
 
    He cast a healing spell on himself, took his sword in a two-handed grip, and drove it into the chest of the armored figure materializing before him. The Avatar of War convulsed and dropped its weapons as he twisted his blade, churning apart whatever passed for its heart. Ichor gushed through the gaps of its helm, and it fell over, crashing upon its back as Max ripped Stridentsong free. 
 
    Out of curiosity, he strode over to the fallen monster and tore its helm off before its remains could dissolve into flakes of black light. Unsurprisingly, the Avatar of War had his face, albeit twisted in an agonized death rictus. Max scoffed as he stood up straight and looked down from the skull wall. 
 
    Beneath him, the War Cherubim were sinking back into the charnel lake. Their empty, mournful gazes were locked upon Max until they disappeared completely beneath the surface of the rotting gore. 
 
    The landscape shifted around him then, and he found himself standing upon the plain of black sand once more, with the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation looming expectantly above him. 
 
    “Hey, Max?” Nesura’s voice rang out through their mental link. “If you’re done with your monster, I could really use your help with mine. Sylan is even more useless than I’d thought. At the rate things are going, she’s going to die.” 
 
    I can’t let that happen, at least not yet. Max strode to the likeness of the Avatar of Pestilence and pushed his hand through it. Black light filled his vision, and when it peeled away, he was falling through a sickly green sky. 
 
    Max activated his crimson wings and spread them wide to arrest his flight. As his plummet screeched to a jarring halt, a Soul Lens screen appeared in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Avatar of War defeated… 
 
    Avatar of Pestilence is currently engaged in battle… 
 
    No spell, skill, or ability restrictions will be applied to you 
 
      
 
    Great. Max swept his gaze over the morass of bubbling filth that was the Avatar of Pestilence’s arena and spotted Nesura’s crimson incarnation several hundred feet away, hacking and slashing at the monster’s massive, slug-like form. The familiar was rending great, oozing wounds over the Avatar’s body, only to have them regenerate as quickly as they’d been created. 
 
    He reached out through the cohort bond he shared with Sylan and found the Architect of Fate cowering upon a floating disc nearby, shrouded beneath the effects of a Cloak spell. Lumbering humanoid creatures with too many limbs and too many heads—Plague Cherubum—stalked the swampland around her. They would detect Sylan within moments, and when they did, Max didn’t doubt they’d tear her apart in an instant. 
 
    Max tapped the War Golem’s amulet, and the construct appeared in midair, before crashing down into the swamp, the impact of its landing geysering filth in every direction. It began sprinting toward Sylan, its spear readied to strike. The Plague Cherubim gibbered and shrieked as they turned to confront the War Golem. 
 
    That should keep their attention from her, he thought, as he began flying toward where Nesura was doing battle with the Avatar of Pestilence. More Plague Cherubim emerged from the filth as he approached. Insectile wings sprouted from their backs, and they soared up to meet him. 
 
    Max activated Garlocke’s summoning totem. The raptor appeared in the air beside him, his wings already manifested and spread. Garlocke spat gobbets of corrosive spit at the foremost Plague Cherubim, and the monsters fell, shrieking and thrashing their misshapen limbs as their bodies dissolved. 
 
    The raptor then charged into the monsters’ midst, biting and clawing a large gap in their ranks. Max flew through that breach and hurled a Fire Storm spell upon the Avatar of Pestilence just as Nesura danced clear of its flailing tentacular limbs. 
 
    “I tried that already,” the familiar cried. “Flames do nothing to halt or lessen its regenerative capabilities! None of the elements do.” 
 
    “Any other ideas, then?” Max asked, as the Avatar of Pestilence flailed its body wildly, smothering the flames licking across its diseased flesh in the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Nesura said, her annoyance burning through the mental link she shared with Max. “It just keeps regrowing everything I cut, burn, or freeze off, and every time that happens, it becomes even stronger, faster, and uglier.” 
 
    “It’s carrying some kind of magical disease called Bloomrot,” Max said, scanning the Avatar of Pestilence with his Soul Lens. 
 
    “I tried using a Cleanse spell on it already,” Nesura said. “It resisted my spell, probably because its body registers Cleanse as a hostile spell that induces negative effects upon it.” 
 
    “Wait.” Max scanned the monster again as he flew higher into the skies, out of the reach of its flailing tentacles. “It’s not by itself. Bloomrot is also showing up as a monster, not just a disease. It’s infected by the Avatar of Pestilence.” 
 
    “They’re plagues feeding off of and sustaining each other at the same time,” Nesura said, darting into range of her blade and slicing open the Avatar of Pestilence’s flank, only to have its trembling, jelly-like flesh fold over its most recent wounds. “How fitting.” 
 
    Max flew over the monster, dismissed his wings, and crashed down directly upon its back. He plunged his Magus Staff into the Avatar’s flesh and cast Cleanse upon the Bloomrot roiling within its flesh. The magical disease was far weaker and resistant than the Special Condition monster, and it couldn’t fight off the effects of Max’s spell, which forcibly tore it free from its host. 
 
    The Bloomrot suffused Max’s body instead, and he felt a tremendous killing fever burn within his veins. Nesura hit him with another Cleanse spell, purging the disease from his flesh. It fell upon the familiar’s crimson incarnation… and passed uselessly through its body. Without a host, the Bloomrot perished quickly. 
 
    Max hurled himself skyward again, barely evading the grasp of the Avatar’s tentacles. Nesura ripped into the monster’s bulk again, and this time, it didn’t regenerate. The familiar went into a frenzy, carving the Avatar of Pestilence apart with her blade. Within moments, all that was left of the monster was a heap of shredded meat. 
 
    “Let’s check on the others,” Max said to Nesura, as the landscape shifted once more around them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max and Nesura found Sava battling the Avatar of Death upon the surface of a vast obsidian-hued dais. Her blades clashed against the monster’s flashing scythe rapidly, the sound of every impact blending into a single metallic chime. 
 
    Mournful Cherubim, skeletal creatures garbed in dark tunics and armed with long, slender-bladed knives, swarmed the dais from all sides. The Phonoi’s shadowy form swirled around Sava, slicing every monster within reach to pieces.  
 
    As Max watched, the Duelist bound the Avatar of Death’s scythe with Blood Drinker, forced it aside, and rammed Flesh Tearer into the monster’s chest. The saw-like teeth lining the warding sword’s blade came to life and began chewing into the Avatar of Death’s skeletal torso and sending flakes of bone flying in every direction. 
 
    Sava reversed her grip on Flesh Tearer and ripped it upwards, tearing the blade free of the monster’s ribcage and ramming its point into the Avatar of Death’s fleshless neck. Desiccated vertebrae gave way beneath the whirring teeth born of the warding sword’s enchantment, and the monster’s head toppled free from its shoulders. The Avatar of Death’s skull-like visage opened its jaws in a silent scream, before it shattered into fine, grayish dust against the surface. 
 
    It was only then that Sava noticed Max and Nesura. She smiled as the Dungeon returned them all to the plain of black sand and colorless skies. 
 
    “Well done!” Max congratulated the Duelist. “That was amazing. You’ve taken the blade forms to heights no Strident Swordmaster could have ever dreamed of!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sava said, giving him a quick peck on the lips, before stroking Garlocke’s head and nuzzling Nesura against her cheek. She looked at the final likeness still remaining. “Is Jonn not done yet?” 
 
    “We should go help him,” Max said, but before he could touch the ghoulish likeness of the Avatar of Famine, it disappeared, and Jonn materialized in its place. 
 
    The Warmonger sank to one knee. Blood pooled beneath his feet. His potently enchanted plate armor had been reduced to shreds of metal clinging to his massive frame. But he was alive, and he gave Max a nod that said everything he needed to. 
 
    Jonn had beaten the Avatar of Famine, and despite his wounds, he was still ready for battle. 
 
    Nesura rushed her crimson incarnation to the Warmonger’s side and began bathing him in healing spells. Max and Sava turned to face the Seraph of Ashen Annihilation as it stirred into motion. Golden chains had appeared over its limbs and torso. Max scanned the Warden quickly with his Soul Lens. 
 
      
 
    Warden: Seraph of Ashen Annihilation 
 
    Level 99 (Special Condition) 
 
    Health: 48585/48585 
 
    Mana: 31996/31996 
 
    Physical Attributes 
 
    Strength: 999 
 
    Dexterity: 999 
 
    Fortitude: 999 
 
    Perception: 999 
 
    Abilities 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
    Rewards 
 
    UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    It’s still really powerful, but we actually stand a chance now, Max thought, tightening his grips on Stridentsong’s hilt and the Magus Staff. And we still have half an hour left. 
 
    “The Seraph of Ashen Annihilation will only be diminished thus within the confines of this Dungeon,” Sylan said in a strained voice, as she refreshed the panoply of concealment and defensive spells she’d cast over herself. “If you fall here, and it emerges into the temporal anomaly, it will slaughter every Knight-Errant that stands in its way to secure the Cosmic Logos’s victory.” 
 
    “We’d better not let that happen, then,” Jonn said. Nesura had healed the worst of his injuries, and he was now on his feet, holding a massive two-handed cleaver in his gauntleted fists. He had encased his bulk in yet another suit of plate armor. The Warmonger refreshed his Prowess spell and activated the enchantments of the many amulets, charms, and emblems bound into his armor to amplify his strength, resilience, and swiftness. 
 
    Max did the same with his spells for himself and Sava.  Garlocke and the War Golem took their places alongside him, while the Phonoi spread its blades menacingly as it hovered above Sava’s head. Nesura melded her crimson incarnation with Max’s body once more, leaving its upper half protruding from his left shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” the familiar snarled, as Max handed over the Magus Staff to her. 
 
    The Seraph raised its book. Beams of fire, frost, and lightning arced from its pages to descend upon Max. Nesura intercepted the descending flames with an Aegis spell, while Max did the same to the cascading ice. 
 
    The War Golem leaped high, swinging its spear above its head. Drawn by the construct’s metallic body and raised weapon, a thousand lightning bolts hammered into it and sent it hurtling away, its torso and limbs reduced to a semi-molten state. 
 
    The Seraph’s spells are too powerful for the War Golem to absorb and repurpose, Max realized, as he spread his crimson wings and soared toward the Warden’s face. Beneath him, Sava had already closed the distance between her and the Seraph and was already hacking and slashing at its ankles alongside the Phonoi. 
 
    Garlocke pounded across the black sand, taking a circuitous arc that brought him to the Warden’s flank. Globs of corrosive spit blasted from his maw to hammer into the Seraph’s sides and back, only to slide off uselessly. The raptor’s bile wasn’t potent enough to overcome the Warden’s innate resistances. 
 
    The Seraph swept its sword downward. The Phonoi attempted to block the descent of the massive blade, only to be cut clean in half. But the shadowy creature’s temporary destruction had brought Sava enough time to throw herself clear of the Warden’s stroke, which sliced deeply into the sand upon which she’d been standing an instant ago. 
 
    Nesura preceded Max’s charge with a flurry of Jolting Arc, Fireball, and Icelance spells. The Warden weathered the elemental onslaught that would have reduced most other Level 99 monsters to ashes, but it didn’t do so unscathed. The Seraph staggered back, its face and torso scorched in some areas and bitten-through with frost in others. 
 
    Max struck the Warden a moment later, ramming Stridentsong’s tip between its eyes. The enchanted sword rang painfully in his grasp as it bounced off the Seraph’s skull and rattled his flight to an awkward, faltering halt. But the impact also snapped the Warden’s head back upon its shoulders. The Seraph reeled and brought its sword up in an attempt to cleave Max in half. 
 
    Though the Warden’s stroke was awkward and clumsy, it was still blindingly swift. Nesura placed Shield spells in its path. One magical barrier after another shattered beneath the edge of the Seraph’s blade, but they slowed its path enough for Max to fly barely clear of its passage. 
 
    A cluster of magical boulders appeared above the pages of the Warden’s open book, before hurtling toward Max. He blasted several into shards with Storm Bolter, sliced more apart with Stridentsong, but a few hammered into him, buckling his semi-repaired breastplate, tearing his right pauldron clean off, and smashing him from the skies. 
 
    Max struck the sand and rolled to his feet immediately. A sphere of crackling black lightning appeared above the Seraph’s book. Nesura cast Shield repeatedly, raising a dome of overlapping magical barriers above Max, but he knew that it wouldn’t be enough to resist the fury of the Warden’s spell.      
 
    Jonn hammered his cleaver into the Warden’s left ankle. The Warmonger’s blade bit deeply into ashen flesh, only to snap a third of the way up from its hilt. But the deep cut was enough to stagger the Seraph and dissipate the black sphere above its book. Jonn promptly released his broken weapon, retrieved a spiked mace from his Ring of Holding, and began bashing away at the Seraph’s shins. 
 
    The Warden lashed out with a kick that clipped Jonn in the side and sent him into a spinning tumble across the plains. Garlocke slammed into the Seraph’s abdomen a moment later, biting with his fangs and ripping with his claws, tearing free entire chunks of bloodless, ashen flesh from the Warden’s torso. 
 
    The Seraph impaled Garlocke upon its sword and raised the wriggling raptor above its head, before incinerating him with a column of flame rising from the pages of its book. Max grunted in frustration as Garlocke’s summoning totem trembled in its place upon his belt. After being destroyed so utterly, the raptor would not be able to manifest again for several hours. 
 
    Sava hit it in the thigh and chest with a flurry of shockwaves radiating from both of her blades. The Duelist’s strikes carved furrows into the Warden’s body. The Seraph unleashed a barrage of electrical globes upon her. She dodged as best as she could through the descending lightning, but one of the globes managed to catch her ankle and unleash enough of its elemental fury into her body to hurl her twenty feet away. Sava struck the sand and tried to get up immediately, but she couldn’t, as her limbs were still spasming wildly from her recent electrocution. 
 
    The Seraph brought its blade down toward her prone form. The War Golem threw its maimed bulk in the way. The Warden’s sword sliced into the construct’s shoulder and continued cleaving downward, until its fury was spent, somewhere just above the War Golem’s hip. 
 
    The construct grabbed the Seraph’s right wrist with both of its half-melted hands. It managed to hold the Warden in place for the span of a heartbeat before it fell apart and returned to its summoning amulet. 
 
    That was enough time for Max and Nesura to strike from beneath a Cloak spell and bury both of their blades beneath the Seraph’s jaw. The Warden hurled a bolt of fire from its book at them. Nesura blocked the burning projectile with an Aegis spell. Max activated the Ravening Slaughter enchantment upon Stridentsong. 
 
    Spinning crimson blades shrieked into existence and tore the front of the Seraph’s face from its skull. Max kicked off its chest, barely avoiding the same fate as Garlocke as the Warden stabbed at him with its sword. A sphere of black light pulsed within the depths of the Seraph’s mangled skull. 
 
    A throwing axe, flung by Jonn, spun end-over-end to bounce off against the sphere. A cry of pain—the first—pealed from the Seraph. Max snapped his crimson wings back and hurled himself toward the Warden’s only ostensible weak point, with Stridentsong leading the way. 
 
    His sword, still sheathed in the shrieking blades of the Ravening Slaughter enchantment, struck home. The sphere broke apart and dissipated into wisps of smoke. The Seraph’s massive body followed shortly after. 
 
    Max descended to the ground wearily. A violet sphere was hovering in the air where the Seraph had been standing. Sava had managed to recover herself sufficiently to walk to his side. Sylan stumbled to her knees before him, hurled there by Nesura’s crimson incarnation. 
 
    “Do it,” Jonn said from a dozen feet away. The Warmonger’s left arm was broken, as was his left leg, but he stood tall and strong. Jonn chuckled weakly. “And goodbye. For real, this time.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Jonn,” Max said, chuckling as well. He took Sava’s hand in his… 
 
    And then he destroyed the core. 
 
    ** 
 
    Somewhere else, sometime else: 
 
    The world had gone insane, as far as Aliana was concerned. A week ago, a glowing figure the size of a mountain had appeared in the heavens. 
 
    It called itself the Crucible Adjudicator, and it… did something to everyone. 
 
    Crouching amidst the pile of rubble that used to be her home, Aliana glanced down at the band of colorless light upon her wrist. When she focused on it, strange screens appeared in the air above her. 
 
      
 
    Crucible Challenger: Aliana de Urista 
 
    Class: Scoundrel 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Species: Esarthu 
 
    Spells/Effects currently active: Shade Lv. 1 (channeling) 
 
      
 
    Aliana held desperately onto her Shade spell, which turned the outline of her body indistinct and made it difficult for other people to spot her easily, even when they were looking directly at her. It was the only thing that had kept her alive these last few days. 
 
    Everyone she knew had gotten a similar band around their wrists, too. But they got different spells. Some of them had spells that allowed them to throw fire or ice from their hands. Others could become very strong and fast. 
 
    And many of them used their spells to kill each other. 
 
    That was what the Crucible Adjudicator had told them to do, and they’d obeyed, because they became stronger when they killed other people… when they killed other Challengers. 
 
    Aliana shuddered and fought back her tears as she recalled how her neighbor, a kindly Esarthu woman named Dayna had sprouted blades of light from her palms and used them to eviscerate her own son and daughter, laughing gleefully all the while as she absorbed the cosmic essence of her slain children. 
 
    Dayna had then been promptly strangled by another Esarthu man, one capable of sheathing his body in sheets of strange metal. The man, whose Class was Alloymancer, then tore out her heart and ate it for good measure. 
 
    Not that he needed to eat, of course. Thanks to the cosmic energy coursing through their bodies, nobody in this world needed to eat or drink anymore. They didn’t feel cold, and they didn’t get sick. The only way they could die was at the hands of one another… or beneath the fangs and claws of monsters. 
 
    A strange building had appeared a day’s walk from where Aliana’s house used to stand. Nobody knew what it was, only that anyone who went inside never came out again. And then, two days later, monsters poured from the building. They reminded Aliana of Gebruchen, creatures from Esarthu folklore. They had purplish hunchbacked bodies, scythe-like claws, and massive fang-filled maws, and they killed and devoured every Challenger they managed to catch. 
 
    Aliana had run, of course. But then there were more monsters in the direction she’d been fleeing to. These were single legged, feathered abominations that looked like Trillaxi, another creature of Esarthu myth. She’d seen them drive their translucent beaks into the skulls of several Challengers and suck their brains out. 
 
    So she’d returned to what was left of her home. Gebruchen were approaching from the east, while Trillaxi were closing in from the west. To the north were Challengers who wanted to skin her alive and claim her cosmic essence. More of the same lay to the south. 
 
    Aliana choked back a sob. Her world had ended, and soon enough, so would her life. She clutched desperately at the small blade in her left hand. In better times, she’d used it to peel fruit. Now, she was thinking of drawing its edge over her wrists and bleeding out, so worse things wouldn’t happen to her. 
 
    A burst of midnight blue light filled her eyes, then. She gasped and blinked frantically. When her vision cleared, she saw… 
 
    She wasn’t sure what she saw. 
 
    A tall man stood a few paces away. He… wasn’t Esarthu. His ears didn’t taper to a point. His limbs were too thick, and his chest was too broad. He was wearing some kind of metal suit, midnight blue in color and trimmed with gold. His jaw was square and strong, and his hair was white. He looked calm… but he didn’t look kind. 
 
    Aliana rubbed her eyes. When she looked at the man again, she saw that he wasn’t alone. There was a woman with him. She wasn’t Esarthu either. Her skin was slightly darker in hue, and her build was much slighter than the man’s. She was wearing nothing but strips of spiked metal that pierced her flesh and a leather belt from which two long, curved blades hung. 
 
    On an impulse, Aliana raised the light on her wrist and angled it at the man. 
 
      
 
    ERROR 
 
    CUI SCAN CANNOT BE COMPLETED 
 
    UNKNOWN CATEGORY: Maximo Strident 
 
    Level: 99+ 
 
    Species: Human 
 
    Class: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    Human? Aliana blinked in surprise. She’d learned about humans during her cosmological studies as a young child. They were a primitive species spread across two or three worlds in the most remote regions of the cosmos. But there was nothing primitive about the man called Maximo Strident. 
 
    She did the same thing to the woman. 
 
      
 
    UNKNOWN CATEGORY: Sava Saree 
 
    Level: 99+ 
 
    Species: Human 
 
    Class: UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    Maximo Strident snapped his gaze in her direction, then. There was no doubt he’d seen through her Shade spell. Aliana yelped and scrambled to her feet, but before she could even begin to flee, the man in midnight blue was standing in front of her. 
 
    A firm hand on her shoulder held her in place. It belonged to the woman called Sava Saree. Up close, Aliana could see that the human woman was beautiful, even to her Esarthu sensibilities, but the cold, murderous light in Sava’s eyes terrified her. 
 
    “It’s alright, Sava,” Maximo Strident said, in an alien tongue that Aliana could understand perfectly. “She’s just one of the locals, and she’s only Level 1. There’s no need to hurt her.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sava replied, releasing Aliana and stepping away. 
 
    “How long has your world been like this?” Maximo Strident asked Aliana. 
 
    “A… a week,” she said, her voice breaking. “What’s going on? Why is this happening?” 
 
    Something small and furry poked its head out of a pouch belted to Maximo Strident’s waist. It… cackled, before speaking in a distinctly feminine voice. “The Crucible has absorbed your world entirely and turned you all into marionettes called Challengers. The Cosmic Logos, the idiot who runs the Crucible, wants you to kill and be killed for its entertainment. But don’t worry, though. We’re here now, and we’ll set things right again, won’t we, Max?” 
 
    “We will, Nesura,” Maximo Strident said. “I can’t make you any promises, nor can I offer you any protection… Aliana. But what I can do is to break the Crucible’s hold on your world. What happens after that will be up to you and your people.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Aliana asked, surprising herself with her boldness. 
 
    “We’ve done it about a hundred times already, but here’s the gist: we find the Primal Dungeon of this world, destroy its core, and destabilize the Crucible’s grasp upon its karmic web. Then Max casts a spell called Unravel, which will cut this world off from the Crucible,” Nesura said, before waving one of her leathery wings dismissively. “It’s all a bit complicated, but so is everything we learned from that coward Sylan.” 
 
    “Speaking of Sylan, do you think we’ll run into her here?” Sava asked. “I still have to thank her for helping me, but she ran away as soon as you took that metal band off her brow.” 
 
    “Probably because she thought that I would kill her immediately after,” Maximo said, shaking her head. “But I won’t, not until I pay her back, anyway. Anyway, I doubt we’ll find her here. She has some scheme of her own, and she’s probably working on it somewhere, hundreds or thousands of worlds away.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Aliana de Urista,” Sava said, flashing a smile that was at once both warm and terrifyingly cold at Aliana. She and Maximo Strident began walking away. 
 
    “Wait!” Aliana cried. “Wait! Take me with you!” 
 
    Maximo Strident halted in his tracks. He looked Aliana up and down, before shrugging. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
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